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Editorial

this issue of POINTER features articles dealing 
with the continued transformation of the 
singapore armed forces (saf) into a third 

generation fighting force. given the rapid and 
sweeping changes involved, it is imperative for 
the saf as a whole to be flexible and innovative, 
a requirement that invariably emphasizes 
organizational culture and personnel. in “saf 
transformation – focusing on the people,” me6 
chia chee chen emphasizes the need to manage 
change and create the capacity to change 
in an organization through a people-centric 
approach, linking the various concepts into a 
transformation framework useful for the saf. 
noting that individuals are the most important 
agents of transformation, me6 chia identifies the 
key groups of Warrant officers, officers and senior 
management in the saf and recommends different 
change management approaches for dealing with 
their expectations effectively and channeling 
their strengths productively. advocating systems 
thinking as the way forward, he then proposes 
methods in dealing with common impediments 
to its implementation, including turf wars, 
difficulties in learning from experience and  
work-family conflicts.

“high flyers: implications of short officer 
careers in the saf” by cpt (ns) toh Weisong notes 
how the short officer careers in the saf have 
cast doubt on the professionalism of its officers, 
leading to calls for their careers to be extended. 
he argues that short careers must prevail for now 
because of unique macro-level factors beyond the 
saf’s control, such as social attitudes towards 
national service and military careers in general 
and increasing competition from other employers. 
instead, he examines alternative ways in which 

professional competency can be built and 
retained in junior officers given the constraints 
of such short careers, with particular emphasis on 
realistic training and the effective inculcation of 
warfighting skills.

the saf must also consider its expanding 
role and responsibilities in an uncertain security 
landscape, an issue that concerns armed forces 
around the world and was the topic of the inaugural 
goh Keng swee command and staff college 
(gKs csc) seminar 2011. held at safti military 
institute (safti-mi) from 6-7 october 2011, the 
gKs csc seminar 2011 was entitled “operations 
other than War in a coalition environment: 
opportunities and challenges for modern armed 
forces” and jointly organized by gKs csc, the  
s. rajaratnam school of international studies 
(rsis) and the saf-ntu academy (sna). thus 
we are once again sharing our editorial space 
for this issue, with professor ong Weichong and  
ms manaswini ramkumar providing a short  
introduction to five essays from this seminar.

OpEratiOns OthEr than War in a  
COalitiOn EnvirOnmEnt – OppOrtunitiEs 
and ChallEngEs fOr mOdErn armEd 
fOrCEs

the role of the singapore armed forces (saf) 
has evolved from “rising to the defence of 
singapore” in the first generation years of the 
1960s to the “full-spectrum force” of today. in 
peacetime, the third generation saf is expected 
to respond flexibly to the spectrum of operations 
other than War (ootW) contingences ranging from 
peace support operations (pso) to humanitarian 
and disaster relief (hadr). the evolution of the 
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saf from first generation to third is very much  
intertwined with singapore’s growth as a nation-
state and a responsible member of the international 
community. the expanded role and capabilities of 
the saf thus can be best explained within the 
context of a larger global development—one that 
calls upon national armed forces to play a role 
beyond that of homeland defence. indeed, in 
today’s security environment, national security 
is inextricably linked to regional and global  
security. it is this correlation between national, 
regional and global security that underscores the 
rise in collaboration and cooperation between 
military forces worldwide—through multilateral 
exercises, joint training, international military 
education and training (imet) and coalition 
operations. in short, collaboration between 
armed forces is essential to achieving security  
and stability both at home and in the 
neighbourhood. 

in this issue of POINTER, readers are provided 
with an assessment of the various opportunities 
and challenges faced by modern armed forces in 
ootW—in a coalition environment.  the areas 
of focus are namely: international criminal law 
(icl), stability operations, interoperability, 
peacekeeping and training. a common element 
that can be found in all five papers is the  
blurring of roles and functions between the armed 
forces and civil agencies. indeed, the duties of 
the 21st century soldier are multidisciplinary, 
with each soldier expected to be a practitioner of 
defense diplomacy, development economics, civil 
engineering and peacemaking. 

the article by mr alvin tan explains the role 
of small states in upholding and shaping icl in 
accordance with local value systems and regional 
notions of justice. tan begins his analysis by 
stating that philosophical underpinnings of 
justice differ from region to region, and in 
south east asia they are markedly different from  
Western legal traditions that underscore the 
international criminal justice system. to make 

international criminal law more international 
and to increase its applicability, he explains the 
need to focus on cultural specificities and to 
accommodate cultural nuances when using icl to 
mediate disputes between nation-states. Being 
an overwhelming undertaking for any individual 
state, small states can provide a regional 
mechanism for dispute mediation and resolution, 
thereby contributing towards regional security 
and stability, a function that could be undertaken 
by the south east asian regional body, asean. 

the article by dr thomas hammes deals 
with the future of stability operations. the 
complex execution of stability operations 
notwithstanding, hammes observes that the 
academic community is not unified even in the 
definition of the concept and its scope. While 
acknowledging this stark reality, he goes on to 
explain that stability operations are undertaken 
as a necessity by the great powers, owing to five 
drivers—energy supply, mass migration, critical 
resources, humanitarian impulse and domestic 
politics. these drivers result in making stability 
operations a form of hybrid warfare, in which the 
expertise brought by small nation participation 
is of immense value and assistance in devising 
creative solutions. hammes concludes the article 
by cautioning future undertakers of stability 
operations to plan with the mindset of achievable 
rather than aspirational goals.

the essay on the issue of interoperability is 
authored by cdre richard menhinick. drawing on 
his first-hand experience of working alongside 
naval task forces as part of the combined  
maritime force, menhinick’s paper provides 
insight into the necessity of interoperability at 
the strategic, operational and tactical levels, 
in addition to technological interoperability. 
his experience in working with the naval forces 
of small nations highlights the requirement of 
the softer aspects of interoperability during 
coalition missions—trust, mutual respect, 
cultural understanding, patience and courtesy. 
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these values are crucial for mission effectiveness 
from the strategic command level down to the 
tactical level. menhinick also emphasizes the 
role of education and international exchange 
courses in promoting cultural understanding and 
interpersonal relationships, thereby fostering 
personnel interoperability during missions. 

Bg tan huck gim, who served as commander, 
united nations mission of support in east 
timor (unmiset), focuses on the role played 
by fijian peacekeepers in unmiset as part 
of the peacekeeping force that involved the  
participation of 26 nations. similar to cdre 
menhinick’s views on mutual understanding 
between military personnel, Bg tan comments 
on the level of professionalism and respect 
displayed by each national force, which ultimately 
ensured maximum integration of efforts. his 
article describes the contribution of the fijian 
peacekeepers, who displayed an exemplary 
level of force integration as part of the larger 
coalition effort to stabilize east timor. the  
accomplishments of a small troop-contributing 
nation such as fiji is illustrative of the value of 
small-nation involvement. 

the final article by professor cynthia Watson 
addresses the changing role of the us military’s 
focus from traditional combat operations to 
stability, security, reconstruction and transition 
operations (ssrto) involvement. she states that 
in the post-cold War era, the american military 
began to be used as a tool of statecraft to  
coerce belligerent governments to accept 
american terms and conditions that were meant 
to protect its national interests. this shift in 
the military’s role leads to the question—should 
armed forces abandon training for traditional 
combat and instead focus on strengthening 
training for ssrtos? in her conclusion, Watson 
calls for simultaneous training for both combat 

and ssrto functions—but taking into account 
of changing regional security dynamics and the 
demands placed on armed forces. 

in an era where security threats no longer 
reside within the confines of national borders, 
coalition operations have become the norm 
rather than the exception. moreover, the armed 
forces of small states such as singapore are 
taking on a greater if not more visible role in 
coalition missions that have grown in terms of 
scope, scale, function and complexity. given 
the impetus for a more multilateral approach to 
conflict resolution and advancement of regional 
and global order, the armed forces of small states 
will increasingly be called upon to take on greater 
responsibilities. rather than provide a definitive 
roadmap, this selection of essays hopes to 
impress upon the reader the immense challenges 
as well as opportunities for modern armed forces 
to maintain their relevance in an age where the 
realities of conflict extend beyond the pristine 
battlefields dominated by the military.

the POINTER Editorial team & 
gKs CsC seminar 2012 Organizers
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SAF Transformation – focusing on the 
people 

by ME6 Chia Hee Chen

InTroduCTIon

the singapore armed forces (saf) has 
embarked on the transformation journey towards 
third generation warfighting forces that involves 
saf’s processes, structures and weapon systems. 
history has shown that human capital is either 
the ingredient for success or stumbling block of 
organizational transformation. therefore, while 
saf is looking into reorganizing its warfighting 
forces, it is also important to focus on the people 
aspect of the transformation.

this article will focus on two areas: change 
management and creation of the capacity to 
change. it will propose concepts for these two 
areas to address the likely transformation pitfalls 
commonly caused by people. finally, it will link 
the various concepts into a transformation 
framework that will be useful for the saf. the 
essay will first elaborate on the driving forces 
behind transformation in saf.

drIvIng ForCES oF TrAnSForMATIon

the saf is tra nsforming to cope with new 
threats and tap the opportunities of the 

multifaceted, changing environment in the 21st 

century. the three main thrusts behind the saf’s 
transformation are the expanding spectrum of 
operation, rapid advancement in technology and 
resource limitations. 

the first main trust of the saf’s transformation 
deals with the expanding spectrum of operations. 
the saf has built u p a credible defense force 
against conventional threats over the past 35 
years. however, the new geostrategic situation 
has expanded the saf’s roles and responsibilities. 

Abstract: 

the singapore armed forces (saf) is moving towards third generation warfighting forces, but it is 
also important to focus on the people aspect of the transformation. this article deals with both 
managing change and creating the capacity to change in an organization. exploring both the need for 
different change management approaches and the impediments to internalizing systems thinking in an 
organization, the article links the various concepts into a transformation framework useful for the saf.

Keywords: Force Transformation; Organizational Learning; Systems Thinking; Third Generation SAF

An SAF medical team member applying a cast on a boy with 
help from a Dutch health care assistant
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the 11 september 2001 (9/11) terrorist attacks 

have changed the security landscape of the world 

drastically. the saf must reorganize and build new 

capabilities to deal with threats from non-state 

actors. in addition, its involvement in operations 

other than War (ootW) such as peace support 

operations (pso) and humanitarian aid disaster 

relief (hadr) has increased over the recent years.

rapid technological advancements, especially 

in computing power have transformed the business 

world from industrial age to information age. the 

last ten years have seen the internet revolution 

leading to the current era of globalization. the 

saf has also tapped on the benefits of the reduced 

cost in information communicating technology 

(ict) by initiating integrated Knowledge Based 

command and control (iKc2) to network and 

increase the sensemaking capabilities of its 

combat forces.

People are the main factor 
in determining the success of 
organizational transformation and 
they can be categorized into a few 
categories that require different 
change management approaches.

the last driving force for the transformation 
is limited resources in terms of budget and 
human capital. singapore’s economy is maturing, 
with slower gdp growth: the saf has faced   
defense budget constraints previously and will 
again eventually. on the other hand, weapon 
system costs are increasing rapidly. in tandem 
with the slower economic growth, singapore’s 
demographics are also changing due to the low 
fertility rates over the years.1 in one or two 

decades, the number of young singaporeans 

joining the work force will shrink. hence, the saf 

will have to continue to explore innovative ways 

to reduce its reliance on manpower.

What Should not Change

although organizational transformation is 
a large-scale change that affects organization 
strategy as a whole, it is important for the 
organization to recognize what underlying 
fundamentals should not change. goodstein 
and Burke suggest that for transformation to 
be successful, an organization needs to identify 
and retain certain fundamentals.2 management 
should reinforce unchanged fundamentals and 
communicate them to the workers so that they 
will not be lost in the process of transformation. 
unchanged underlying fundamentals have 
provided the background in forming the proposed 
transformation framework shown in annex a.

MAnAgIng CHAngE – CollECTIvE 
IndIvIduAlS CHAngE (CIC)

Black and gregersen suggest that lasting 
success in transformation lies in changing 
individuals first—organizational transformation 
will follow. an organization changes only as 
far or fast as its collective individuals change.3 
they argue that in order to achieve  
transformation success, an organization 
should focus on changing every individual in 
the organization. this concept is ideal but  
impractical as the different individuals come 
with different characteristics and it will be 
too big a burden for a large organization such 
as the saf. however, instead of changing 
every individual in the organization, this  
essay redefines collective individuals change 
(cic) as formulating different change strategies 
to tackle the change resistance of different 
categories of people in an organization. the cic 
concept converts people from hurdles to drivers 
of transformation. 
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cic is anchored on the principle that people 
are the main factor in determining the success 
of organizational transformation and they can 
be categorized into a few categories that require 
different change management approaches. cic 
groups the people that wear similar colored 
“lenses,” although their lenses may differ in 
intensity and shade. the color of people’s lenses 
refers to their education, work scope, training, 
roles and responsibilities in the organization. each 
category of people exhibits unique culture, social 
circle and mental models. By understanding their 
culture and mental models, an effective change 
management approach can then be implemented 
to help this category support each other and 
change collectively. 

in the saf, the cic concept should be applied 
from junior to senior management—from 
Warrant officers to senior officers. cic does not 
target the specialist group but the supervisors 
instead—it will buy-in the supervisors towards 
transformation and they will then influence and 
lead the specialists towards transformation. 

although the subsequent sections split the cic 
discussion based on the categorization of people 
in terms of different management level in saf, it 
is important to highlight that the concept can 

also be applied by re-categorizing the people in 
terms of their vocation or unit.

Warrant officers – The Engine that Provides 
Thrust

the Warrant officer (Wo) group has the longest 
career life in saf and their technical expertise, 
experience, culture and mindset have the highest 
inertia against transformation. a specialist that 
joins with a diploma qualification will attain the 
rank of Wo at an average age of 35, which will give 
him another 20 years in the saf before retirement. 
they will also stay in a unit for a much longer 
period of time, as compared to an officer who 
will normally stay in one appointment for two to 
three years. the Wo’s social network has therefore 
been around for a much longer period of time as 
compared to those of the officer. Being both the 
leader and role model of the junior specialist, 
Wos have great influence on their development. 
senior Wos also play a part in the early years 
of officer development, when the officer usually 
taps on their knowledge. Wos can be likened to 
an engine, a fundamental component of aircraft 
design since the Wright Brothers first flew. engine 
technology has changed over the years in order to 
provide more thrust to overcome a higher inertia 

denial

Adapt
defence

discard

Internalise

Performance  
and  

Self Esteem

Time

Figure 1: The U-Loop (Five Stages of Change)
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of heavier aircraft and the demand for increased 
airspeed. if the Wos do not see the need to change 
or buy-in to the changes, it will be difficult to 
overcome their entrenched mindset.

in order to facilitate the Wos in mastering 
change, their immediate supervisors and senior 
management should understand 
the u-loop response to change 
suggested by mick copper.4 
the u-loop curve represents 
the people performance and 
self esteem versus time at five 
different stages of change. the 
Wo’s supervisor has to help the Wo move forward 
and away from the denial and discard stage of 
the u-loop. if the Wo cannot get past the two 
stages, he will become the attenuator of the 
transformation process, and with his influence 
on the specialist and junior officer, they too will 
impede the transformation significantly.

With the understanding of the Wo’s strong 
mindset and social network coupled with his 
reluctance in moving out of the comfort zone, 
the “change agent converter” is added to the 
transformation framework in annex a. the 
change agent converter signifies the importance 
of converting the Wos into change agents.

Officers – The Aerodynamic Airframe and 
Structure that Provide Lift

the officers group excluding the senior officers 
(ltc and above) are least resistant to change and 
transformation since they are generally the “new 
blood” in the system. this group of people are 
usually highly educated, with the majority of 
them having at least a bachelor’s degree. they 
are professionals that the senior management can 
rely on to create new “out of the box” ideas and 
fit in well as the change agents of transformation. 
officers are everywhere in the organization, 

brimming with intense energy, confidence and 
willingness to keep pushing new frontiers, just 
like the aerodynamic airframe which provides lift 
and also gives the aircraft a striking appearance. 

are there then any concerns about the officers 
with regards to transformation? the first main 

concerns for the change 
management of the officers 
group is their overzealousness. 
the officers are relatively new 
to the system and are eager to 
prove their abilities. coupled 

with their lack of experience, officers can introduce 
initiatives that are counterproductive. due to 
their lack of experience, they may think that an 
infeasible idea is workable. this causes wastage 
of resources and creates disillusion towards 
transformation among their subordinates. the 
senior officers have to keep this in check by using 
coaching skills to inquire about any officer’s ideas 
and help him clarify his thoughts. on the other 
hand, the officers themselves should recognize 
their lack of experience and be receptive to 
advice from their Wos and senior officers before 
implementing a new idea.

the second concern for the officers group is 
their difficulty in drawing the correct lessons 
from their experiences. chris argyris has coined 
the term single loop and double loop learning 
to describe this particular learning behavior.5 
he gave a simple analogy: a thermostat that 
automatically switches on the heat whenever the 
temperature in a room drops below a 68 degrees is 
single-loop learning. for double-loop learning, we 
would require a thermostat that could ask, "Why 
am i at 68 degrees?" and then explore whether 
or not some other temperature might more 
economically achieve the goal of heating the 
room. officers have been successful in their lives, 

With budget constraints 
and logistical challenges, 
doing more with less is  
a fact of life.
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especially in acquiring academic credentials, 
and they have full confidence in their problem-
solving capabilities. Because they rarely fail, they 
may never have mastered learning from failure.6 

Whenever problems surface in the workplace, this 
group of people usually look outward at external 
factors—they rarely look inwards and reflect 
critically on whether their own behavior could 
have contributed to the cause of the problem. 
more often than  not, young officers who are out to 
prove their capabilities fall into defensive mode 
when issues are raised and usually refuse to go 
into second loop learning. officers have to build 
their self-awareness as part of the leadership 
competencies model (lcm). they need to go into 
second loop learning through self awareness and 
be mindful that the way they define and solve 
problems can be a source of problems in its own 
right. 

in the transformation framework in annex a, a 
“single loop to double loop learning transducer” 
is used to highlight this learning issue among the 
officers group and how they can be overcome by 
adapting double loop learning. the senior officers 
also need to use their coaching skills to guide and 
manage the overzealousness of the officers under 
their charge.

Senior Management (Senior officers and 
Commanders) – The Autopilot and navigation 
Systems that Provide direction

it may sound strange that senior management 
is listed as one of the categories that may 
impede transformation. Being at the top level 
in an organization, especially in a hierarchical 
and authoritative one, they have a lot of power 
and influence in the organization. the senior 
management can be likened to the autopilot and 
navigation systems that guides an aircraft to 
its destination—erroneous signals from either 
system will cause the aircraft to fly off course.

senior management is transforming the 
organization into something so fundamentally 
different that there will be stark contrasts between 
current culture and the new. they will need to 
suppress instincts honed under the old paradigm, 
otherwise they risk contradicting themselves in 
espousing the new paradigm; for example, top 
down (old instinct) vs. empowerment (new culture) 
and functional (old specialist organization) vs. 
task (new multifunctional organization). an “old 
paradigm instinct suppressor” is added to the 
transformation framework in annex a to remind 
senior management to be conscious of it during 
decision making. 

CrEATIng THE CAPACITIES To CHAngE 
(C2C)

the increased complexity, requirements and 
systems in the modern multi-role fighter jet 
would not be possible without the use of core 
processors, common communicating protocols 
and multiplex buses to integrate all subsystems. 
this avionics design concept allows the sharing 
and optimizing of resources (software capacity 
and physical real estate) onboard the aircraft to 
create extra capacity. the saf is similarly facing 
increasing requirements and complexities that 
dwell in the unknown unknowns of the cognitive 
realm. With budget constraints and logistical 
challenges, doing more with less is a fact of life. 
saf units have to reorganize their processes and 
structures to synergize not just within units but 
also with the organization as a whole. how do we 
emulate the fighter jet avionics design concept 
that integrates all subsystems into a coherent 
whole? the key concept is systems thinking, 
the fifth discipline as suggested by peter senge. 
this concept is not new and the saf has made 
significant efforts to disseminate systems 
thinking via numerous route-of-advancement 
courses. despite this, most saf personnel have 
not internalized the concept. there are still many 
reactive and short-term solutions targeted at 
symptoms rather than root causes of problems. 
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people are still reacting to events (tip of the 
iceberg) but fail to look at patterns and system 
structures.7 system thinking tools such as the 
Behavior over time diagram, causal loop diagram 
and systems archetype will help managers look 
at problems holistically in order to determine 
solutions targeted at system structures rather 
than events. the following section does not intend 
to discuss those tools. instead, it will discuss the 
impediments to systems thinking in the saf and 
suggest what can be done to overcome them.

IMPEdIMEnTS To SySTEMS THInkIng

The Myths of Commanders

all too often, commanders are protective of 
their turf and defensive against anything that 
makes their unit look bad. they tend to only look 
for indications that reflect well on their unit and 
believe that they have a cohesive team. this is 
against the logic of system thinking and it will 
influence the behaviors of the unit as a whole.

due to human nature, commanders tend to 
defend their views and maintain their positions 
in both internal and external issues. in most 
meetings, we engage in discussions where we see 
ourselves as separate entities from one another. 
We take opposing positions to advance arguments 
and defend our stakes. discussions tend to 
decompose issues and attended only to known 
parts of the problem. they focus on closure and 
produce solutions that may not touch underlying 
issues. such methods of communication between 
commanders are not productive and will influence 
people in the unit to behave likewise. dr William 
isaacs suggests that we should instead focus on 
having dialogues that do not take sides but focus 
on the center. a dialogue should seek to harness 
the collective intelligence of everybody present—
together we are more aware and perceptive  
than on our own.8 a generative dialogue will 
illuminate unprecedented possibilities and new 

insights, resulting in a collective flow of ideas 
and a holistic approach.9 

difficulty of learning from Experience 

peter senge writes that while humans learn 
best from experience, we frequently do not 
directly face the consequences of important 
decisions. critical decisions can have wide 
ranging consequences that stretch over years, but 
the limited memories of people will not be able 
to connect a decision with consequences that 
surface years later.10 in the saf, it is made worse 
with short officer appointments. this impedes 
learning from experience for both individuals 
and the organization as a whole—it gives wrong 
short-term indications that a particular solution is 
working and conceals long term negative effects.

The issue is not about learning from 
experience but learning the right 
lessons.

the issue is not about learning from 
experience but learning the right lessons. firstly, 
we have to emphasize the importance of after-
action-reviews (aar) and post implementation 
reviews (pir). We generally spend much more 
time planning for an exercise or initiative than 
on aar or pir. secondly and more importantly, 
we should setup a robust knowledge management 
system to capture all initiatives, including their 
objectives, expected results and implementation 
reviews. the database of each initiative will be 
a live document and reviewed periodically for 
input on any additional effects or benefits of the 
initiative. the knowledge management system 
allows the officer to track the outcome of his 
initiatives for a longer period of time, even after 
he leaves the unit, and serves as a platform that 
allows officers to cross share or learn.
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Ending the Conflict Between Work and Family

“Today, finding balance between work and 
family is cited as a number one priority by more 
attendees than any other single issue.”

– Peter Senge11

the artificial boundary between work and 
family is anathema to system thinking.12 many 
of us believe we can separate our work and fam-
ily life but issues in one area with influence the  
other. We therefore have to consider work and 
family as a whole and not as separate entities.

in order to end the conflict between work and 
family, there are two key steps that command-
ers and supervisors can follow: commit to family 
life and encourage building of family communi-
ties. in committing to family life, commanders 
should wholeheartedly support their personnel in 
focusing on their families, perhaps granting them 
compassionate time off during family crises.  
this will result in a more committed workforce. 

Building family communities will create family 
support groups that provide support to families 
of servicemen who have to continuously work 
long hours during times of crisis or those that 
are deployed for peacekeeping and humanitarian 

aid operations that involve high risk. for most 
units, the only family-oriented event is the 
annual family day, which is clearly inadequate for  
building family communities. there are many 
other events that should involve families: 
promotion dinners (our spouses do contribute to 
our promotion), visits to adopted organizations 
(a good learning opportunities for our children), 
holiday gatherings and so on. on top of the 
benefit of promoting bonding among families, 
servicemen get to spend time with their families 
instead of treating the occasion as another  
work commitment. 

this section has discussed the final segment 
in the transformation framework (annex a), 
c2c, and proposed three components that could 
help overcome the impediments of system 
thinking: “discussion vs. dialogue,” “Knowledge 
management” and “family communities.” 
internalizing systems thinking is the key step to 
creating the c2c.

TrAnSForMATIon FrAMEWork FoCuSIng 
on THE PEoPlE

the transformation framework (annex a) that 
encompasses both the cic and c2c concepts 
is generic and can be applied to all saf units. 
however, before applying the framework, saf 

events events

patterns

patterns

system  
structures

tip of  
the iceberg

system  
structures

Figure 2: Understanding System Structures through System Thinking
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units will have to contextualize the driving  

forces of transformation in their unit and  

identify the underlying fundamentals that do 

not change during the transformation. it allows  

the people in the unit to clarify and understand 

the reasons behind the transformation.

the cic segment in the transformation 
framework addresses the different categories of 
people in the units that have different perspectives 
and play different roles in the transformation 
process. cic identifies three categories of 
people: Wos, officers and senior management. 
the Wo grou p must go through a “change 
agent converter” and their superiors have to 
understand that Wos have the strongest mindset 
to overcome and help them to move quickly to the  
internalize stage of the u-loop. Both the officers 
and senior management groups can facilitate  
Wo change. 

officers have to build-up their self-awareness 
and use the “single loop to double learning 
transducer” to change the way they diagnose a 
problem by looking at both internal and external 
factors. Knowledge management proposed under 
c2c can facilitate efforts by the officers to track 
their previous initiatives and learn the correct 
lessons. lastly, senior management must use the 
“old paradigm instinct suppressor” to reduce 
confusion and doubt in their people by having 
open dialogues (c2c component) to clarify 
decisions that contradict the transformation 
objectives.

the c2c segment in the transformation 
framework is anchored on the principles of 
systems thinking. it emphasizes the importance 
of systems thinking and elaborates on the 
impediments to implementing it in saf units. 
three components are proposed under c2c to 

Single Loop to Double Loop
Learning Transducer

(Self Awareness & Reflection)

SAF Unit
Expanding Spectrum

of Operation
Rapid Advancement

in Technology
Resources Limitation

Senior Management WO Cohort Officer Cohort

System Thinking

Transformation 
Strategies

Open
Communication

Technical
Competencies

Strong Mindset &
Social Network

Willingness to 
Change

Full of Confidence

Key Change Agent
Energetic

Family Communities Dialogue vs Discussion Knowledge Management C2C

Coaching

Old Paradigm
Instincts Suppressor Change Agent Converter

(Understanding U-loop)

Facilitate
Change

Facilitate
Change

Feedback

COnTexTUAl FACTOrS (Underlying FUndAMenTAlS)

CIC

Events

Patterns

System
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Annex A: Transformation Framework
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tackle those impediments, namely, “discussion 
versus dialogue,” “Knowledge management” 
and “family communities.” c2c supports cic: 

by helping people overcome the impediments 

to system thinking, it helps them identify the 

underlying system structures rather than merely 
reacting to events.

ConCluSIon

overcoming resistance to change is like a 
fighter jet breaking the sound barrier, requiring 
proper thrust, lift and navigation systems. in 
the saf, Wos are the engine providing the thrust 
and officers are the aerodynamic airframe that 
provides the lift. lastly, the senior officers 
are the pathfinders that provide the guidance 
towards transformation. Wos, officers and senior 
management are different categories of people 
with different perspectives and roles in the 
transformation process. the central idea behind 
the concept of cic requires the organization to 
recognize the different categories of people and 
to utilize the appropriate change strategy for 
each category.

modern fighter jet design integrates all 
subsystems on the aircraft to provide additional 
functionality and increased capabilities. similarly, 
the saf must recognize the impediments to 
system thinking in order to create the capacity 
to change.

in this saf tra nsformation journey it is not 
the concept, technology or structures, but the  
people that will determine success or failure.  
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High Flyers: implications of short officer 
careers in the saf

by CPT (NS) Toh Weisong

INTroduCTIoN

the singapore armed forces (saf) is unique 
among military forces, largely because of 
singapore’s political history, geopolitical situation 
and demographics. of particular interest to many 
foreign observers is the relative youth of saf 
personnel, particularly regular officers. officially, 
the saf defends its “young saf” policy with the 
argument that it keeps officers dynamic, energetic, 
and responsive to military developments. former 
chief of defence force (cdf) lg ng Yat chung, 
referred to “fighting [as] by and large, a young 
person’s game.”1

on the other hand, observers have remarked 
that such short careers cast doubt on whether 
saf officers in general can be considered true 
military professionals.2 they argue that the short 
ground-level command tours that accompany 
short careers do not allow sufficient time to build 
up breadth or depth of experience, especially 
in a country that does not make frequent use 
of its forces in armed conflict, and hence that  
the saf should increase the duration of its 
officers’ careers.

however, such analyses generally do not take 
into account the full range of political, economic 
and social pressures that preclude longer careers 
for saf officers. for example, the necessity of 
national service (ns) has produced attitudes 
toward military service that that make it difficult 
to recruit regulars. also, increased educational 
standards and career opportunities mean that the 
saf vies with other employers for talent.

hence this essay will first show that the 
“young saf” policy, with particular reference to 
the officer corps, must prevail for now because 
of such macro-level factors beyond the saf’s 
control. subsequently, it will examine ways in 
which junior officers’ professional competency 
can be built and retained given the constraints of 
such short careers.

uSINg good IroN To Make NaIlS

in the aftermath of separation from malaysia, 
the singapore government faced several challenges 
in the formation of a self-defense force, key 
among them being the prevailing aversion to 

abstract: 

the short officer careers in the singapore armed forces (saf) have cast doubt on the professionalism of 
its officers, leading to calls for their careers to be extended. this essay will show that such short careers 
must prevail for now because of unique macro-level factors beyond the saf’s control, such as attitudes 
towards national service and competition from other employers. as an alternative, it will examine ways 
in which junior officers’ professional competency can be built and retained given the constraints of such 
short careers, with particular emphasis on realistic training and inculcating warfighting skills. this is 
especially important given the rapid move towards a third generation saf.

Keywords: Force Transformation; Military Training; Military Professionalism; Third Generation SAF
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military service among the predominantly chinese 
population. the institution of national service 
(ns) was the key means in raising the required 
military personnel strength. nevertheless, ns 
had to be supported by massive efforts to make 
the idea of military service more palatable to 
the population. such efforts took a significant 
time to bear fruit, leading to a broad if  
grudging acceptance of ns as a male rite of 
passage by the 1990s.3

however, this grudging 
acceptance of ns is 
accompanied by a perception 
of it as two years of drudgery, 
which dilutes the regard for 
regular military service. a 
common derogatory remark among full-time 
national servicemen (nsfs), made to peers who 
sign on as regulars, is “you must be crazy to sign 
on for four (or six) years of ns.” tongue-in-cheek 
though it may be, it belies the popular attitude 
that military service in singapore is not a lifelong 
calling.4 to most, serving two years of ns and the 
subsequent periods of reservist training is the 
extent of their military duty.

the attractiveness of a military career has 
declined further in recent years as singapore 
revels in its status as a hub for commercial and 
intellectual exchange. Widespread media and 

information technology literacy mean that a 
potential officer cadet at age 17 or 18 is fully 
aware of the myriad career alternatives. as a 
result, career expectations have come a long 
way. a survey conducted by alexander mann, a 
human resource (hr) consultancy, contained 
telling results on why employees desired 
expatriate postings. among the top reasons were 
developing their resumes (67%), indicating that 
such postings were viewing as stepping stones 
to more attractive firms or lines of work, and 
the opportunity to explore and experience new 
cultures (55%), indicating a desire to move in 
new social circles.5 the survey also suggested 
that the desire for such mobility was so great, 
employees would even leave well-paying jobs for 
the opportunity.

to its credit, the saf tries hard to mitigate the 
sense of stagnation by helping regulars to realize 
some of their aspirations within the confines of 
military service. the saf has steadily increased 
the number of upgrading programs available to 

in-service personnel, including 
in-service scholarships.6 most 
recently, the introduction of 
the military domain experts 
scheme (mdes) promises 
to bring more flexibility to 
career transitions to and from 
civilian domains, although it 

will be several years before its results can be 
measured. however, the nature of military service 
means that certain things cannot be altered.  
While saf officers may change jobs within the 
saf every two to three years (which is quick 
by international military standards), the job 
seldom leaves the military domain. pay raises 
are incremental rather than explosive, and the 
expansion of one’s social circle over the course 
of work is likely to be restricted to other military 
personnel. By 2000, huxley could write that 
“by the mid and late 1990s, the main cause of 
dissatisfaction among saf scholars [was] …  

In sum, the aspirations of  
post-Generation-Y youth 
do not gel well with the 
demands of national 
defense.
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that the saf’s terms of service were no longer 
attractive compared to those offered by other 
employers,” even though remuneration and the 
rate of promotion were very generous.7

in sum, the aspirations of post-generation-Y 
youth do not gel well with the demands of national 
defense. the saf is not alone in this situation—
most other developed nations also face serious 
challenges in recruiting and retaining armed 
forces personnel. most of those who do sign 
on see it not as a calling but as a “good career 
option” which they are willing to try for a while. 
anecdotal evidence that an increasing number 
of officers are applying for early release directly  
after the completion of their bonds further 
supports this assessment.

CHICkeN or egg?

in the eyes of foreign critics, the saf 
has responded logically, even admirably, to 
personnel matters in light of singapore’s unique 
circumstances.8 however, the way in which the 
ministry of defense (mindef) and the saf have 
dealt with the public mindset toward military 
service has tacitly affirmed these attitudes, 
further solidifying them.

the “young saf” policy in particular is a 
double-edged sword. during recruitment drives, 
saf officer careers are not only advertised 
as being fast-paced and dynamic, but also as 
short enough to allow pursuit of a second career. 
Walsh dissects it accurately: “the overall intent 
is that high-caliber personnel will be more likely 
to stay in the military if they feel they can 
accomplish other goals after a full career in the 
armed services.”9 however, this also sends the 
subtle message that an officer’s employability 
beyond and after the military are to be considered 
just as important as his military profession.  
While this mindset may not necessarily dilute 
an officer’s commitment to his professional work 

during a tour of duty, it is likely to produce 
an aversion towards spending more time in a 
particular appointment compared to his peers in 
order to gain more experience.

on a broader social level, the reduction of 
ns liability in 2004 also has far-reaching and  
long-term effects. after resisting calls to shorten 
ns for years,10 the government reduced the ns 
liability by 6 months, citing reasons that seemed 
partly at odds with its earlier defense of the 
system.11 to be fair, the underlying reasons for 
the reduction—such as manpower costs and 
macroeconomic considerations—were probably 
valid.12 however, pundits have since taken the 
opportunity to clamor for further reductions, 
citing the shortening of military service in other 
countries as added impetus. this has triggered a 
slide down the slippery slope, against which the 
government will have to fight an uphill battle 
for public understanding of the need for ns, 
especially after several decades of peace.

BITINg THe BulleT

Whether as a result of macro-level changes 
in society or the side-effects of mindef’s own 
policies, it is now extremely difficult on all 
fronts to extend the regular officer route-of-
advancement (roa) at the junior command level 
(officer commanding and below), which is when 
basic foundational warfighting skills are honed. 
the recently-introduced enhanced officer scheme 

Officer Cadets marching
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may extend officers’ retirement age to 50, but 
mindef was very quick to point out that the roa 
would not be slowed down at the junior grades. to 
mindef’s credit, this demonstrates an awareness 
of the junior officer’s mindset.

another factor restricts mindef’s room for 
maneuver: a large and increasing number of  
officers are recruited on scholarship, incorporating 
a bond of four to six years. What these officers 
experience during their bond 
period is likely to determine 
whether they will stay on 
after it ends. hence it is in 
the saf’s interest to expose 
them to military life beyond 
the operational unit, to give 
them a (hopefully positive) 
taste of opportunities 
to come. army graduate 
officers typically serve platoon commander (pc) 
and officer commanding (oc) tours of just over a 
year each—during which they may not complete a 
full training cycle with their nsf platoons—with 
a staff tour in-between. if pc or oc tours were to 
be extended, it would only make sense to extend 
them such that these junior officers complete the 
two-year training cycles with their nsfs. however 
extending such tours to two years would mean 
that within a four-year bond, an army officer who 
might have become an oc under the current system 

would barely finish his staff tour. accordingly, an 
officer finishing a six-year bond who might have 
made Battalion second-in-command (2ic) would 
still be an oc. given the prevailing attitudes 
towards a military career, this would not help to 
retain junior officers past their bond periods.

these factors do not mean that it is impossible 
to extend officer careers and tours of duty. indeed, 
with the increased demands on officers in the 

third generation saf, it may 
become absolutely necessary 
in the future. however, 
there has to be a clear 
mandate to do so, whether 
due to external aggression 
or after long-term efforts 
by mindef and saf to make 
regular military service more 
attractive. in any case, 

this essay will focus instead on the medium-to-
short-term challenge of ensuring the warfighting 
competency of saf officers within their short 
tours of duty and recommends a double-faceted 
approach to this challenge.

roBuST INSTruCTIoN IN ProFeSSIoNal 
WarFIgHTINg SkIllS

the first facet of this approach is to focus on 
imparting professional warfighting skills to the 
junior officer, through robust instruction in the 
officer training institutes. then-cdf lg desmond 
Kuek asserted that “the third generation  
Warrior is one who is well-placed to assimilate  
the new systems and technology and at the  
same time, possesses the fighting spirit and 
professional skills on the ground, at sea and in 
the air.”13 professional competency is the very 
foundation of officer credibility. in the third 
generation saf, the commander on the ground 
must have a keen tactical sense to function  
effectively as part of a distributed and decentralized 
decision network. in this environment, safti Officer Cadets on exercise
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The Third Generation SAF 
represents a quantum leap 
in capability and faces a 
potential enemy that is both 
more unpredictable and 
capable.
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military institute (safti-mi) and other officer 
training institutes must serve as the cornerstone 
for officers’ professional competency.14

Walsh, however, offers a troubling assessment 
of the saf’s training establishment: asserting 
that “all branches of the saf are limited by … 
an instructional method that reinforces a single 
prescribed solution and reduces creativity.”15 
it is not the goal of this essay to either confirm 
or refute this assessment, nevertheless, this 
indictment highlights the key obstacle facing the 
third generation saf’s training institutes. 

in years past, the saf sought help from 
various other countries in developing training 
programs that suited the purposes of the first 
and second generation saf. this knowledge, 
consolidated from the early years of the saf, has 
been evolved over the years to form the bedrock 
of the organization’s training syllabus. however, 
the third generation saf represents a quantum 
leap in capability and faces a potential enemy 
that is both more unpredictable and capable. 
hence there is a need to revamp the training 
syllabus as well as infuse it with more lateral 
thinking, moving away from prescribed solutions. 
some training institutes, equipped to handle the 
demands of first and second generation training, 
may not have the resources necessary to meet 
these third generation training demands.

therefore, the training institutes must first of 
all be supplied with training cadre of sufficient 
quantity and quality. in the case of officers, 
competent commanders and officers from frontline 
units should be rotated through safti-mi so 
that they bring with them first-hand knowledge 
of current doctrines and practices, and are in a 
good position to debate the nuances in a tactical 
situation. to a great extent, this is already 
happening, and anecdotal evidence suggests that 
this is bearing fruit.16

second, the training institutes must be have 
adequate training resources at their disposal, 
such as sufficient time on up-to-date simulators 
or even exercises with active units. training with 
active units has the added advantage of getting 
a “reality check,” a chance to experience how 
the techniques learned in school apply to the 
real world. however, equipment allocated for 
training purposes is sometimes outdated and 
operational units often find it difficult to give 
priority to training exercises or sorties. the saf 
may need to explore designating specific units to 
facilitate phases of officer training or allocating  
dedicated assets to support their training needs.

finally, the training institutes should carefully 
consider if the time allotted to training courses 
is sufficient. the duration of many training 
courses offered at safti-mi has stayed the same 
for many years and some courses have even been 
truncated in length. this is clearly at odds with 
the increased operational demands that are  
and will be placed on junior officers. the saf  
needs to conscientiously examine if there is a  
need to prolong training courses, and if so 
make the necessary but painful changes to  
accommodate this.

realISTIC TraININg

robust instruction in the schoolhouse is not 
only an end in itself, but also equips junior officers 
with the tools to make the best of subsequent 
training within their operational units. in fact, 
this essay proposes that tough and realistic 
training is the second vital facet of optimizing the 
saf officer’s short career. Yet popular repetition 
of the term “tough and realistic training” may 
trivialize what it truly entails.

the saf leadership handbook implies that, 
in order to achieve battle success, the first  
priority in peacetime training is that “training 
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must be tough and realistic.”17 this is a familiar 
refrain from many saf commanders, senior and 
junior alike. to some extent, this is true of the 
saf’s training. if we evaluate an exercise in terms 
of how many days a unit spends in the field, 
how many different assets were coordinated to  
achieve an objective and so on, at least parts 
of the saf’s training can be considered tough or 
realistic.

however, such statistics miss the point of 

what type of toughness and realism needs to 

be present. to paraphrase german field marshal 

helmuth von moltke the elder, “no battle  

plan ever survives contact with the enemy.”18 

far from being an excuse to not plan a battle,  

it is an admonishment to expect the unexpected 

even with the best laid battle plans. the true 

test of a commander comes not when a plan goes 

right, but when a plan goes wrong.

The true test of a commander comes 
not when a plan goes right, but 
when a plan goes wrong.

With regards to officer training, it is important 

to infuse a degree of uncertainty and tactical 

free-play into peacetime exercises for two main 

reasons. firstly, as captain adolf von schell 

remarked in the classic work Battle Leadership, 

“it is certainly evident from training in peace 

that the more freedom allowed a subordinate 

leader in his training, the better the result will 

be … because he is made responsible for results 

and allowed to achieve them in his own way.”19 

With a strong foundation from the schoolhouse, 

the junior officer can be trusted to do his best 

in a tactical freeplay scenario, boosting his 

confidence and maximizing his training benefit 

along the way.

secondly, uncertainty and potential setbacks 

in a peacetime exercise offer the invaluable 

opportunity for junior officers to exercise 

personal mastery in adversity. in the POINTER 

monograph On Command, former caf mg ng chee 

Khern wrote that “to master these challenges [of 

command], we must master ourselves … it is only 

when the commander exudes confidence in the 

face of setbacks that it can transmit itself to the 

rest of the squadron.”20 minimizing the chances 

of failure through detailed scripting at all levels 

may achieve a “smooth” exercise, but potentially 

robs many commanders, junior and senior alike, of 

valuable learning opportunities.

thus, the two facets of robust instruction 

in the schoolhouse and realistic training in 

the “trenches” work hand-in-hand to achieve a 

synergy of purpose that help to optimize the time 

available for officer training. 

CoNCluSIoN

the saf as a military organization is 
unique in the challenges it faces in building 
a professional regular officer corps. popular 
perceptions of military service and ns, coupled 
with socioeconomic factors relating to post-
generation-Y attitudes, make it increasingly 
difficult to recruit and retain talent. for similar 
reasons, it would probably prove disastrous for 
recruitment and retention if the saf suddenly 
increased the length of officers’ careers and  
tours. over time however, it may become necessary 
to extend officers’ careers and tours in order to 
build and retain professional competency in a 
rapidly evolving third generation saf. initiatives 
like the enhanced officers’ scheme may yet prove 
to be a stepping stone toward this endeavor, 
helping to change attitudes or expectations 
incrementally.
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in the medium-to-near-term, the saf has no 

choice but to optimize the short time available 

to build a good foundation of professional 

competence in its junior officers. the focus of  

this effort should be to combine robust  

instruction in the saf’s officer training  

institutes, particularly safti-mi, with realistic 

training in operational units that allows 

junior commanders to exercise discretion in 

tactical freeplay scenarios. While the saf 

has encountered both internal and external 

criticism in these areas, there is evidence to 

show that it is slowly moving towards such 

a training philosophy. nevertheless, the saf 

needs to accelerate the evolution of its training 

methods to better match the rapid development 

of its third generation capabilities, and bolster 

this effort by allocating sufficient human and  

material resources to training.  
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operations other than war in a coalition environment

Armed Forces and the Comprehensive 
Approach: SSRTOs

by Cynthia A. Watson, PhD1

INTRODUCTION

This essay discusses efforts by the United 
States (US) to address what are known today 
as Security/Stability/Reconstruction/Transition 
Operations, or SSRTOs, which have an elevated 
position within Department of Defense (DoD) 
priorities since 2005. These efforts require a 
nontraditional focus for the armed forces, yet 
they must coexist as a priority in an environment 
in which capabilities must be appropriate to both 
traditional conventional arms requirements and 
the more subtle SSRTOs. I will conclude with how 
this will challenge militaries in the years ahead.

HISTORY OF US INVOLVEMENT IN OOTW

The US military has spent much of its history 
engaging in Operations Other Than War (OOTW), 
especially in the � rst century of the nation’s 
history. During the 19th century, the military 
was engaged in massive stability and transition 
operations in the western portion of the US, as 

the country expanded west to the Paci� c Ocean. 
One of the primary causes for establishment 
of the Military Academy at West Point was to 
build a cadre of engineers to provide the skills 
necessary to build the new nation. In the early 
20th century, the US addressed concerns about 
the types of regimes it saw in the Caribbean Basin 
by sending in the marines to help civilian experts 
with stabilizing poor economies and to provide 
security if problems arose for US citizens.

Abstract: 

Military forces of the United States (US) and other countries will require near simultaneous preparations 
for both traditional missions and Security/Stability/Reconstruction/Transition Operations (SSRTO). This 
essay discusses efforts by the US to address SSRTOs, which will likely be one of several future demands 
for militaries around the world. It outlines the history of US participation in Operations Other Than 
War history since the 19th century and the expansion of nontraditional operations in the Balkans and 
Liberia during the post-Cold War era. Also addressed are the issues of Responsibility to Protect and the 
implications for armed forces in the future.

Keywords: Operations Other Than War; Responsibility to Protect; Security/Stability/Reconstruction/Transition 
Operations

SAF working together with TNI in tsunami relief efforts, 
January 2005
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The more contemporary view, dating to 
Second World War (WWII) or the Vietnam 
experience, is an expeditionary military that 
responds to a foreign problem. A rapid victory 
is expected, following a campaign of sustained 
battles that end with an 
unconditional surrender 
by the adversary. This 
view of conventional 
force employment 
dates to the Normandy 
invasion of June 1944 
and Japan’s surrender in 
Tokyo Bay aboard USS 
Missouri � fteen months 
later. Many people 
believe that war is only 
war when it looks as 
decisive as WWII did.

Reality, however, is that the armed forces 
that George Washington and his successors 
have developed in the US have been long 
involved in a series of humanitarian assistance/
disaster relief (and actions under associated 
names) operations that are limited and not total 
warfare. The contemporary US military now has 
the DoD’s imprimatur to treat these types of 
missions as on par with traditional war� ghting.

One of the most important US general of� cers 
in the 20th Century was Douglas A. MacArthur, 
who engaged in what would today be labeled as 
SSRTOs in the Philippines during the 1930s and 
in Japan during the � ve years following WWII. 
As the Military Advisor to the Commonwealth 
Government in the Philippines after 1937, 
when he resigned his commission from the 
Army, MacArthur worked to strengthen the 
evolving Philippine military in preparation for 
independence which would occur—in a somewhat 
different environment than anticipated prior 
to WWII—in 1946. MacArthur’s work was seen 
by most in the United States as anomalous, a 
function of the general’s abiding commitment to 
Asia from another time.

In Japan, MacArthur’s work was even more 
wide-ranging: as the Supreme Allied Commander 
for the allied powers, a de facto viceroy with 
responsibility for crafting and strengthening 
post-war institutions and society into a democratic 

ones that would 
theoretically not repeat 
the errors which led to 
WWII. These activities 
were nontraditional 
ones for a US military 
that had fought its way 
from the South Paci� c 
into the Japanese 
home islands, but once 
there, the military 
became the arbiters 

of justice, providers of the basic needs of 
society until reconstruction ended in the 1950s, 
and the overall administrators for Japanese 
society. These acts were all fundamental to 
stabilizing a Japan left in ruins by September 
1945 and needing assistance to reconstruct and 
transform as the victors—the allied powers—
deemed necessary after the war. These steps 
were crucial to providing security against 
the possibility of communist expansion into the 
void left by the 1945 fall of the imperial system.

While MacArthur and his contemporaries in 
Europe were engaged in post-war reconstruction, 
the armed forces viewed these as secondary 
activities aimed at precluding having to engage 
in the military’s primary mission—� ghting wars 
on the ground.

SSRTOs, hence, were a means to another 
objective, rather than an independent, viable 
mission on their own. The primary concern 
remained � ghting wars to defeat enemies rather 
than building institutions or strengthening 
societies, since those tasks were seen as civilian 
responsibilities.

He instead preferred to allow the 
armed forces to pursue the more 
traditional “violence” associated 
with war, since less traditional 
aspects of military operations 
might dull the nation’s force when 
responding to a signi� cant threat 
somewhere in the world.
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EXPANSION OF INVOLVEMENT IN THE 
POST-COLD WAR ERA

Many people appeared startled during the 
1990s when the Bill Clinton administration began 
to send the US military into places like Somalia, 
the Balkans, Liberia and Haiti to address issues 
that were not traditional combat operations. 
Clinton’s many personal peccadilloes had created 
a chasm between the Commander-in-Chief and 
the forces under his command. Rather than shy 
away from their use, Clinton, and particularly 
his � rst United Nations emissary and second 
Secretary of State, Dr. Madeleine K. Albright, 
viewed the armed forces as a tool of statecraft to 
intervene in the affairs of states where the local 
government activities needed curbing. This 
type of utilization meant placing the military in 
nontraditional areas of con¤ ict.

Clinton’s decision to pursue the Somali warlord 
Mohammed Aideed in 1993 led to disastrous 
events in Mogadishu which humiliated the nation 
and the Army, followed days later by a US ship 
declining to enter the bay at Port-au-Prince, 
Haiti when a large number of angry protesters 
showed their frustration with the Clinton 
administration.

Neither of these involved traditional warfare 
but illustrated the possible frustration of 
SSRTOs, especially in stabilization efforts. 
Possibly as a result, Clinton chose not to send 
US forces to confront the Rwandan genocide six 
months later, being complicit in the death of a 
million there.2 President Clinton later expressed  
his deep regret at this decision in remarks to 
the people of Rwanda.3

By the end of his administration, US efforts 
under what are now called SSTROs had grown 
dramatically to include the former Yugoslavia, 
Colombia, Liberia and other instances. It was 

against this backdrop that Vice President 
Al Gore debated Texas Governor George W. Bush 
in 2000—the latter appeared far from willing to 
continue this path of greater security, stability, 
reconstruction efforts, or transition activities.

The Texas governor clearly enunciated a policy 
which did not include a focus on SSRTOs as a core 
mission of the US military. He declared that he 
instead preferred to allow the armed forces to 
pursue the more traditional “violence” associated 
with war, since less traditional aspects of military 
operations might dull the nation’s force when 
responding to a signi� cant threat somewhere in 
the world.

In a widely-touted article in the in¤ uential 
journal Foreign Affairs, Stanford professor and 
campaign advisor Dr. Condoleezza Rice similarly 
indicated that a Bush presidency would harness 
the power of the military to pursue traditional 
combat responsibilities for the military.4 The 
military’s job was not to engage in missions 
which would dull its ability to meet dramatic 
challenges across the world. When Bush � nally 
won the presidency after a six week controversy 
in late 2000, few in the military or the political 
sphere in general would have ever anticipated 
the increased in importance of SSRTOs that he 
would embark upon within twelve months.

SSRTOS

Thoughts and arguments about military 
intervention in Iraq, and to a lesser extent 
Afghanistan, have been repeated many times 
because they illustrate concentration on the 
decision-making that lead to the invasions.5 
The crucial aspect, within the scope of this 
paper, is that the concentration of thought was 
on traditional military activities, rather than on 
how those activities would form only a portion of 
the overall national security goal of transforming 
both Afghanistan, then Iraq, into democratic 
states with values and institutions shared 
with the western world. It would be wrong to 
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assume that only the military leadership sought 
to diminish the institution-building required to 
achieve this goal but there is strong evidence 
that many military and DoD leaders sought 
not to ask whether this responsibility was theirs’ 
to address.

What became clear, however, was that 
the dif� culties were so severe that 
civilian agencies did not have the 
brute force capacity to accomplish 
these tasks and thus the military 
was needed to meet the objectives.

The Bush administration decision to go after 
the Taliban in the wake of the 11 September 
2001 (9/11) attacks, which led to the 
concomitant decision to reconstruct Afghanistan 
to prevent a safe haven, was a move to increase 

nontraditional operations. The administration 
saw its military operations, traditionally de� ned, 
being simultaneously under development to oust 
Saddam Hussein from Iraq. This latter mission was 
anticipated to be mostly conventional combat 
operations, while Afghanistan had a much more 
nontraditional ¤ avor.

By April 2002 the President had noted that 
transformation of Afghanistan was essential to 
prevent its return to being an al-Qaeda safe haven 
under Osama bin Laden. Addressing students at 
the Virginia Military Academy, Bush acknowledged 
that an effort comparable to the Marshall Plan 
after WWII in Europe would be required, with 
“roads, [the] health care system, schools, and 
businesses” which could not be done by the 
military alone.6 What became clear, however, was 
that the dif� culties were so severe that civilian 
agencies did not have the brute force capacity to 

Ground Zero after the 11 September 2001 Attacks
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accomplish these tasks and thus the military was 
needed to meet the objectives.

A dif� culty that arose was that this was a 
somewhat ill-de� ned objective. It spoke of what 
it did not want but did not spell out precisely what 
it sought to achieve in concrete terms. Even the 
concept, widely-bandied about, of a “democratic” 
or “pro-western” Afghanistan did not offer a clear 
objective for the military.

As efforts progressed in Afghanistan, the 
military provided the basic security that was a 
prerequisite for stabilization, reconstruction 
or transition operations. Civilian workers could 
not accomplish those steps, but the armed 
forces could focus on preventing con¤ ict, not 
on establishing peaceful conditions because it 
viewed itself, particularly in the early years of 

2001-2005, as a combat force. This sounds like a 
semantic difference, but illustrated a completely 
different mindset.

Discussions with US of� cers who served in 
Afghanistan in the early months of the con¤ ict 
reveal that they fairly uniformly viewed their role 
as pursuing bin Laden and the Taliban, rather than 
looking towards the transformation steps which 
would accomplish the president’s goals.7

Also at this time, the US was still involved 
with Colombia, where efforts to eradicate 
drug traf� cking melded into activities to 
reconstruct that country into a fully functioning 
democracy.8 Clearly labeled something other 
than counterinsurgency because Congress 
had prevented assistance to the Republic for 
that speci� c purpose,9 for domestic political 
requirements, the Colombia work by the military fell 
under the aegis of efforts now known as SSRTOs.

US Soldiers passing through a village in Afghanistan
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More importantly, the post-combat challenges 
of Iraq after the summer of 2003 made obvious 
the need for security to help stabilize and 
reconstruct the country while it transitioned 
from a long-standing dictatorship to a hoped-
for western-style, competitive democracy. 
Unfortunately, this proved expensive in both 
blood and treasure. It also competed with the 
military’s traditional missions of � ghting wars, 
as future con¤ ict scenarios appeared possible in 
Iran and perhaps even East Asia.

As the military leadership, particularly in the 
Army and the Marine Corps—the two services 
most engaged on the ground in Iraq—wrestled 
with how to balance their force structure 
and procurement for the future in the face of 
immediate needs which were less traditional 
combat but more SSRTO-based, tensions in the 
system became harder to reconcile.

These tensions became especially pronounced 
as the Bush administration fought to keep costs 
of Iraq under control in the face of escalation.

The administration had been reluctant to 
introduce terminology or doctrine that was not 
clear in its mission, fearing that insurgency 
could drag the US into the type of morass that 
characterized the Vietnam War. In mid-2005, 
Vice President Richard Cheney described the 
insurgency in Iraq as being in “its � nal throes,” 
but the Combatant Commander for Central 
Command, General John Abizaid, rejected that 
position. The military confronted a changing 
environment, forcing reconsideration of mission 
priorities. With the violence in Iraq spiraling 
into 2005, reconciliation of doctrine and force 
missions became crucial.

DOD DIRECTIVE/INSTRUCTION 3000.05

In early December 2005, the DoD formally 
announced what had seemed impossible only eight 
years earlier. Then, the Presidential debate argued 
about the ef� cacy of non-combat operations for 

the highly trained US military. The DoD issued 
Directive 3000.05, speci� cally elevating SSRTOs 
to a mission equal in status to full scale combat. 
This change imposed more comprehensive US 
operations across the entire military spectrum. 
It elaborated the mission for the troops, the 
chains of command and various other operational 
aspects in elevating SSRTOs to a primary mission 
for the armed services.

Prior to this event, US military operations had 
always prioritized killing the enemy or bringing 
about unconditional surrender as primary goals 
to defeat the enemy. Anything beyond that was a 
secondary concern, almost something done when 
everything else had been accomplished. The 
shift with 3000.05 dictated that nontraditional 
activities were also crucial to accomplishing 
national security objectives.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FORCE

In the past, the US military has prided 
itself on being a force to “break things and 
kill people.”10  Today’s military regularly sees 
rotations to Provisional Reconstruction Teams 
(PRTs) in Afghanistan, as it did during the last 
years of the Iraq effort before the US military 
� nally withdrew in 2011. PRTs and the SSRTO 
based assignments that aim to rebuild a new 
Afghanistan without the � ssures that allowed 
the Taliban and Al-Qaeda to take hold are joint 
and “whole of government,” mixing civilian and 
military personnel in teams to address societal 
reconstruction needs. The certainty of meeting 
these goals is far from clear, but it is clearly a 
different type of approach than the mid-2000’s 
DoD-heavy mission perpetrated by Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld.

It will take military culture perhaps a 
generation to accept these missions as career-
enhancing. While the military salutes smartly 
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when a fundamental transformation of this sort 
occurs, subtle resistance is likely to remain. 
The US military has operated “jointly” for 
a full quarter century since the Goldwater-
Nichols Military Reform Act of 1986, yet subtle 
differences in service priorities still creep into 
things like military education or promotion rates 
for various specialties. A DoD directive reissued 
as an instruction by the current administration, 
however, does carry substantial weight that will 
be more dif� cult to ignore over time.

SSRTOs were codi� ed under DoD Directive 
3000.05 during the Bush administration as on 
a par with combat operations and the Obama 
administration reinforced this status when it 
issued DoD Instruction 3000.05 on 16 September 
2009. A DoD Instruction has greater weight than 
does a Directive, thus stressing its importance to 

the force.

RESPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT?

An enduring question that has arisen 
regarding our efforts in Afghanistan relates 
to US and North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) efforts in Libya. That is, ousting the 
Libyan dictator Muammar Gadda�  was justi� ed 
as ful� lling the “responsibility to protect” (often 
called R2P) those unable to protect themselves 
from a brutal government. This concept, far from 
universally accepted within the US or in the 
international community, transcends traditional 
rules of international law and engagement in the 
sovereign affairs of a state.

Military funding has become a zero 
sum exercise: gains for some are a 
loss for others.

R2P was championed by Policy Planning 
Staff Director Dr Anne-Marie Slaughter and 
Dr Samantha Powers of the National Security 

US Air Force Of� cer of Provincial Reconstruction Team Zabul spends time with Afghan girls
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Council among many others—it would have 
the US armed forces focus their efforts on the 
protection of the weak and persecuted wherever 
the phenomenon appeared around the world, 
regardless of other priorities.

While R2P may not appear related to SSRTOs, 
there are profound implications for the military, 
especially an all-volunteer force. The rami� cations 
are also � nancial in a time when the US is facing 
severe budget cuts: the funding for those SSRTO 
capabilities will require technologies, training, 
and weapons that may not be synonymous with 
combat capabilities. This requires spending for 
systems and training which support stability or 
security operations that may detract from the 
needs of soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines 
� ghting in traditional efforts. In some ways, 
during the current era of severe federal debt, 
military funding has become a zero sum exercise: 
gains for some are a loss for others.

Similarly, as has been a concern for more than 

a decade, training for SSRTOs may detract from 

training for combat operations since there is a 

� nite amount of time and resources for training.

Other questions also arise: what does this 

mean for the force? Former Secretary of Defense 

Robert Gates publicly argued that the State 

Department (and by extension organizations such 

as the Agency for International Development) 

required a dramatic increase in its funding to pay 

for the type of staf� ng necessary to carry out the 

SSRTO mission. At the same time, it was not clear 

whether Gates intended DoD funding to decrease 

to accommodate this recon� guration of leadership 

in the � eld. It also leads to questions about 

how the US military will interact in the event of 

international activities in the SSRTO realm, such 

as occurred in the middle of 2011 with the NATO 

goal of protecting citizens against Muammar 
Gadda� . The US military has traditionally not 
been under foreign leadership, but many other 
countries have considerable knowledge and 
expertise in SSRTOs that would be useful for the 
US, depending on the circumstances. Would the 
USbetter serve its of� cers and enlisted personnel 
to defer command to someone from Brazil, for 
example, with considerable experience in SSRTOs 
as opposed to insisting that US forces always be 
led by a US commander?

The Libya mission ended with Gadda� ’s death 
in 2011 but another question that arises is 
whether engaging in R2P or SSRTO activities then 
requires a state to continue its engagement after 
the target government is gone. In other words, 
how long does the international community 
maintain its commitment to security, stability, 
reconstruction or transition operations? Until 
an oppressive regime leaves power? Through one 
new regime? Five, ten? This is not at all clear in 
the current environment yet it has important 
effects for the military. As the world looks at 
the possibility of a mission for Syria to deal with 
the brutality of the Assad regime or an ouster 
of the Islamic Republic in Iran to prevent its 
further development of nuclear capabilities, these 
questions remain unanswered yet important for 
the militaries that may be involved. An end to 
either the Assad dynasty’s forty years in power or 
the Islamic Republic of Iran’s thirty years would 
leave major stabilization challenges for the global 
community, or at least their neighbors. In today’s 
period of � scal retrenchment, the commitments 
to SSRTO would loom important in many ways.

For the US, much of the SSRTO work is actually 
done by civilians who are of� cers in the reserves 
or the National Guard. The Guard achieved 
important status with the elevation of the senior 
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guard of� cer, General Craig McKinley, US Air 
Force, to the ranks of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 
But many serving in the Guard or the Reserves 
still face doubts from their active duty peers and 
their civilian employers about the implications of 
being called up for these SSRTOs. Are they equal 
to the task? How long will they be involved? How 
will they coordinate their arrival on station and 
their return home?

Additionally, how does this elevation of 
SSRTOs work for smaller militaries? If a smaller 
force has to choose between traditional 
operations and SSRTOs, how would its missions be 
accommodated?

A number of states, such as the Paci� c 
islands, have moved towards non combat 
operations, speci� cally peacekeeping, in the past 
thirty years, but that choice eliminates certain 
opportunities for any military that might require 
traditional combat skills. Other nontraditional 
concerns, such as Gulf of Aden piracy, illustrate 
the different skills and missions that are at work 
in the international community today.

CONCLUSION

The departmental and service decisions 
towards stability, security, reconstruction, and 
transition operations for the US is still underway. 
The full implications are not yet clear, but 
represent a signi� cant change in orientation 
for the missions of the US military. These 
implications will be similar for some militaries 
and different for others, but represent a change 
from the mission of combat against major military 
forces in a sustained, long term approach that 
characterized the way states prepared during the 
Cold War. SSRTOs may be the future for militaries 
around the world but more likely will be one of 
several. Hence, the US and other military forces 

face a more demanding and complex future, 
requiring near simultaneous preparations for both 
traditional and SSRTO missions. 

ENDNOTES

1.  The views of the author are personal and do not in any 
case represent policy of the US Government, the National 
Defense University, or any other agency. Cynthia 
Watson is Professor of Strategy at the National War 
College where she has taught since 1992. ABC Clio of 
Santa Barbara will publish her third book on SSRTOs in 
April 2012. She also researches China’s national security 
goals and topics relating to professional military 

education around the world.

2. To see Clinton’s speech to the people of Rwanda 
years later, see Cynthia A. Watson, Stability, Security, 
Reconstruction & Transition Operations (Santa Barbara, 

California: ABC Clio, 2012).

3. Clinton issued an apology in Kigali on 7 May 1998 but 

many critics found it insincere and callous in light of 

other decisions during his presidency. See John Ryle, 

“A Sorry Apology from Clinton,” guardian.co.uk, 13 

April 1998, http://www.guardian.co.uk/Columnists/

Column/0,6573,234216,00.html.

4. Condoleezza Rice, “Campaign 2000: Promoting the 

National Interest,” Foreign Affairs, January/February 

2000.

5. Dozens of volumes on electronic lists and bookshelves 

cover the lead up to the Iraq war in March 2003. Several 

which I � nd most relevant to this discussion include Bob 

Woodward’s series on Iraq; Michael Gordon and Bernard 

Trainor, Cobra II: The Inside Story of the Invasion and 

Occupation of Iraq (New York: Vintage, 2007); Tom Ricks, 

Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq (New York: 

Penguin Press, 2006); and George Packard, The Assassins’ 

Gate: America in Iraq (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 

2005). I also � nd L. Paul Bremer and Malcolm McConnell, 

My Year in Iraq (Threshold Editions, 2006) illuminating.

6. James Dao, “A Nation Challenged: The President; Bush 

Sets Role for U.S. in Afghanistan,” New York Times, 18 

April 2002.

7. Countless seminar discussions at the National War College 

during this period centered around the frustration 

many veterans of the Afghan campaign felt about their 
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inability to “get” bin Laden during Operation Anaconda 

(March 2002) and during the early months of the Iraq 

campaign when those assigned to an Afghan mission 

appeared to believe they were missing out of the “real 

war.” That view shifted as the Taliban began to creep 

back into the picture around late 2005 but the crux of 

these discussions rarely focused on the SSRTO missions. 

These of� cers clearly viewed themselves as war� ghters.

8. The Clinton and George W. Bush administrations provided 
assistance under Plan Colombia for several years. The bulk 
of the assistance was for military training, enhancement 
of human rights protection, and other aspects of 
strengthening the notoriously weak institutions in a 
country � ghting insurgents while also exporting vast 
amounts of cocaine into the United States. The plan 
had a major military component but also provided some 
other types of assistance such as legal reform, crop 
substitution, and other needed transformative steps to 
put Colombia on a sustainable path rather than one of 

violence and polarization.

9. Senator Patrick Leahy, D-Vermont, was adamant about 

not providing assistance to the Colombian military 

which appeared, in the late 1990s, to have a serious 

disregard for human rights standards. A goal of Plan 

Colombia was to reverse that problem. While Colombia 

still has its critics, those voices are considerably lower 

than they were before the US efforts at SSRTO there.

10. This phrase was a commonly heard in the 1990s as people 

grumbled about Clinton’s use of the armed forces for 

peace operations and what are now SSRTOs, while it was 

similarly used to highlight the initial success of activities 

in Iraq until it became obvious that reconstruction and 

stabilization components were both equally important 

in the aftermath of the 2003 invasion. Anecdotally, 

the phrase is used far less often today at the National 

Defense University. 
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A UNMISET Case Study
by BG (Ret) Eric Tan Huck Gim

INTRODUCTION

Are contributions directly proportionate to the 
size and sophistication of the military component 
of a peacekeeping force (PKF)? Do regional 
partners play a larger role in peacekeeping simply 
because they have more to gain? Or lose? To try 
and answer some of these questions, this essay 
presents a case study of BG (Ret) Eric Tan Huck 
Gim’s experience serving in a United Nations (UN) 
peacekeeping mission.

MG Eric Tan Huck Gim served as Peacekeeping 
Force Commander, United Nations Mission of 
Support in East Timor (UNMISET) from August 
2002 to August 2003. The PKF comprised more 
than 3,300 armed peacekeepers from 26 Troop 
Contributing Nations (TCN) and almost 100 
unarmed Military Observers. This was the � rst 
time a Singaporean General commanded a UN PKF. 
The PKF was mandated by UN Security Council 
Resolution 1410, dated 17 May 2002, had the 
role of protecting Timor-Leste from external 
threats (paragraph 2(c): To Contribute to the 
Maintenance of the External and Internal Security 
of East Timor) and was a Chapter VII mission 
(paragraph 6).

The PKF de� ned its Centre of Gravity (COG) 
as “the Trust and Con� dence of the people of 
Timor-Leste. It is important that we retain and 
build this.” This essay describes how a signi� cant 
external security menace that shook this COG 
was neutralized by a concerted PKF operation, 
supported by the military from a neighboring 
nation, with a major role played by one small 
state. 

THE SITUATION IN TIMOR-LESTE AND 
UNMISET IN EARLY 2003

In early 2003, Timor-Leste was the newest nation 
in the world. There were high hopes from both 
the international community and the Timorese 
people for peace and development. It was a success 
story for the UN. The local government was in 
place, but the police were still being established 
by the UN and the newly-formed local military did 
not have the means to protect the country from 
external aggression. Indonesia was doing all it 
could to be a good neighbor and its armed forces 
worked well with the PKF. The population of one 
million were largely subsistence farmers living in 
isolated rural villages and greatly dependent on 
favorable weather to ensure their survival. 

Abstract: 

This essay presents a case study of BG (Ret) Eric Tan Huck Gim’s experience serving in the United 
Nations Mission of Support in East Timor. It illustrates that all components large and small make 
valuable contributions to a peacekeeping mission, especially when their efforts are complementary and 
well-integrated. Tactical success on the ground not only gives con� dence to the local population, but 
can also in£ uence decisions by the international community, ensuring that resources continue to be 
made available for the mission to achieve its assigned tasks. 
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The Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) was one 
of the TCNs and contributed an infantry company, 
which operated as part of THAIBATT with 
responsibility for half of the border between 
West Timor and Timor-Leste—AUSBATT having 
responsibility for the 
other half. SAF further 
contributed an aviation 
group of four UH1H 
helicopters, located 
within Sector West, 
which was the HQ 
for the border area.1 
AUSBATT and THAIBATT 
reported to Sector West, 
which in turn reported to PKF HQ in the capital 
Dili. Although SAF had been sending of� cers and 
other specialized teams such as medical personnel 
to UN missions since 1989 (United Nations 
Transition Assistance Group),2 its contribution 
to UNMISET was Singapore’s � rst armed 
peacekeeping mission.

The culture in UNMISET PKF, established in 
part by the Force Commander, was that there were 
to be no distinctions between large or small TCNs, 
and large or small components. All components 
had been sent to ensure peace and security, 
and brought differing but complementary 
capabilities with them. At the individual level, 
the internal message was similar: there was no 
such thing as a good or bad peacekeeper to start 
with. All personnel had been handpicked by their 
home country, simply because there was too much 
at stake—if any nation sent less than their best, 
they will be risking their reputation, jeopardizing 
the overall outcome of the mission and 
undermining support from the home population. 
With these precepts in mind, individuals and 
commanders were motivated to behave along 
common lines of mutual respect, patience and 

tolerance for one another (especially because 
not all peacekeepers used English as their � rst 
language and thus needed more time to articulate 
their views and share their ideas), and overcame 
differences in military doctrine and terminology 

to ensure maximum 
integration of efforts.

From late 2002 to 
early 2003, reports of 
groups terrorizing the 
villages between the 
border and Dili grew 
in number. All-in-all, 
there were probably 

three separate groups that had in� ltrated 
across the border and crept into their former 
villages to settle old scores dating back to 
the 1999 referendum.3 In at least two of these 
incidents, villagers had been killed or wounded 
by gun� re or bladed weapons. Although the PKF 
and United Nations Police (UNPOL) responded, 
the dif� cult terrain and ability of these groups 
to disperse into the dense vegetation wearing 
civilian clothes denied them success. As a 
result, the local population in the affected areas 
were too terri� ed to go about their daily lives: 
children were kept away from school for fear of 
being abducted and crops were neglected as none 
of the villagers dared leave their homes to tend 
them. There was a general mood of insecurity 
and despondency, and the local leaders, 
anxious for the well-being of their people, were 
clamoring for some positive action by the UN. 
There were also reports that 30 such groups 
were preparing to come over from West Timor 
to carry out similar destabilizing actions. These 
groups were made up of former militia and other 
East Timorese who did not want their erstwhile 
countrymen to enjoy the dividends of peace 
and independence.

A signi� cant external security 
menace that shook this COG was 
neutralized by a concerted PKF 
operation, supported by the military 
from a neighboring nation, with a 
major role played by one small state.
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The PKF decisively dealt with this threat 
and, since March 2003, there have not been any 
further incidents of armed groups coming over 
from West Timor.

DEALING WITH ARMED GROUPS: THE 
ATABAE CONTACT, FEBRUARY 2003

24 February 2003, at about 1245 hrs. 
An armed group tried to stop a truck and later 
managed to stop a microlet bus on the east-west 
coastal road from Batugade border crossing point 
to the capital Dili, at a point about 2 km south of 
Atabae (in Bobonaro District).4 The group wanted 
food and cigarettes. One passenger of the bus 
was killed when the group � red on the microlet 
as the driver sped through them, and four others 
were injured, one of whom later died. The PKF 
immediately cordoned off the area and caught the 
group three days later.

The same day, 24 February 2003, 1255 
hrs. Elements of Fiji Company deployed at the 
Forward Operating Base (FOB) near the small 
town of Atabae arrived at the incident site and 
began looking for the group. This company was 
part of the Australian Combat Battalion Groups 

(AUSBATT) , who had responsibility for security in 
the Bobonaro District and that part of the border 
with West Timor. AUSBATT deployed its 30-man 
Quick Reaction Force from Maliana to the incident 
area by about 1330 hrs and its peacekeepers in 
Armored Personnel Carriers together with tracker 
dogs joined in the search. Fiji Company deployed 
additional elements to blocking positions on 
the south bank of the Loes River, the boundary 
between AUSBATT and the Portuguese battalion 
(PORBATT) responsible for neighboring Liquica 
District. AUSBATT sent two other companies 
(the battalion had a total of four) to reinforce 
the cordon, while PORBATT elements deployed 
at blocking and observation positions along the 
northern and eastern banks of the Loes River. 
By 1730 hrs, PKF had over 300 peacekeepers 
manning an effective ring of surveillance around 
an area more than 25 by 20 km. On the very same 
afternoon as the attack, the haystack had been 
de� ned and the search for the needle begun.

24, 25 and 26 February 2003. Light 
Observation Helicopters (LOHs) and mobile 
teams reinforced with tracking dogs combed 
the area without pause. PKF HQ had alerted the 
Indonesian National Armed Forces (TNI) via their 
HQs in Bali and their troops were watching their 
side of the border, in case the group tried to 
sneak back into West Timor.5

On the very same afternoon as 
the attack, the haystack had been 
de� ned and the search for the 
needle begun.

27 February 2003, 1000 hrs. Media 
representatives were briefed at the Fiji Company 
FOB in Atabae on the progress of the search, so 
as to keep the public informed. Commanding 
Of� cer AUSBATT, who was directly commanding 
the operations in the � eld, joined the press 
conference. He gave a thorough brie� ng and 
assurance that every inch of the cordoned area 
would be searched until the group was found. 

MG Tan Huck Gim, Force Commander of UNMISET Peacekeep-
ing Force, shaking hands with incoming Force Commander, LG 
Khairuddin Mat Yusof, at the Change of Command Parade held 
on 29 August 2003 at the Peacekeeping Force (PKF) HQ in 
Timor-Leste.
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Before returning to Dili, the media were shown 
the site where the bus was shot at.

The same day, 27 February 2003, just before 
1800 hrs. “Contact! The Fijians found the group!” 
After establishing that no peacekeeper had been 
hurt, more details were obtained. The Fijian 
peacekeepers had skillfully tracked the group from 
a farm where corn was reported stolen (the armed 
group was badly in need of food), found them in 
their LUP (Lay Up Position—a location used to 
pass the night, often with sentries at key points), 
challenged them,6 were shot at, returned � re, 
and gave chase. One member of the armed group 
was wounded in the hip and brought into custody, 
becoming a source of valuable information 
regarding his own as well as other groups. Also, in 
their haste to escape the Fijians, all of the group’s 
equipment and personal belongings had been 
left behind in the LUP. Among those belongings 
was a patrol diary, diligently kept by one of 
the members. This became another crucial source 
of information.

The next day, 28 February 2003. The Fijian 
Peacekeepers returned to make a more thorough 
search of the LUP, and found a body. This member 
of the group had been shot in the exchange 
of � re the previous day, made his way to an 
ambush position (knowing that the peacekeepers 
would sweep the area) and prepared his SKS-
equivalent assault ri£ e with a full magazine of 
ten rounds and a hand grenade for his last stand. 
Fortunately, he died of his wounds before he could 
in£ ict any damage. He did not even have time 
to undo the strings used to prevent his grenade 
pin from being accidentally pulled out while 
travelling in the thick jungle. Because he fell 
backwards into the thick foliage, the peacekeepers 
did not spot him the previous day when they 
gave chase to the remaining members of his 

group. His clothing and weapons indicated 
that he was probably one of the more senior 
members of the group.

A close examination of the LUP showed how 
cleverly it was sited, with an observation post 
overlooking the very approach the Fijians had 
taken the day before. This testi� ed to the strong 
tactical � eld-craft of the Fijian peacekeepers—
not only in tracking down and locating the group, 
but also in approaching, challenging, exchanging 
� re, and pursuing them without any casualties on 
their part. In accordance with standard 
procedures, an After Action Board of Inquiry was 
help to record the actions of the peacekeepers, 
so that there would no doubt they had acted well 
within the Rules of Engagement (ROE). The Force 
Commander sent a letter to the Fijian Chief of 
Defense Force, to congratulate him on the sterling 
performance of his troops.

The patrol diary and wounded member of 
the armed group (his initials are DDJ, aged 40), 
provided a good picture of the group and its 
activities. Having recruited some younger 
Timorese into their group, DDJ and his other 
former militia colleagues (he was wearing a 
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T-shirt bearing the name of a notorious militia 

group at the time of his capture, and confessed 

that he was part of a militia group in the past) 

left Atambua (West Timor) on 13 February and 

sneaked into Timor-Leste to carry out armed 

robbery and extort money from family members. 

Their � nal destination was Gleno (a town in 

Ermera District), some 30 km from where they 

were found. The patrol diary revealed that they 

only managed to get past the PKF sentries at 

the border after two days of patiently waiting 

for a suitably dark and rainy night. The diary 

went on to explain their dif� culties in evading 

the PKF search and obtaining food and water, 

despite having brought along civilian clothes and 

toiletries so they could move amongst the locals. 

DDJ gave information about the identities of the 

other eight members of his group. Aged 35 to 50, 

all were formerly from Ermera District, except one 

who was previously from Dili. Most were known 

only by their � rst names, which made it dif� cult 

for the police to carry out further investigations. 

According to DDJ, the group had come across the 

border with three long-barreled � rearms and two 

Rakitans (home-made pipe guns, one of which 

was recovered at the LUP). 

After the contact. Timorese leaders expressed 

gratitude for the actions of UNMISET. A few days 

later, PKF were told by TNI that they had arrested 

the remaining six members of this armed group 

as they attempted to cross back into West Timor. 

This group, at least, would no longer terrorize 

their fellow Timorese.

Since the destruction of this group, no 

other armed incursion from West Timor has ever 

been reported. Those waiting to cross over had 

received the clear message that they would be 

hunted down.

THE OUTCOME

Whilst the most immediate outcome of 
this operation against armed groups was the 
restoration of con� dence among the local 
population, the more strategic outcome was a 
pause in the downsizing of PKF UNMISET. Because 
it was already a success story, the Security Council 
had been preparing to downsize the mission 
and leave Timor-Leste to its own devices. The 
emergence of armed groups caused great concern 
amongst Timorese leaders and those in UNMISET 
that such downsizing would mean much reduced 
resources to maintain security along the border.7

When the photographs and reports were sent 
to the Security Council, it persuaded those that 
had trivialized the armed group incidents as 
isolated cases of banditry to view them as what 
they actually were: the � rst of many organized 
groups of trained and armed East Timorese 
coming across the border, determined to negate 
the peace gains that Timor-Leste and the UN had 
collectively amassed.

This pause in downsizing ensured 
suf� cient PKF elements remained 
in the border area to deter further 
incursions.

This led to the Security Council issuing 
Resolution 1473 on 4 April 2003 which “Decides 
that the schedule for the downsizing of the 
military component of UNMISET for the period 
up until December 2003 will be adjusted in 
line with the letter of 28 March 2003 from 
the Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping 
Operations to the members of the Security 
Council; and, accordingly, that two battalions 
will be retained within regions adjoining the 
Tactical Coordination Line during this period, 
together with associated force elements, 
including mobility; and that the number of 
military peacekeepers will reduce to 1,750 more 
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gradually than was foreseen in resolution 1410 
(2002)” (paragraph 2). This pause in downsizing 
ensured suf� cient PKF elements remained in the 
border area to deter further incursions.

CONCLUSION

This case study illustrates that all components 
large and small make valuable contributions to 
a peacekeeping mission, especially when their 
efforts are complementary and well integrated. 
When dealing with cross-border threats, it is 
essential that clear operating processes between 
military forces at each side of the border are in 
place and kept updated. Finally, tactical success 
on the ground not only gives con� dence to 
the local population to go about their routine 
activities, but can also in£ uence decisions by 
the international community, ensuring that 
resources continue to be made available for the 
mission to achieve its assigned tasks.  

ENDNOTES

1.  The border between Timor-Leste and West Timor 
(the Indonesian province of Nusa Tenggara Timur) 
stretches largely unmarked over almost 120 km from 
one coastline to the other. During UNMISET, this area 
was the Tactical Coordination Line (TCL) established 
between the UN and the Indonesian military. It 
traversed rugged terrain and was extremely porous. 
Although several regulated crossing-points were 
established, the population on both sides crossed 
wherever they wished.

2. The UN Transition Assistance Group (1989-1990) 
was established to ensure the early independence of 
Namibia through fee and fair elections.

3. In late 1999, Indonesia granted a referendum for East 
Timorese to decide whether to remain with Indonesia 
but have autonomy, or to become independent. An 
overwhelming majority voted for independence, which 
led to violence by pro-autonomy East Timorese, many 
of whom were armed ex-militia. The UN sanctioned an 
Australian-led intervention force that restored law and 
order, but in the meantime, the ex-militia had forced 
more than 200,000 East Timorese over to West Timor. 

Although most of these people eventually returned to 
Timor-Leste, there were still an estimated 30,000 East 
Timorese in West Timor during 2003. The ex-militia 
within this residue formed armed groups and came across 
the border in late 2002 to early 2003 to take revenge on 
those who had voted for independence.

4. A microlet is an Indonesian-type minibus or van that 
carries paid passengers along an established route. The 
route plied by this particular microlet was the Dili-Border 
road that hugs the northern coastline of Timor-Leste.

5. Tentara Nasional Indonesia, the military of Indonesia.

6. Although UNMISET’s ROE were robust enough to allow 
the peacekeepers to engage without issuing a challenge, 
the Fijians decided to give the group the bene� t of the 
doubt.

7. At that time, the local military was far from ready to � ll 
the gaps created by a downsized PKF.
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BG (Ret) Eric Tan Huck Gim is an Artillery Of� cer and has served the SAF 
for 32 years. Before retiring as Commandant SAFTI-MI in October 2005, he 
led in a major review of SAF of� cer education, the � rst since the Institute 
was formed in 1995. Another highlight of BG Tan’s military career was 
serving as Peacekeeping Force Commander of the UN Mission in Support of 
East Timor (UNMISET). From August 2002 to August 2003, he commanded 
a multinational force of 3,300 peacekeepers from 26 nations to ensure 
peace in Timor-Leste. Following a crisis in 2006, he rejoined the UN in 
Timor-Leste for another year, this time in the civilian capacity of Deputy 
Special Representative of the Secretary-General, responsible for Security 
Sector Reform and Rule of Law. The second most senior individual in the 
mission, BG Tan supervised the multinational UN police force of 1,700, 
restored security across the country amidst tense political elections and 
reconstituted the local police force.
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Upholding and Shaping: International 
Criminal Law through Regional Initiatives

by Alvin Tan

INTRODUCTION

There has been much research and study 
of substantive crimes, the formation and 
independence of various international criminal 
justice institutions, and the related impact on 
transitional and restorative justice. However, 
only cursory and isolated analysis exists 
concerning regional options for preventing 
impunity and ensuring international (and 
regional) peace and security.1 A regional 
approach may in certain situations not only 
better suit the theoretical objectives of 
international criminal justice, but in practice 
also allow small states to uphold, shape, and 
enforce international criminal law. Regional 
solutions not only afford the inclusiveness of 
local value systems and notions of justice, but 
are also sensitive to the practical needs and 
conditions on the ground.

THE BENEFITS OF REGIONALIZING 
INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL JUSTICE

The current system of international criminal 
justice and the criminal responsibility of 

individuals is a result of the Second World War 
(WWII), where various acts were considered not 
only crimes against the victims, but also the 
whole of mankind.2 This led to the establishment 
of the International Military Tribunal (IMT) 
at Nuremberg and the International Military 
Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE) at Tokyo and 
broke the monopoly of domestic jurisdictions 
over the prosecution of international crimes.3 
Now considered part of customary international 

Abstract: 

International and national judicial institutions are not necessarily the best or only way to address core 
international crimes. A regional approach may in certain situations not only better suit the theoretical 
objectives of international criminal justice, but in practice also allow small states to uphold, shape, 
and enforce international criminal law. It not only affords the inclusiveness of local value systems and 
notions of justice, but is sensitive to the practical needs and conditions on the ground. A regional 
approach to international criminal law may therefore not only promote accountability and the rule of 
law, but better navigate the unique peace-justice divide in every con� ict.
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Chief American prosecutor Justice Robert Jackson at the 
International Military Tribunal trial of war criminals at 
Nuremberg
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law, the so-called “core crimes” prosecuted by 
the WWII tribunals include war crimes, genocide 
and crimes against humanity.

Although it has been internationalized and 
practiced around the world, various commentators 
contend that international criminal law is 
culturally speci� c and not inherently universal 
or value-neutral. For example, Shklar points out 
that the “law of nature” argument used by the 
American prosecution at the IMTFE was a foreign 
ideology that was applied “to a group of people 
who neither knew nor cared about this doctrine” 
and the assumption of universal agreement 
thus imposed “an ethnocentric vision of 
international order.”4 Chuter highlights that 
“international criminal law's vocabulary and 
concepts are not neutral. They are culturally 
speci� c, constructed and manipulated by a 
very small number of countries.”5 Mani similarly 
notes that a major hurdle for the international 
criminal justice system is “the predominance 
of Western-generated theories and the absence 
of non-Western philosophical discourse.” This 
causes problems in addressing issues in post-
con� ict developing societies because “Western 
philosophers are inadequately attuned to the 
conditions found in non-Western societies,” 
such as the importance of social cohesion over 
individual liberty.6 

International criminal law is 
culturally speci� c and not inherently 
universal or value-neutral.

Even if such claims of cultural speci� city are 
rejected, it is important to recognize the danger 
of neglecting other regional norms, values, and 
legal precepts (such as the purpose of justice, 
criminal liability and appropriate sanctions). 
There are therefore several bene� ts in localizing 
the international criminal justice process within 
the region. One, it reduces the theoretical and 
physical gap between the victims of atrocities 
and those who are indirectly affected by the 
disruption of regional peace and stability. Two, it 
makes the accountability process better attuned 
to serving justice and winning local acceptance 
by injecting regional norms, values and views on 
individual liability and criminal sanctions. Three, 
it removes damaging neo-colonialist criticisms 
and misperceptions of international criminal law 
by giving ownership of the international criminal 
justice project to regional members, thereby 
ensuring that they all serve as a checks-and-
balances for the collective interests of securing 
regional peace and justice. Four, it is more 
effective as regional solutions will be better at 
understanding and navigating the peace-justice 
divide that is unique to every post-con� ict 
situation. Five, it is able to expand the de� nitions 
of the universally accepted core crimes to better 
suit regional needs, as well as including other 
crimes that may be particularly relevant in the 

Defendants at the International Military Tribunal for the Far 
East in Ichigaya Court
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Detainees in the Manjaca Camp, Bosnia and Herzegovina
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regional context. Six, it overcomes the “principle 
of unanimity” that haunts international treaty 
law, allowing interested, willing and able states 
to proceed on a more localized basis. Last but 
not least, it spurs advances in international 
criminal justice in other regions and states.

The histories of the ad hoc International 
Criminal Tribunal for the 
former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and 
the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) 
crucially illustrate that 
generating suf� cient interest 
amongst third-party states 
to respond and gathering 
enough global consensus 
to act are both 
inherent drawbacks of 
intervention at the international level.7 The 
failure to prevent or stop the atrocities that 
occurred in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda was 
clearly not because the international community 
had no knowledge of the atrocities.8  In Rwanda, 
despite having information about what was 
transpiring,9 the international community 
similarly failed to take action that could have 
prevented or reduced the magnitude of the 
genocide and only established the ICTR to 
prosecute and punish individuals after the fact.10 
Similarly, cynics claim the ICTY was a � g leaf 
for the inaction by the major powers to stop the 
con� ict in the former Yugoslavia,11 and argue 
that the tribunal was essentially a cost-effective 
alternative to military intervention.12

Although Cassese notes that the atrocities 
that occurred in the former Yugoslavia and 
Rwanda “served to rekindle the sense of 
outrage felt at the closing stage of WWII,”13 and 
Akhavan argues that the “ethnic cleansing” in 
the former Yugoslavia and genocide in Rwanda 
“have assumed a similar role in the post Cold 
War era as the twin pillars of moral outrage 
upon which the beginnings of an international 
criminal jurisdiction can be discerned,”14 the 

cause for inaction could be traced back to a 
lack of political will amongst third-party states 
with little or no interests in these countries.15 
It must be acknowledged that the states forming 
the international community are unlikely to 
intervene in external con� icts (and sacri� ce 
resources or possibly even lives) unless it is 
suf� ciently in their interests to do so.16

As such, a regional 
approach may sometimes 
be more capable than 
international initiative 
in achieving the goals of 
international criminal justice 
for several reasons. One, 
regional states are more 
(directly and indirectly) 
affected by international 

crimes committed in neighboring countries and 
substantial investment of political effort can be 
expected in � nding a solution. Two, legitimacy 

Generating suf� cient interest 
amongst third-party states 
to respond and gathering 
enough global consensus 
to act are both inherent 
drawbacks of intervention at 
the international level.

Wanted poster made by the US Government for the Rewards 
for Justice program to assist the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda
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and incentives for regional action are also 
arguably greater given the direct and stronger 
effects suffered by neighboring states. Three, 
the � nancial cost of regional enforcement is 
substantially lower due to the physical proximity 
to any alleged international crime. Four, 
neighboring states can 
better understand and 
prioritize needs of the 
situation as they are 
more politically attuned 
and culturally sensitive. 
Five, regional solutions 
address concerns 
about selectivity 
and bias that have 
been argued to exist 
at the international 
level, and also deal 
with the problem of disconnect from the 
situation and the victims. Six, regional approaches 
are likely to be more effective at securing the 
cooperation of the state concerned because they 
reduce concerns of exposure to external political 
in� uences and lessen sovereignty costs.

Similarly, a regional approach may sometimes 
be better than enforcing international criminal 
justice at the domestic level for several reasons. 
One, if enforcement of international criminal 

law is allowed to remain primarily in state 
hands, the most critical and worrisome situation 
for international criminal justice occurs when 
international crimes are perpetrated on behalf 
of or with the complicity of the state itself. 
Alternatively, states may be most willing to enforce 
international criminal law when it is in their own 
interests—such as “where prior regimes, ‘rogue’ or 
disfavored elements of government, scapegoats, 
or non-state actors are under investigation,”17 or 
when “new regimes may seek to use accountability 
as a weapon to ... stigmatize large classes of the 
population.”18 Three, the pursuit of accountability 
may be a comparatively low priority for a 
transitional state trying to reconcile and rebuild 
itself after a national tragedy because it may 
cause societal instability or break the fragile 
peace. Four, a post-con� ict state may not be 
able to hold perpetrators of international crimes 

accountable because 
it does not have the 
required � nancial and 
human capital, and its 
domestic judicial and 
legal infrastructure has 
been destroyed by war. 
Five, domestic systems 
in the affected states 
will inherently have 
biases regarding the 
guilt or innocence of 
an individual, and the 

likelihood of impartial and proper proceedings are 
low. Six, regional political pressure could be used 
to isolate and force the hand of reluctant state(s) 
and ensure that neighboring states apprehend 
and prosecute or extradite suspects that have 
� ed across the border into their territory. 
Finally, the onerous and costly exercise can 
be shared amongst neighboring states and 
would be amply justi� ed by the maintenance 
of regional peace and economic stability. 
While the intervention of non-regional states 

UN Peacekeepers collecting bodies from Ahmici, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, April 1993

ht
tp

:/
/c

om
m

on
s.

w
ik

im
ed

ia
.o

rg
/w

ik
i/

Fi
le

:A
hm

ic
i_

m
as

sa
cr

e.
jp

g

If enforcement of international 
criminal law is allowed to remain 
primarily in state hands, the most 
critical and worrisome situation 
for international criminal justice 
occurs when international crimes are 
perpetrated on behalf of or with the 
complicity of the state itself.
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presents an option for upholding international 
criminal justice, most third-party states will � nd 
situations in a faraway part of the world too 
onerous and costly to justify involvement. 

CONCLUSION

International and national judicial institutions 
are not always the best or only way to address 
core international crimes. A regional solution 
may be an alternative for small states to not 
only uphold but also shape international 
criminal law according to the unique needs of 
each situation. Regional interpretations of the 
substantive elements of international crimes 
could possibly exist based on “local customs” 
regarding issues like criteria for prosecution 
and grounds for excluding responsibility.19 The 
formation of local and regional customs would 
require the particular act by one state to be 
accepted by another state (or states) as an 
expression of a legal obligation or right.20 As 
long as it does not contravene an existing 
jus cogens norm, concerns about regional 
interpretations of international crimes or regional 
recognition of other crimes can be addressed 
and remedied with codi� cation in a regional 
instrument.21 Separately, it is noteworthy that 
an act cannot be considered an international 
crime even if all the states in only one region 
of the world deem it as such.22 This presents the 
argument for a category of regional crimes,23 

which would resemble international crimes in 
doctrinal terms within a regional context but are 
not accepted as such by the entire international 
community.24 Such a n approach to international 
criminal law could thus be seen as a form of 
“respect for regional legal traditions.”25 Taken 
together, it may be said that a regional approach 
to international criminal law may therefore not 
only promote accountability and the rule of law, 

but better navigate the peace-justice divide 
that is different in every con� ict situation.  
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The Future of Stability Operations 
by COL (Ret) Thomas X. Hammes, PhD

INTRODUCTION

With the last United States (US) troops 
now out of Iraq, that nation is going through 
a period of increasing turbulence. At the same 
time, the International Security Assistance Force 
Afghanistan is shifting its focus from � ghting 
the insurgents to preparing the Afghan security 
forces to do so. It is too early to determine the 
outcome in either nation but most analysts believe 
each faces dif� cult times before it achieves true 
stability—and in fact may not become stable at 
all. The apparently small returns for the enormous 
effort the international community poured into 
these nations have led many to question the very 
concept of “stability operations.” In addition, 
few doubt there will be continuing instability 
in many regions of the world—and that some of 
these regions will contain resources or be located 
near lines of communication that are vital to the 
global economy. Thus, while the recent record 
of stability operations is not good, nations will 
almost certainly be forced to attempt them again 
in the future. It is incumbent upon professionals 

to study previous stability operations in order to 
be better prepared when they are called upon to 
execute one.

One of the problems in discussing “stability 
operations” is the lack of an agreed upon 
de� nition. In fact, there are more de� nitions than 
there are countries attempting these operations. 
In the US alone, we have counterinsurgency, 
counterterrorism, policing, peace enforcement, 
peace keeping, peacemaking, stability operations, 
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and foreign internal defense. While each label has 
its own de� nition, almost all have the long-term 
goal of a functioning, relatively stable state that, 
for the most part, can control its own territory.

Unfortunately, the de� nitions do not agree 
on much beyond that. They do not even agree 
on the best way to achieve this objective. The 
disagreements run much wider than just which 
operational and tactical approach US forces 
should employ in such operations—there is 
no agreement on which players should even be 
involved. Should the effort be primarily driven 
by a single state (as in Iraq) or a multi-national 
organization (as in Afghanistan)? Should the effort 
be a direct one by an outside power where its 
personnel provide the security and governance, or 
should it be indirect where the outside personnel 
only support the host nation in providing security? 
Should it be an all of government approach or an 
all of society approach? How does one determine 
what form of government can best provide 
stability in a speci� c country? While we defaulted 
to democracy in both Iraq and Afghanistan, was 
democracy, complete with frequent elections, the 
best form of government for stability? If not, who 
determines which group governs? Do we support 
traditional power relationships or change them 
in response to insurgent demands? The questions 
are virtually unlimited—and neither doctrine nor 
de� nitions provide clear guidance.

In fact, each state has achieved stability in its 
own way. Each process re� ected a set of internal 
and external political, economic, social and 
security conditions that are unique to that state’s 
history. The sheer diversity of initial conditions 
means one cannot prescribe a particular approach 
or even a particular form of government. A better 
source of understanding is a study of how states 
have evolved over time. The diversity of both 
the path and the outcome that various states 

have taken towards stability provide invaluable 
background for the speci� c case that one faces.

Historians and international relations scholars 
have dedicated thousands of volumes to this 
issue. While this essay is too short to permit even 
a super� cial survey of the material, one can note 
that each state evolved in a unique way. In her 
article “From the Sun King to Karzai: Lessons for 
State Building in Afghanistan,” Dr Sherri Berman 
explains how Louis the XIII and Louis the XIV 
consolidated the French state.1 She never claims 
that France can serve as a model. Even within 
the small space of Western Europe, each nation 
took its own course. Louis the XIV achieved a 
very powerful monarchy. The British developed 
a constitutional monarchy. The Dutch built a 
republic. The Germans and Italians took until the 
19th Century to complete their wars of uni� cation 
and then went from autocracy to democracy 
to dictatorship and back to democracy. And of 
course, Europe as a whole required the Napoleonic 
Wars, World War I and World War II to achieve 
the peaceful stability that is now the rule across 
most of Europe. The one common thread among 
the stories of the individual states is that it took 
a long time and a great deal of con� ict to settle 
the borders and the nature of each state.

Other regions of the world showed similar 
diversity in how states were formed. They too 
took a great deal of time and blood to evolve 
to their current forms. Many were built in the 
same physical location as previous failed states. 
And of course many modern states are not yet 
stable. Some are states in name only with the 
“recognized” government simply being the gang 
that currently controls the capital city—even if 
that control does not extend to the countryside. 
Like Europe, the rest of the world does not 
provide any simple model or uni� ed approach to 
building stability. Rather, the study of a broad 
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variety of cases highlights the need for a � exible, 
thoughtful approach that treats each case as a 
product of its own unique environment.

In addition to examining how various states 
achieved stability over time, it is also important 
to review recent international attempts to 
establish stability in particular cases. A brief 
survey of recent attempts reveals a range of 
results from complete failure to ongoing efforts 
to tentative success. To date, despite repeated 
United Nations, US and African Union efforts, 
Somalia remains a completely failed state. Haiti 
and Chechnya are a bit farther up the scale of 
success but face continuing internal con� ict. 
Fragile but improving states include Lebanon, 
East Timor, Sierra Leone and the states created 
out of the previous Yugoslavia. It is interesting 
to note that the range of actors, approaches and 
outcomes of these more recent efforts duplicate 
the range of paths to stability taken over the last 
few centuries in the rest of the world. 

This brief survey leads to an obvious question: 
“Are there prerequisites for establishing a stable 
state?” Again this is an area with extensive existing 
literature and also an area where common sense is 
critical. One of the most important prerequisites 
is the local historical narrative. Do the peoples 
within the boundary of the state see themselves 
as a single political or social community? Is their 
historical narrative unifying or dividing? What is 
the relationship of the citizens to the state? Do 
they connect to the state or to another entity, 
perhaps an ethnic or religious identity? Is that 
entity in con� ict with the state? In many places, 
people will have multiple identities that must be 
considered. 

Another critical indicator is the level of 
economic and political development. Most 
nations’ political and economic development has 
been somewhat symbiotic. But, as Europe has 

demonstrated, a particular level of economic 
development does not predetermine the form of 
political governance of a state. Rather, it is the 
mix of historical, economic, social, technological, 
geographical and political elements that de� ne 
how a country governs itself. However, there is 
strong evidence that an annual per capita GDP 
of between $3,000 and $6,000 is necessary for a 
state to transition to a functioning democracy. 
While this income level is obviously not a 
guarantee of successful transition, it does seem 
to be a prerequisite. Given the Western propensity 
for trying to establish democracies as a route 
to stability, this is a factor that must be part 
of the discussion.

WHY MIGHT DEVELOPED NATIONS CHOOSE 
TO CONDUCT STABILITY OPERATIONS?

As it shapes its diplomatic and military tool 

kits, each nation must decide if it plans to engage 

in stability operations. That decision includes 

an analysis of whether it thinks it may have to 

conduct such operations either unilaterally or 

as part of a coalition. A number of drivers are 

present that indicate stability operations will be 

required to sustain the global economy. Failure to 

take action to limit the impact of these drivers 

on the global economy will result in less global 

economic growth—and, as a result, less growth 

for most individual nations as well. Thus any 

nation that is tied into the global economy will 

have an interest in maintaining stability in certain 

critical areas. Each nation will have to decide if 

it can have an impact or not. If it can, should it 

or should it not attempt to be a free rider? And of 

course, as always, participation in a coalition is 

often not about the particular problem but about 

remaining engaged with the international 

community in the hope that when you need help 

others will show up. 
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Five obvious drivers that will shape the 
response of developed nations to instability in 
underdeveloped parts of the world are energy 
supplies, mass migration, critical resources, 
humanitarian impulses and domestic politics. 
These drivers are not an all inclusive list but 
simply � ve that are highly likely to have an impact.

Energy. The US Energy Information 
Administration states that global energy demand 
will increase by 35% from 2008 to 2035. Most 
of that growth will be in nations outside the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development.2 While fracking and increased 
exploration in developed nations will � ll some of 
that demand, the combined increase in demand 
and decreased production from existing � elds 
means that a great deal of the new energy must 
come from less developed and, often, unstable 
nations. Just as importantly, the energy will have 
to move through pipelines and maritime choke 
points that make it vulnerable to interdiction. 
Thus disputes in nations that are sources or 
transit routes for energy may well force outside 
nations to respond. 

As it shapes its diplomatic and 
military tool kits, each nation 
must decide if it plans to engage in 
stability operations.

Mass migration. Numerous underdeveloped 
nations are facing major youth population bulges. 
In most of these nations, the local economy 
cannot accommodate the demand for jobs created 
as these children and teens grow up. For many, 
the only answer will be migration. Given the huge 
numbers of people involved and, in some cases, 
their proximity to developed nations, there will be 
demands to either block the migration or improve 
the economy to keep more of them at home. While 
border control is feasible if oppressive enough, 
that level of control will also inhibit trade and 

thus impede the economy. Nations � ooded with 
immigrants may attempt to reduce migration 
by improving economic conditions in the home 
nations of the migrants. Any attempt to improve 
economic conditions for the bulk of the population 
requires some degree of stability. 

Resources. Critical resources other than 
energy may also force developed nations to 
stabilize underdeveloped nations that own those 
resources. Certain minerals, rare earths and water 
will be in short supply in the coming decades. 
Those shortages will be a source of con� ict 
and may well require outside peacekeeping and 
development support to insure that they are 
available for use rather than being wasted.

Humanitarian impulses. As Somalia 
demonstrated, sometimes pure humanitarian 
impulse can generate a response. With increasing 
discussion of the international community’s 
“responsibility to protect,” these impulses may lead 
to more frequent intervention. Depending on the 
location of the intervention, stability operations 
may be required to prevent an immediate return 
to the conditions that stimulated the original 
commitment of forces. However, as Somalia as 
illustrated, humanitarian impulses may fade when 
confronted with strategic reality.

Domestic politics. Yet another driver will be 
domestic politics. The multicultural nature of 
most postcolonial states has seen rising violence 
against minorities. Inevitably, the minorities 
will in some of these cases be able to stimulate 
demands for intervention, either through their 
diaspora communities or because they form a 
major population block in an adjacent country.

Each of these � ve drivers, or any combination 
of them, will almost certainly create a demand for 
“stability operations” in the near future. Current 
low key operations in Somalia, Libya and Syria 
illustrate the wide range of such activities.
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WHO MIGHT STABILITY FORCES FIGHT?

Forces dispatched to assist in stability 
operations can expect to see a wide range of 
combatants. Much of the discussion during the 
last decade has focused on how to � ght insurgents, 
but this is too limited a view. Stability operations 
will also have to deal with criminals, terrorists, 
and civil disorder—often all at the same time. 
Stability operations will be one form of hybrid 
warfare.3 

The US Army’s FM-3-24 Counterinsurgency manual 
focuses on insurgents � ghting for independence 
from a colonial power. The authors apparently 
drew heavily on successful counterinsurgency 
campaigns in Malaya and Algeria in developing 
the operational approaches recommended in 
Chapter 5. These early anti-colonial con� icts were 
generally between two major combatants—the 
colonial power and the insurgents. 

However, the withdrawal of all colonial powers 
has eliminated anti-colonialism as a cause for 
insurgency. Today’s insurgents are motivated 
to either rule the post-colonial state (FAPLA 
versus UNITA in Angola) or redraw its boundaries 
(South Sudanese, Balouch, Kurds and Pashtuns). 
These insurgent groups may not be uni� ed and 
may well be in open con� ict with each other. 
Simultaneously, the government itself may be 
divided like in Iraq and Afghanistan. The different 
motivations involved and the expanded number 
of participants will change the requirements 
for bringing stability to the country involved. 
For instance, those trying to change national 
boundaries will by nature involve more nations 
and international organizations in any negotiated 
settlement. 

The role of criminals will vary from minor to 
major players. In many con� icts, they will remain 
focused on pro� ts and become involved only if 
necessary to sustain their pro� ts. They will thus 

Somali Villagers watching a US Marine CH-53 Sea Stallion deliver wheat
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be peripheral to the con� ict. For the most part, 
criminal enterprises in the Balkans fell into 
this category. 

In other con� icts, criminal activity is tied 
to a speci� c clan or tribe and thus becomes 
the source of political power for that entity. 
Such entities may well align themselves with 
whichever side in the struggle offers them the 
best chance of retaining control of their criminal 
enterprises and thus their political independence. 
They can be expected to play the various sides 
off against each other and involve them in their 
own disputes. During the Sunni Awakening, many 
of the Sunni tribes on the border of Iraq fell 
into this category.

Criminal actors have also evolved to the 
point where they seek to physically control 
territory. Their motives may range from insuring 
the continuation of their criminal enterprises 
to achieving complete political control of their 
area. The drug cartels in Central America have 
established mini-narcotic states of this type.

Terrorists will likely also be part of the mix. 
They may be af� liated with outside groups or be 
homegrown. Of particular concern is the fact that 
modern technology is increasing the destructive 
power available to even small terrorist groups. 
The concept of the super empowered individual 
or small group is becoming a reality. With the 
spread of improved explosives, drones, secure 
communications, and, eventually, biological 
weapons, these super empowered groups operating 
from unstable areas may threaten Western 
societies. In short, future stability operations will 
result in terror attacks on the home territories of 
the intervening nations.

IMPLICATIONS FOR MILITARY FORCES

Despite the intense desire of some US military 
writers to get back to “real war”—meaning 
conventional con� ict between uniformed forces—
economic, political, social and technical trends all 

point to an expansion of the spectrum of con� ict. 
Over the next decade, potential con� ict ranges 
from conventional war to insurgencies to terror 
to criminal activity. And of course, regardless of 
whether a con� ict is primarily conventional or 
unconventional it will include elements of all four. 
In fact, militaries may have to prepare to � ght 
across the spectrum of con� ict. While the range 
of potential con� icts continues expanding, each 
nation will continue to structure its armed forces 
based on its perceived enemies, its available 
resources and its strategic needs. 

Many nations will see major conventional 
con� ict as the most dangerous. Some writers 
point to an “inevitable con� ict” between the US 
and China.4 Any such con� ict will be disastrous 
for the global economy but must remain an 
important consideration in any military planning. 
Others note Iran has repeatedly threatened to 
close the Straits of Hormuz.5 This low probability 
but high impact event also cannot be ignored 
by force planners. In short, each nation must 
consider how potential conventional con� ict will 
impact its security and decide how to posture its 
military to cope with that situation.

While currently in disfavor, counterinsurgency 
operations are also highly probable. However, the 
likelihood of an outside power attempting direct 
intervention by conducting counterinsurgency 
operations with its own forces has declined 
sharply. The exceptionally high costs and dubious 
rewards of the recent international efforts 
in Iraq and Afghanistan have put a damper 
on enthusiasm for direct intervention. While 
governments will not be eager to intervene, 
even a brief survey of con� icts around the globe 
shows that many are insurgencies or civil wars 
where one side uses insurgent techniques to 
overcome its weaknesses. If these insurgencies 
trigger one of the previously mentioned � ve 
drivers, governments may still commit forces. 
However, the shadow of Iraq and Afghanistan 
will probably encourage governments to seek an 
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indirect approach. Thus national militaries should 
prepare their forces for the advise-and-assist role 
rather than direct intervention. They must teach 
and support the host nation militaries as they 
� ght the insurgents. While this approach eases 
the requirement for the large infantry forces 
necessary in direct intervention, the indirect 
approach places a premium on NCOs and of� cers 
who can work closely with host nation forces. 
This has obvious force structure implications.

Terrorism will also create a demand for military 
forces. In addition to the elite forces trained to 
hunt terrorists or free hostages, militaries must 
prepare to provide critical 
response and recovery 
services to their own 
civil governments. The 
increasingly destructive 
power available to terrorists 
means they will conduct attacks that overwhelm 
certain civil response capabilities. Force structure 
planners will have to consider which areas may 
require military assistance and shape the force 
accordingly. 

The wide spectrum of future con� ict will 
generate different requirements for different 
nations. Major and middle powers may feel a 
requirement to respond globally to threats to trade 
and stability. This will require military forces with 
the capability to operate across the spectrum of 
con� ict. Obviously, achieving basic pro� ciency at 
this range of tasks is a major challenge. Planners 
must decide if they will assign speci� c units to 
each mission or attempt to train all units well 
enough that they can participate across the 
range of requirements. Each nation will have to 
answer that question in its own way—indeed, the 
different services within each nation may handle 

the challenge in different ways. 

Smaller powers know that they cannot provide 
a unilateral response but may feel the need to be 
able to assist a coalition in responding. Thus they 
will have a different training challenge. They may 
have to train for conventional con� ict against 
a local opponent and simultaneously prepare to 
conduct stability operations as part of a coalition. 
In doing so, small states should capitalize on 
the remarkable strengths they bring to coalition 
operations. Because they are clearly not there to 
dominate the host nation, small nations have an 
inherent legitimacy. They may also be invited to 
help simply because they are not perceived as a 
threat to the host nation.

Small nations will bring 
knowledge on how to deal 
with large nations that will 
be of great value to the host 
nation. Each nation brings its 
own intellectual heritage and 
this will result in a different 

appreciation for both the problems the host 
nation faces and potential solutions. The 
experience of small nations may more closely 
parallel that of the host nation and thus their 
advice may well be of greater value. The key 
issue is for small nations to place staff of� cers 
in key advisory positions.

In addition, small nations should expect to 
lead coalitions in dealing with regional problems. 
In recent times, smaller nations have led 
operations such as in East Timor. They have also 
conducted operations in places Western forces 
have been unable or unwilling to attempt. The 
Zimbabwean Company’s move into the Bukhara 
Market in Mogadishu is a good example.

IMPLICATIONS FOR STRATEGISTS

Like politics, strategy is the art of the possible. 
It is the art of bringing coherence to the ends, 
ways and means applied to a particular strategic 
problem. Recent US-led stability operations 

The wide spectrum of 
future con� ict will generate 
different requirements for 
different nations.
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have been driven by maximalist goals with little 

consideration given to the ways and particularly 

the means necessary to achieve those goals. The 

result has been decade long efforts in Iraq and 

Afghanistan that have yielded minimal results for 

the enormous resources invested. 

Probably the single biggest lesson for outside 

states who seek to create “stability” within 

another nation is humility. It will take longer, 

be more dif� cult and take more twists than 

anticipated. But some simple guidelines may 

make it a bit easier.

Given the paucity of successful “state building” 
efforts by outside powers, the default position 
on an intervention to assist with stability should 
speci� cally exclude building a state. The best one 
can hope for is to improve the effectiveness and 
reach of existing state institutions in the context 
of that speci� c con� ict. If those institutions 
have ceased to exist, building on the remnants 
of previous structures will probably be more 
effective than trying to create new ones in a 
Western image. Western institutions are often 
in direct con� ict with local cultures, beliefs and 
even institutions.

For the same reason, outside powers should not 
attempt to either give or impose democracy on an 
unstable region. As a general rule, democracy has 
not been given but taken. From the Magna Carta 
which was imposed on King John by his barons to 
the US Declaration of Independence to the French 
Revolution to the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 
democracy was taken by “subjects” of the rulers. 
In each case, alternative power centers had to 
evolve to contest the ruler’s control. Just as 
obviously, all took a long time and often did not 
go smoothly. Outsiders should not believe they 

can simply install a functioning democracy.

As the international community withdraws 

from Afghanistan, it is essential that scholars study 

what worked and what did not. There are literally 

dozens of areas ripe for closer examination. In 

particular, did an “all of government” approach 

work or did many nations simply lack the 

deployable civilian government expertise and thus 

could not even attempt it? If a supporting nation 

cannot deploy an all of government response, 

is there a viable alternative? If so, what does it 

look like and how does it function alongside all 

the other governmental and non-governmental 

actors that will be present in any stability 

operation?

Probably the single biggest lesson 
for outside states who seek to create 
“stability” within another nation is 
humility.

The reader cannot help but notice that this 

essay has many more questions than suggested 

solutions. In fact, the history of efforts to create 

stable states indicates that there will always 

be many more questions than answers when 

initiating a stability operation. There will be no 

template or simple guidelines that will lead the 

intervening powers to a happy conclusion.

From studying both recent and more 
distant efforts at stabilization, scholars and 
practitioners should be able to develop a range of 
approaches that have attained their goals. These 
will not serve as a template but as a caution. 
The complexity inherent in any society severely 
limits what outsiders can achieve—particularly 
given the short timelines demanded by most 
supporting governments. In both Iraq and 
Afghanistan, the international effort aspired 
to truly worthy goals—and then found that 
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many were simply not achievable in the speci� c 
economic, social and political conditions that 
de� ned those con� icts. Future stabilization 
operations should be based on achievable rather 

than aspirational goals.  
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Interoperability and Innovation 
by CDRE Richard Menhinick

INTRODUCTION

This short essay will focus in on inter-
operability and innovation in a maritime coalition 
environment. The essay will � rst describe a little 
of the Combined Task Force (CTF) 150 operation 
I commanded and then brie� y mention education 
and training. It will also attempt to answer the 
follow three questions:

• Does a greater role in Operations Other Than 
 War (OOTW) serve the national security 
 agendas of small states?

• What are the conditions and considerations 
 unique to small states in OOTW? 

• In an era of limited defense resources, what
 and how can the militaries of small states 
 contribute and achieve beyond mere 
 statements of ambitions?

BACKGROUND

The Combined Maritime Forces (CMF) is a 
United States (US) led coalition of 25 nations 
(plus three nations with observer status) 
committed to: countering violent extremism and 
terrorist networks in maritime areas; working with 
regional and other partners to improve overall 
security, stability and regional nations’ maritime 
capabilities; and when requested responding to 
environmental and humanitarian crises.1

Abstract: 

While interoperability and innovation in a maritime coalition environment is often looked at as a technical 
issue, it is interpersonal relationships and trust that truly underpin both. Given the differing strategic 
goals, legal requirements, rules of engagement, personalities and cultures of the nations involved, 
failure to engage across the highest strategic levels will inevitably lead to failure of interoperability 
at sea. Trust, relationships, mutual respect, an understanding of culture, patience and courtesy are all 
required to make interoperability work. The security agendas of small states will thus be well served by 
the dividends of personal interaction and human understanding that comes from working and serving 
effectively and sensitively in Operations Other Than War.
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Ships assigned to CTF-150 assemble in formation

US Navy photo by Photographer's Mate 1st Class Bart Bauer, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:CTF-150.jpg
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The staffs are truly multinational, with naval 
representatives from 21 of the 25 nations in 
the planning and operations cells of the CMF. 
The multinational aspects of the operation and 
its close regional links can be seen in the fact 
that I took over command from RADM Zakuallah 
of the Pakistan Navy and handed back command 
to RADM Abassi of Pakistan. For the duration of 
my command I had with me 26 Royal Australian 
Navy (RAN) personnel and as such we formed a 
headquarters team collocated with the US 5th 
Fleet Command in Bahrain, deploying command 
elements to sea as necessary for focal and surge 
operations. The decision was made to collocate 
with the US Command at Bahrain so as to be 
as integrated and in� uential as possible, given 
the vital strategic and then operational lines of 
command that underpin such a complex operation 
with so many competing, complimentary 
and unique international, national and legal 

requirements. My Australian force normally 
included the Australian major surface combatant, 
which is permanently deployed to the region, 
and also on occasion one of the Australian AP3-C 
maritime patrol aircraft. Australia also maintains 
a permanent naval presence on the staff of the 
CMF itself.

Although I was working for the Commander 
Combined Maritime Force, he was also a US 
national commander: Commander US 5th Fleet. 
Similarly, I was a deployed Commander of an 
Australian Task Group and I remained at all times 
under the national command of the Australian 
Commander of Joint Task Force 633 which was GEN 
Mark Kelly and then GEN John Cantwell.

CTF 150 was established in February 2002 with 
a focus on counterterrorism. The US, Germany, 
Spain, Italy, France, United Kingdom (UK), 
Netherlands, Pakistan, Canada, Denmark and 

A Royal Australian Air Force AP-3C Orion Maritime Patrol Aircraft
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Australia have all commanded CTF 150. It is truly 

an OOTW approach. CTF 150 also has a strong 

role in the Struggle Against Violent Extremism, 

or “SAVE,” operation. This includes a signi� cant 

strategic role in high level and continual regional 

engagement.

Australia has a great deal of experience at 

sea in the Middle East region. Australia and the 

RAN have been in the Middle East with either 

ships and/or command elements continually since 

1990, but this was the � rst time Australia had 

commanded combined operations outside the 

Persian Gulf itself, which brought with it a new 

set of complexities for irregular warfare and an 

increased level of ambiguity. Interoperability was 

a key consideration and we were working with a 

large number of small states. 

During the four month command tenure 

from December 2009 to the end of April 2010, 

we intercepted and queried over 500 vessels 

and boarded an additional 140. We were also 

responsible for coordinating the complex logistics 

resupply, a signi� cant consideration in maritime 

operations given that the area of operations was 

over 3 million square miles, and we planned and 

led direct counterterrorism operations against Al 

Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula. The Middle East 

Area of Operations has a strategic, operational 

and legal environment which presents a number 

of unique challenges. These include: the nature 

of the region; the years of con� ict and ongoing 

tensions with regional neighbors; the lack of clear 

boundaries with respect to territorial waters; 

differing obligations under international law; and 

the lack of a United Nations (UN) mandate for 

the maritime environment. This made command 

very complex.

The environment was further complicated by 
each of the coalition nations operating under 
their own discrete Rules of Engagement (ROE). 
The command encompassed 3.3 million square 
nautical miles of seas and oceans and covered an 
extremely complex area including the Red Sea, 
Gulf of Aden, northern Indian Ocean, Arabian Sea, 
Gulf of Oman and Strait of Hormuz. This included:

• Sea Lines of Communications and choke points 
 vital to the world economy (Strait of Hormuz 
 and Bab-al-Mandeb);

• Areas which are a breeding ground for violent 
 extremism;

• Failed and failing states which constitute a 
 security challenge;

• Illegal destabilizing or terrorist-related 
 activities such as drug smuggling, human 
 traf� cking and piracy; and

• A delicate political situation in the region.

This was a complex area with massive amounts 
of shipping, fragile maritime infrastructure 
and seasonal weather patterns which greatly 
affected the maritime environment. In short, the 
area commanded by CTF 150 was in essence the 
maritime � ank of operations in several countries, 
particularly Afghanistan. This period also 
overlapped with Saudi operations on the border 
with Yemen and the Houthi insurgency in Yemen. 
We needed to remember that Al-Qaeda threats 
in the vicinity of the Bab-al-Mandeb were real 
and ongoing: some 25,000 ships, or about seven 
percent of the world’s shipping, pass through 
there each year whilst about 40% of the world’s 
total shipments of oil also pass through the Strait 
of Hormuz.2 The attack on the Japanese Tanker 
M. Star on 28 July 2010 by a small explosive-laden 
boat is a case in point.
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The main focus of our operations was to: 

prevent or disrupt attacks; intercept or deter 

the smuggling of illicit cargo such as narcotics, 

contraband and fuel which fund the terrorist 

activities; intercept weapons and ammunition; 

and intercept or deter the movement of people 

smugglers and even terrorists by sea, especially 

into Yemen.

INNOVATION AND INTEROPERABILITY

Technical interoperability and innovation 

in the maritime environment occurs at several 

levels, including the 

binary 0s and 1s that 

underpin any data 

combat system and the 

complex tactical data 

communications that 

link them. Allies must act together via a 

common tactical data link to ensure effective 

communications are maintained at all times and 

to avoid the risk of fratricide—the consequences 

of which will destroy any strategic aim a country 

had, or planned to have, when becoming involved 

in the operation. 

I have always considered myself a reasonably 

technically adept of� cer: an air warfare and 

combat systems specialist who has operated 

and commanded cutting edge combat systems 

in war and peace in two navies and most of the 

seas and oceans of the world. My background is 

in driving ships from the bridge and in � ghting 

ships from operations rooms. I am also a 

quali� ed air intercept controller and have worked 

extensively in complex and multi tactical data 

link environments, including the crowded Persian 

Gulf during the First Gulf War. It would therefore 

be logical for me to focus on a technical approach.

However, I will not do so, as in my experience 

interoperability is all too often only considered 

at the operational level in terms of the technical 

ability of systems to work effectively together. 

Even at the operational level, OOTW is at least as 

much about interoperability at the personal level 

as it is about technical interoperability.

At the strategic command level, failure to 
understand the personal level of interoperability 
and innovation will have an even greater 
destabilizing affect on a coalition than failure 

of interoperability at 
the technical level. 
Personal animosity will 
destroy any strategic 
aim a country has, or 
planned to have, when 
becoming involved in 

the operation. Therefore, trust, relationships, 
mutual respect, an understanding of culture, 
patience and courtesy are all required to make 
interoperability work. 

In OOTW, each nation brings with it its 
own strategic goals, legal requirements and 
rules of engagement, based on national and 
international law as well as ethics and its own 
personality and culture. Failure by a leader to 
ensure that both he and his command team really 
comprehend and assimilate this at all levels and 
in all times, from high tempo to more mundane 
moments, will result in strategic and operational 
failure, regardless of how technically interoperable 
that force might be.

The reality is that allies and coalitions do not 
have identical aims. They are often separated by 
language, religion, culture, laws and customs. 
But they do have similar strategic goals and 
being strategically adept and aware is essential. 

Personal animosity will destroy 
any strategic aim a country has, or 
planned to have, when becoming 
involved in the operation.
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Field Marshal Sir William Slim delivered a seminal 
speech to the US Command and General Staff 
College in 1952 on “Higher Command in War” in 
which he stated that: 

Now it is an extraordinary thing that you 
should meet with so much opposition from allies. 
Allies, altogether, are really very extraordinary 
people. It is astonishing how obstinate they 
are, how parochially minded, how ridiculously 
sensitive to prestige and how wrapped up in 
obsolete political ideas. It is equally astonishing 
how they fail to see how broad-minded you are, 
how clear your picture is, how up-to-date you 
are and how cooperative and big-hearted you 
are. It is extraordinary. But let me tell you, 
when you feel like that about allies, just remind 
yourself of two things. First, that you are an ally 
too, and all allies look just the same. If you walk 
to the other side of the table, you will look just 
like that to the fellow sitting opposite. Then 
the next thing to remember is that there is only 
one thing worse than having allies—that is not 
having allies.3

These words underpinned our approach to 
the operations against maritime terrorism and 
terrorist related criminal activity in the Middle 
East. They encapsulate the very basics of 
interoperability and innovation.

In OOTW, the legal framework is often 
ambiguous and UN mandates lacking. In these 
operations the � rst step to any interoperability is 
having a command culture and intent focusing on 
building trust and respect with regional countries 
and with allies or coalition partners, or as Slim 
said, “[walking] to the other side of the table.” 
In the case of interoperability and innovation 
in the Middle East, you need to demonstrate the 
understanding that you are just a visitor who will 
inevitably depart the region and emphasize early 
on your willingness to learn from those who live 
in the region and who know it much better than 
any outsider ever could.

In CTF 150 we commanded 38 ships from eight 
nations and also had over 250 hours of maritime 
patrol aircraft support. Supporting us were ships 
and aircraft from the US, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, 
France, Germany, Britain, Canada and Australia. 
Saudi Arabia has the biggest navy on the Arabian 
Peninsula and by working with them at the 
personal level we received continual assets from 
them via ships in associated support to us. This 
personal interoperability did not just stop at the 
strategic command level. We instigated a program 
which saw eight of their of� cers with us in the CTF 
150 headquarters over a four week period. This I 
think had a marked effect in a very short time. 

RADM Bernard Miranda of the Republic of 
Singapore Navy had command of the anti-piracy 
operation, CTF-151, for much of the time I was 
commanding the anti-terrorist operations. We 
were working in the same water space and as such 
we both ensured that our navies worked together 
at the personal level � rst and that we shared 
the headquarters building with his Bahrain-
based liaison team and forged interoperability 
across the commands through friendship and 
cooperation. Even ensuring that his staff 
displayed the Singapore vaval ensign opposite 
our own was innovative—it certainly marked 
a statement of intent and respect. I also had a 
RAN of� cer embedded with him at all times in 
his command ship. Again the focus was on the 
personal linkages, � rst and foremost.

Australian naval experiences in the Indian 
Ocean and the Middle East have thus found that 
personnel interoperability is a critical factor 
when working strategically. To ensure that all 
parties felt welcome and knew that the Australian 
Navy was there to help, we also attempted simple 
gestures such as posting an Arabic “word-of-the-
day,” which resulted in signi� cant improvement 
in the achievement of operational outcomes and 
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a good deal of humor—Australians are renowned 
for being lousy at accents and languages. 

To enact these innovations however, involved 
signi� cant strategic level visits and establishing 
relationships with countries such as Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan, Yemen, the UAE, Pakistan and Oman, to 
ensure that strategic interaction was aligned 
prior to any action taken. Maritime operations 
across 3.3 million square miles of seas and oceans 
are more strategic than operational. 15 nations 
had waters bordering my area 
of operations. A key role of any 
commander in such a situation 
is to visit the nations and 
talk with their governments 
where appropriate and 
certainly their senior naval 
command and other maritime 
law enforcement agencies. This invariably was 
done to discuss both Combined Maritime Force 
and Australian national issues and best done 
in company with the Australian Ambassador 
and Australian Defense Attaché. Knowledge of 

Australian strategic interests and a respect for 
the cultural and regional interests of the nations 
was vital. Strategic considerations drove the 
operations at all times. A failure to engage across 
the highest strategic levels will lead to failure of 
interoperability at sea every time.

To even attempt to command and operate in 
such an area requires competent legal advice 
on hand at all times. The level of legal advice 
in a command role in a Coalition environment 

requires an advanced level of 
knowledge of maritime and 
operational law plus a deep 
understanding of the strategic 
context. A commander needs 
to understand and respect 
the legal positions of each 
and every one of the nations 

who are providing assets and those nations 
that live in the region itself. This requires 
one to focus continually at the strategic and 
operational level—conducting senior regional 
engagement visits is as important a factor 

Royal Marines investigate two suspected pirate skiffs in the Gulf of Aden, June 2009
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A failure to engage across 
the highest strategic 
levels will lead to failure 
of interoperability at sea 
every time.
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in conducting irregular warfare at sea as the 
tactical employment of assets. 

Nations have differing views of maritime 
security operations and obligations. Some nations 
have declared they are in a state of armed con� ict 
with terrorists, while others view terrorists as 
criminals, not combatants. These differences are 
re� ected in ROE and other policy approaches. 
Different political climates between two nations 
can have serious implications—a completely 
legal action may be perceived as a provocation. 
A commander needs to be very aware of these 
issues at all times.

Interoperability and innovation is often 
looked at as a technical issue, however as with 
everything military, political and diplomatic, 
it is interpersonal relationships and trust that 
truly underpin both. A comprehensive approach 
to education and training, with common courses 
and international exchange visits, is critical 
to developing the cultural understanding 
and interpersonal relationships essential to 
strategic interoperability between countries 
big or small. The culture underpinning effective 
interoperability and innovation can best be 
generated through education and training 
and the seconding of personnel between 
organizations, which creates trust, friendship 
and openness between people, and the creation 
of joint units and partnerships between 
nations. To emphasize the importance of human 
interaction, then Vice Chief of Defense, and 
now Chief of Defense, GEN Hurley stated in his 
address to the 2011 Australian Command and 
Staff College course that any graduate without 
a solid and enduring friendship with at least 
one overseas member by the end of the course 
had effectively failed in his estimation, 
regardless of their � nal grade. The ability to 
“phone a friend” in a future crisis or emergency 
and offer to help or to dispel a concern cannot 

be overstated. Without a doubt, the Australian 
Command and Staff College gains its greatest 
strategic strength from the inclusion of overseas 
course members. Australian course members not 
only learn from their overseas peers, but also 
learn from the different perspectives brought 
to the course by the participation of “outsiders” 
in certain modules and exercises, especially 
syndicate discussions.

It is people, people, and people that 
make the difference.

Thus to be interoperable and innovative and 
therefore effective in a coalition environment, 
you need � rst to train and educate 
interoperability—to in effect “Talk the Walk.”

CONCLUSION

Going back to the three key questions:

• Does a greater role in OOTW serve the national 
 security agendas of small states?

• What are the conditions and considerations 
 unique to small states in OOTW?

• In an era of limited defense resources, what 
 and how can the militaries of small states 
 contribute and achieve beyond mere 
 statements of ambitions?

My answer is yes to the � rst one as the security 
agendas of small states are well served by the 
personal interaction and human understanding 
that comes from working and serving effectively 
and sensitively in such roles. To the second 
one, I think that small states have some unique 
advantages over large states as they are less 
threatening and thus can be trusted to leave 
when the operation is completed. As to the third, 
it is people, people, and people that make the 
difference. 
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As Slim said “there is only one thing worse 
than having allies—that is not having allies,” 
and small states make really good allies because 
their people are really good—that has certainly 
been my experience working internationally for 
many years, and especially so with regards to 
Singapore.  

ENDNOTES

1.   “Regional Maritime Of� cers Complete Operational 

Planning Course,” Combined Maritime Forces, 12 April 

2010, http://www.cusnc.navy.mil/articles/2010/

CMF025.html.

2. Raissa Kasolowsky, “Yemen Faces Qaeda, Pirate Threats 

in Vital Strait,” Reuters, 6 July 2010.

3. Field Marshal Sir William Slim, “Higher Command in War,” 

US Command and General Staff College, 1952.

053-061V1 Interoperability and Innovation.indd   60 10/5/12   4:22 PM



operations other than war in a coalition environment 61

POINTER, JOURNAL OF THE SINGAPORE ARMED FORCES VOL.38 NO.3

CDRE Richard Menhinick  joined the Royal Australian Navy in January 1976. 
After graduating in 1980 he undertook practical sea-training, culminating 
in the award of his Bridge Watchkeeping Certi� cate in 1982. Postings such 
as Aide-de-Camp to the Governor of Tasmania, Assistant Warfare Of� cer 
on HMAS Derwent and Air Intercept Controller on HMAS Perth followed. In 
1987, he undertook the Principal Warfare Of� cer’s course. He then served 
on exchange at sea in the Royal Navy for two years on HMS Cardiff. This 
posting to the UK included a deployment to the Persian Gulf as part of the 
“Armilla Patrol” monitoring Iran and Iraq.

On return to Australia he served in HMAS Brisbane in the 1990-1991 Gulf 
War. He subsequently spent two years as Fleet Direction Of� cer at Maritime 
Headquarters in Sydney, prior to being appointed as Executive Of� cer of 
the destroyer HMAS Hobart from 1993-1995. On promotion to Commander 
he was posted � rstly as head of the Operational Design Group at the Navy 
Combat Data System Centre, and then as Deputy Director Surface Warfare 
Development at Australian Defense Headquarters. He assumed Command of 
the new Anzac class frigate HMAS Warramunga on 24 January 2000.

Following promotion to Captain he became Director of the Sea Power 
Centre, Australia in February 2002. He then commanded the Anzac class 
frigate HMAS Anzac from December 2003 to December 2005. After this he 
served as Chief of Staff to the Vice Chief of the Defense Force and Chief of 
Joint Operations throughout 2006 before being promoted to Commodore 
and posted as Director General Military Strategy in Strategic Policy Division 
in December of that year. In November 2008 he became the inaugural DG 
Navy Transformation and Innovation, leading the New Generation Navy 
change program. He was then appointed Commander of the Combined Task 
Force 150 in the Middle East Area of Operations from December 2009 to 
April 2010 and Commandant of the Australian Command and Staff College 
in May 2010.

Amongst other awards, he is a Member of the Order of Australia and has 
been conferred the Conspicuous Service Cross and the Commendation for 
Distinguished Service. He holds a Bachelor of Arts degree, majoring in 
International Relations and Strategic Studies, and a master’s degree in 
Maritime Studies. He has written in many professional publications and has 
one major work published via the University of Wollongong: Sea Control and 
Maritime Power Projection for Australia.

053-061V1 Interoperability and Innovation.indd   61 10/5/12   4:22 PM



POINTER, JOURNAL OF THE SINGAPORE ARMED FORCES VOL.38 NO.3

62book review

Book Review 

by Ruben Pang

The large-scale symbolic 
shock of terrorism as epitomized 
by the September 11 attacks 
(9/11) has diminishing returns. 
Besides being dif� cult to repeat 
and sustain, the public becomes 
desensitized and the media pays 
less attention each time an 
attack occurs. Al-Qaeda will be 
hard-pressed to sustain symbolic 
attacks of that scale, let alone 
outdo 9/11. The number of 
people, speci� c skills, lead time 
and coordination involved is 
simply overwhelming.1 

Instead, the rise of smaller- 
scale “do-it-yourself” terrorists 
will be the new threat to 
anticipate. In recent years, 
these stateless terrorist groups 
have learned to capitalize on the 
technology and globalization 
that have been driving market 
changes and industries, 
turning the complexity and 
power of a developed modern 
economy against itself. Residing 
anywhere from the Middle East 
to London to Nigeria, they are 
well versed in sophisticated 

technologies and thrive amidst 
cultural fragmentation and 
transnational crime. 

In the Brave New War, John 
Robb cites two closely occurring 
Al-Qaeda attacks in 2006 as a 
trademark of this new terrorist 
approach. The � rst was against 
the Samarra mosque in Iraq 
which almost immediately sent 
the nation into civil war, as tens 
of thousands of Shiite Muslims 
took to the streets in protest. 
The second Al-Qaeda attack 
happened two days later, and 
was an attempt on a critical 
oil facility in Abqaiq which 
Saudi security forces foiled. If 
Al-Qaeda had succeeded in the 
attack, oil prices would have 
soared to over $100 a barrel 
instantly. 

Termed “black swans,” 
these rapid and unexpected 
attacks were planned quickly 
and carried out with minimal 
resources, yet effected near 
catastrophic results. As more 
of these attacks surface, the 
situation becomes one where, 

John Robb, Brave New War: The Next Stage of Terrorism and the 
End of Globalization, New Jersey, John Wiley and Sons Inc., 
2007, 208 pages.
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according to the author, “[while] 
we’re busy working to protect 
ourselves against the previous 
attack, we can expect more 
black swans, because they are 
being manufactured by our foes 
at an increasing frequency.”2

In addition, the nature 
of terrorist operations has 
evolved. Robb asserts that the 
con¢ ict in Iraq foreshadows 
the future challenge to global 
security. The insurgency in Iraq 
is comprised of 75 to 100 small, 
diverse and autonomous groups 
who have access  to � rst world 
technologies and are able to 
use them effectively.3 
Their strength lies in their 
open-sourced structure that 
lacks a clear centre, allowing 
¢ exibility and decision-making 
cycles much shorter than those of 
the United States (US) military. 
He compares this to “Microsoft 
� nding its match in a loose 
self-tuning network” instead 
of a superpower competitor.4 
Furthermore, as they operate 
like open-source communities 
on the internet, their actions are 
ampli� ed “in a non-linear way 
which creates feedback loops 
that can dramatically escalate 
the impact of violence.”5 

These connections extend 
to criminal networks that 
permeate the global economy. 
In Iraq, international crime is 
fuel for terrorist activity—Al-
Qaeda’s attack on Madrid was 
funded through pro� ts from the 
sale of the drug ecstasy and 

hashish.6 The rapidly expanding 
criminal economy, valued at $2 
to $3 trillion a year, is fuelled 
by a technologically enabled 
supply chain of anything from 
“human traf� cking (Eastern 
Europe) to illicit drugs (Asia and 
South America), pirated goods 
(Southeast Asia), arms (Central 
Asia) and money laundering 
(everywhere).”7

The terrorist-criminal 
relationship is reinforced by a 
new terrorist strategy—systems 
disruption, the targeting 
of critical networks such as 
power, communication and 
transportation. The severance 
of these essential frameworks 
undermines the targeted state’s 
legitimacy, bulldozing it to 
failure by hindering is ability 
to provide basic services to 
citizens, eventually losing their 
con� dence and support.8 This 
was evident in the attacks on 
Iraq’s oil and electricity networks 
since 2005.9  According to Robb, 
the attacks which cost the 
Iraqi government $500 million 
in lost oil revenues only cost 
$2000 to execute.10 It is 
clear that small bodies can 
now effect disastrous results 
from strategic actions, in 
a way unprecedented in 
history. 

The evolution of warfare 
is rapid, and extends beyond 
Islamic terrorism. In many 
ways, “[the] perpetrators of this 
new form of warfare, however, 

aren’t really terrorists, because 
they no longer have terror as 
their goal or method. A better 
term might be global guerrillas, 
because they represent a broad-
based threat that far exceeds 
that offered by terrorists or the 
guerrillas of our past.”11 

According to Robb, 
successfully employing systems 
disruption as a method of 
warfare against the US could 
result in a situation similar to 
the fall of the Soviet Union—“a 
country driven to bankruptcy by 
a foe it couldn’t compete with 
economically.” In this scenario, 
defeat is experienced gradually, 
through an “inevitable withering 
away of military, economic and 
political power through wasting 
con¢ icts with minor foes.”12

For the US military, the 
lack of a historical guide and 
past experience poses a great 
challenge. Past encounters with 
guerrillas in Vietnam and beyond 
were considerably different from 
those of the present. According 
to Robb, “today, there are no 
cohesive centralized movements 
to � ght. No wars of national 
liberation. Warfare is now an 
open-source framework of loose 
organizations.”13 Using Iraq’s 
insurgency as an example, 
Robb draws a link between 
global guerrillas and online 
retail markets through the 
long tail model. These separate 
non-state groups, ranging from 
external Sunni fundamentalists 
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to Saddam loyalists, tribal 
groups, Shiite fundamentalists 
etc. may be in competition to 
one another but are willing to 
cooperate in � ghting the US 
through the building of a market 
which is mutually bene� cial.14

The author warns that it is 
likely that unrestrained systems 
disruption is only the � rst 
chapter in the shape of things 
to come. These non-state groups 
have developed an organization 
structure which places little 
emphasis on centralized 
leadership and capitalizes on 
global communication networks 
and innovation. This effectively 
makes them unpredictable 
and very much immune to 
nation-state counter-pressure 
and containment strategies. 
These global guerillas wage an 
open-source “Wiki-War” where 
“the source-code of warfare 
is available to anyone who is 
interested in both modifying 
and extending it.”15 The 
dynamics of open-source warfare 
is compared to the that of a 
black market bazaar’s economy, 
where the fundamental 
elements are: investment in the 
form of international funding, 
outsourcing to � nancially 
motivated contractors, and 
crime. In Iraq, the insurgents 
dealing in black market 
oil bene� t from escalating 
prices whenever supplies are 
threatened.16

This integration with 
international criminal networks 
means that every nation-state’s 
defences will be constantly be 
harassed in innumerable ways. 
Once breached, several copycat 
groups will swarm the target. 
The bulk of Robb’s writing 
is dedicated to the analysis 
of “Guerilla Entrepreneur’” 
methods of coordination, 
innovation and expansion. 
Looking at the global oil market, 
he proposes the possibility of 
a guerrilla oil cartel pro� ting 
from bunkering and smuggling 
oil while sustaining continuous 
oil disruption through low-tech 
but substantial attacks, further 
driving up prices in a vicious 
cycle (pipeline disruption, 
kidnappings etc).17

In Rethinking Security, Robb’s 
concluding chapter, emphasis is 
placed on the balance “between 
preserving the bene� ts of global 
interconnectivity and insulating 
against the myriad threats 
that can strike at us through 
those same connections.” In 
his opinion, the Knee-Jerk 
Police State and Pre-emptive 
War/Nation Building are two 
approaches to avoid. 

In the � rst option, 
centralized security under 
the arbitrary command of the 
nation-state give few bene� ts 
despite their severe drawbacks. 
This includes the reduction 
of domestic and international 

moral cohesion, such as the 
US National Security Agency’s 
monitoring of global telephone 
systems and the use of torture 
on suspected terrorists (for 
example, Abu Ghraib).18 

Furthermore, a security 
system similar to that of the 
US Department of Homeland 
Security tends to be uniform 
and unresponsive, especially 
against the uncertainty of 
black swans, “failing to bounce 
back with new approaches [and 
being susceptible to] hindsight 
bias,” as re¢ ected in 9/11 post-
mortems.19

The latter option attempts to 
mitigate the roots of terrorism 
and extremism through war 
and aggressive nation-building. 
However, Afghanistan and Iraq 
show that global guerrillas have 
been able to keep these states “in 
a perpetual condition of failure” 
ever since the US invasion.20 

This leads to the situation 
where it becomes a sanctum 
and harbour for instabilities. 
Furthermore, although present 
threats are mostly Islamic 
groups, “superempowerment” 
through technology also means 
that instability will increasingly 
come from multiple sources.21

Responding to the changing 
landscape, Robb proposes an 
approach he calls Dynamic 
Decentralized Resilience. The 
future of security is held within 
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the notion of survival, which 
he de� nes as “the ability to 
dynamically mitigate and 
dampen system shocks.” This 
means restructuring current 
networks in a way which aids 
damage control through � ve 
key tenets:  Thinking in Terms 
of Market States and Minimalist 
Platforms; Thinking in Terms of 
Platforms; Thinking in Terms 
of Ecosystems; Thinking in 
Terms of Open-Source Networks; 
and Thinking in Terms of 
Sustainability Instead of 
Dependence.

The notion of the market 
state is taken from Philip 
Bobbit’s The Shield of Achilles: 
War, Peace, and the Course of 
History, which forwards the 
inevitable evolution of the 
nation-state into a market-
state, driven by economic 
competition and as states 
increasingly � nd the provision 
of welfare overwhelming. 
Instead, the shift towards the 
use of market mechanisms will 
create fair opportunities for 
all citizens. He also separately 
cautions the risk of economic 
instead of ideological con¢ ict.

A particular obstacle for 
decentralized security is the 
culture of secrecy between local 
(e.g. the Terrorist Early Warning 
Group in Los Angeles) and federal 
agencies. To overcome this, he 
proposes thinking in terms of 
platform, using the internet 

example of Skype as an example 
of a product of a platform; the 
online video program is built 
upon readily available software 
from Microsoft to Intel.  This 
continuous “development of 
local innovation” is one of many 
bene� ts of the decentralization 
of security efforts which can 
be exponentially increased 
with open sourced networks 
as a conduit for a variety of 
participants.22

Lastly, the author addresses 
the nature of consumption and 
US dependence of external 
sources of energy. Technology 
advances in sustainability 
should be harnessed as they 
cover basic to high-tech needs 
and can be found in geothermal 
heating and cooling; solar 
hot water and electricity; and 
even solar powered Internet 
Connection from the Green WiFi 
Project.23

All in all, Brave New War is 
an assertive and accessible text 
on the next generation warfare 
that synthesizes high-tech 
trends with real world examples 
to reinforce the idea of adopting  
resilience and problem-solving 
through an open source 
community-sharing as a daily 
practice. These actions should 
safeguard against severe shocks 
on a delicate security system 
and encourage the perception of 
“community members as allies 
and co-developers rather than 
competitors.”24 
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Dr Michael DeBakey
by Lim Rui Jin

INTRODUCTION

Fans of the superhero Iron 
Man may cry foul, but there is 
someone who preceded him in 
devising a method to save the 
maker’s life. In an intriguing 
parallel to Tony Stark’s � ctional 
Arc Reactor, Dr Michael DeBakey, 
a pioneer of cardiology, had his 
life saved by the very procedure 
he created years ago.

Born Michel Dabaghi, the 
son of Lebanese immigrants 
in Louisiana, Dr DeBakey 
(7 September 1908 – 
11 July 2008) was a celebrated 
medical educator, pioneer 
and inventor. His innovations 
included the roller-pump, 
which later became an 
integral component of the 
heart-lung machine, which made 
open-heart surgeries possible. 
He also pioneered the use of 
external heart pumps and many 
of his procedures were � rsts in 
heart surgery. In an illustrious 
career spanning 75 years, Dr 
DeBakey performed thousands of 
operations and saved many lives 
around the world.1 As a Medical 
Of� cer in the United States 
Army during the Second 
World War (WWII), he also 
contributed to the evolution 
of battle� eld medicine.

Dr DeBakey’s name is 
synonymous with cardiology—
and being a truly great doctor. 

In a letter sent to David Granger 
(the editor-in-chief of Esquire 
magazine) after an interview, 
Dr DeBakey wrote, “If I can ever 
be of service to you—either 
personally or professionally—
please don’t hesitate to ask.” 
This aptly crystallizes the 
philosophy that gave him the 
impetus to devote his life to 
medicine.

EARLY LIFE

The young DeBakey’s 
voracious appetite for 
knowledge and his decision 
to devote his life to medicine 
resulted in him attending 
medical school at Tulane 
University, even while he 
completed the last two years 
of his undergraduate studies.2 
“My life has a superb cast, 
but I cannot � gure out the 
plot,”  wrote the author 
Ashleigh Brilliant, an ode 
to those trying to make 
sense of their seemingly 
capricious lives. However, 
DeBakey managed to connect 
the dots early in his life.

DeBakey invented the 
aforementioned roller-pump at 
the age of 23, while he was still 
a medical student. Moreover, 
he became reputed for his 
surgical skill and readiness to 
use novel solutions to solve 
surgical problems. As a young 
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doctor, DeBakey traversed 
Europe to re� ne his surgical 
prowess, completing fellowships 
in France and Germany. In 1937, 
Dr DeBakey returned to Tulane 
Medical School, where he served 
on the surgical faculty.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO 
MILITARY MEDICINE

During WWII, Dr DeBakey 
volunteered his services as 
a member of the Surgical 
Consultants’ Division in the 
United States (US) Of� ce of 
the Surgeon General of the 
Army under MG James Magee 
and his successor, MG Norman 
Kirk. As required by his duties, 
Dr DeBakey spent hours poring 
through books in the US Army 
Medical Library, researching 
military medical matters. His 
dismay at the near-dilapidation 
of the library: poor lighting 
and leaking roof, amongst 
other problems, resulted in him 
commenting that “the library 
had minuscule signi� cance 
by comparison with a tank, 
battleship, or airplane.”3

This concern eventually 
led him to push for the 
transfer of the collection 
from military to civilian 
hands. Eventually, Congress 
created the US National Library 
of Medicine and placed it under 
the care of the Department of 
Health Education and Welfare, 
preserving a treasure trove of 
knowledge.

Dr DeBakey’s research during 
the war also resulted in the 
development of Mobile Army 

improvements in resuscitation 
and patient care.7 Though these 
units have now been replaced 
with newer and more mobile 
military hospitals, the use of 
MASH units provided almost 
instantaneous lifesaving care to 
battle� eld casualties. Statistics 
show that in the Korean War 
(where MASH units were � rst 
deployed), there was a low 2.5 
percent chance of mortality in 
evacuated casualties. This is in 
stark contrast to the 8.5 percent 
chance of death in the First 
World War.8 While COL DeBakey 
may not have been directly 
involved in the creation of MASH 
units, these achievements can 
be attributed to his pioneering 
research in the derelict hallways 
of the old Army Medical Library.

BREAKTHROUGHS

As the world recovered from 
the devastation of war, Dr 
DeBakey pioneered a multitude 
of life-saving surgeries and new 
discoveries. Together with his 
mentor, Dr Alton Oschner, he 
had already postulated a strong 
link between smoking and lung 
cancer in 1939.9

Dr DeBakey was also one of 
the pioneers of coronary artery 
bypass surgery, a procedure 
used to this day. While many 
ailments of the heart were 
considered death sentences 
in his time, Dr DeBakey’s 
perseverance and creativity led 
him to develop new treatments 
to prevent stroke and heart 
attack. In 1953, for instance, 
Dr DeBakey became the � rst to 
perform a successful carotid 

Surgical Hospital (MASH) units. 
Together with other members 
of the surgical consultants 
division, COL (Dr) DeBakey 
recommended the creation 
of “auxiliary surgery groups” 
(ASGs). These small, mobile 
units effectively provided 
resuscitation and surgical care 
on the battle� eld, even though 
the surgeons in these units were 
relatively inexperienced.4 The 
ASGs consisted of surgeons from 
a diverse range of specialties, 
allowing them to treat a wide 
variety of injuries. Notably, a 
major portion of three books 
on war surgery were written 
by surgeons from this group. 
Their contributions to thoracic 
surgery, for example, were 
extensive and their writings 
on the principles of physiology 
remain relevant today.5

The � rst active mobile 
surgical hospital in WWII was 
the second ASG, under the 
command of COL James Forsee. 
This unit supported 160,000 
soldiers in North Africa and 
Italy during 1943. Interestingly, 
the ASGs were able to keep 
up with combat units and 
carried out their operations a 
few miles from the front line. 
This led to shorter evacuation 
times, quicker resuscitation 
and reduction in mortality 
rates.6 The evolution of ASGs 
culminated in the formation of 
MASH units.

In Combat Support in Korea, 
John Westover writes that the 
ef� cacy of MASH units led to vast 
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endarterectomy (a procedure to 
stave off stroke). He is, however, 
best remembered for being the 
� rst to successfully implant a 
ventricular assist device (VAD), 
a milestone in the development 
of arti� cial hearts.10

His life’s work did not 
stop there. In the 1990s, Dr 
Debakey worked with engineers 
from the National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration 
(NASA) to develop a heart 
pump small enough to be used 
in children. Amazingly, his 
passion for medicine never 
waned—as a nonagenarian, Dr 
DeBakey continued to practice 
medicine until the day he died. 
Giving us a glimpse into his 
great and benevolent heart, 
Dr DeBakey said that, “[b]
eing compassionate,  being 
concerned for your fellow man, 
doing everything you can to 
help people—that’s the kind 
of religion I have, and it’s a 
comforting religion.”11

INTERNATIONAL RENOWN

Dr DeBakey was also 
somewhat of a Renaissance man 
according to Dr Philip Salem, 
his close friend. His sharp and 
astute mind enabled him to 
absorb what he read quickly and 
he was particularly interested 
in Middle Eastern politics and 
history.12 This bestowed on 
him the requisite knowledge to 
play the roles of health policy 
advisor, visionary, educator and 
advisor to world leaders.

In autumn 1996, Boris 
Yeltsin was running for re-
election as Russia’s � rst 

president in the post-Soviet 
era. He faced a challenge 
much more intimidating than 
his political opponents: Mr. 
Yeltsin had suffered a series 
of heart attacks. Although 
Russian doctors felt he could 
not survive the coronary bypass 
operation he needed, Mr. Yeltsin 
consulted Dr DeBakey, who ª ew 
to Moscow and declared that 
the incumbent leader could 
withstand the operation.13 

Interestingly, the operation 
was successfully performed by 
Dr Renat S. Akchurin, a Russian 
surgeon who had brieª y trained 
under Dr DeBakey in the past.

The operation most likely 
saved his presidency (and 
life) and Mr. Yeltsin was 
re-elected. In doing so, the 
course of history was also 
changed.14 According to the New 
York Times, Mr. Yeltsin would 
never have had the opportunity 
to dig deep and select Vladimir 
Putin as his successor if he had 
not been re-elected. As such, it 
may be argued that Dr DeBakey 
played a fundamental role in 
world history and politics.

Dr DeBakey’s long list of 
accolades include more than 
� fty honorary degrees from 
universities around the world.15 

He also worked ceaselessly to 
improve healthcare in both 
the US and internationally, 
volunteering his services as a 
consultant on the US National 
Heart, Lung, and Blood Advisory 
Council (NHLBI) amongst other 
appointments.

Yet, what is most impressive 
about Dr DeBakey was his altruism 
and willingness to devote nearly 
all his life to the betterment 
of mankind. The Lebanese poet 
Gibran Khalil Gibran wrote, “You 
give little when you give of your 
possessions. It is when you give 
of yourself that you truly give.” 
Dr DeBakey truly epitomized 
this spirit.

LEGACY

The elderly man on the 
operating table was both 
patient and pioneer. In 2006, 
at the ripe old age of ninety-
seven, Dr DeBakey became the 
oldest surviving patient of a 
surgery he had pioneered.16 
The successful repair of the torn 
inner lining of his aorta enabled 
him to recover fully and continue 
practicing medicine until his 
death from natural causes two 
years later. He represents the 
zenith of life-long learning and 
practicing—something we can 
all learn from. 
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Quotable Quotes 

It is better to lead from behind and to put others in front,

especially when you celebrate victory when nice things occur. You take

the front line when there is danger. Then people will appreciate your

leadership. 

– Nelson Mandela (b. 1918), South African politician

Leadership is solving problems. The day soldiers stop bringing you

their problems is the day you have stopped leading them. They have

either lost con  dence that you can help or concluded you do not care.

Either case is a failure of leadership.

– Colin Powell (b. 1937), American statesman and retired four-star
general in the United States Army 

A good objective of leadership is to help those who are doing poorly

to do well and to help those who are doing well to do even better.

– Jim Rohn (b. 1930), American entrepreneur, author and motivational speaker

Effective leadership is putting   rst things   rst. Effective

management is discipline, carrying it out.

– Stephen Covey (b. 1932), American educator, author, businessman, and
motivational speaker

I suppose leadership at one time meant muscles; but today it means

getting along with people.

– Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), preeminent leader of Indian nationalism in
British-ruled India

Leadership is about taking responsibility, not making excuses.

– Mitt Romney (b. 1947), American businessman and politician
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To go beyond is as wrong as to fall short.

– Confucius (BC 551 - BC 479), Chinese thinker and social philosopher

I’m very determined. If I decide what something is worth doing, then

I’ll put my heart and soul to it. The whole ground can be against me,

but if I know it is right, I’ll do it. That’s the business of a leader.

– Lee Kuan Yew (b. 1923), founding father of modern Singapore 

The future may be made up of many factors but where it truly lies is

in the hearts and minds of men. Your dedication should not be con  ned

for your own gain, but unleashes your passion for our beloved country

as well as for the integrity and humanity of mankind. 

– Lee Ka Shing (b. 1928), the richest person of Asian descent in the world

To be a great leader, one needs to have good strategies, be

knowledgeable and able to predict the future

– Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamad (b. 1925), 4th Prime Minister of Malaysia

Regard your soldiers as your children, and they will follow you 

into the deepest valleys.

Look on them as your own beloved sons, and they will stand 
by you even unto death.

– Sun Tzu, (b. Qi-Wu), ancient Chinese military general, strategist and philosopher

Effective leadership is not about making speeches or being liked;

leadership is de  ned by results not attributes.

– Peter Drucker (1909-2005), in� uential writer, management consultant,
and self-described social ecologist
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The key to successful leadership today is in� uence, not authority. 

– Kenneth Blanchard (b. 1966), American author and management expert

Our chief want is someone who will inspire us to be what we know we could be.

– Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), American essayist, lecturer and poet 

The very essence of leadership is that you have to have vision. You can’t blow an 
uncertain trumpet.

– Theodore M. Hesburgh (b. 1917), priest of the Congregation of Holy Cross, President 
Emeritus of the University of Notre Dame

Leadership comes from integrity – that you do whatever you ask others to do. I think there 
are non-obvious ways to lead. Just by providing a good example as a parent, a friend, a neighbor 
makes it possible for other people to see better ways to do things. Leadership does not need to be 

a dramatic, � st in the air and trumpets blaring, activity.

– Scott Berkun (b. 1956), author and motivational speaker

The leaders who work most effectively, it seems to me, never say “I.” And that’s not because 
they have trained themselves not to say “I.” They don’t think “I.” They think “we”; they think 

“team.” They understand their job to be to make the team function. They accept responsibility and 
don’t sidestep it, but “we” gets the credit … This is what creates trust, what enables you to get 

the task done.

– Peter Drucker (1909-2005), in� uential writer, management
consultant, and self-described social ecologist

High sentiments always win in the end, The leaders who offer blood, toil, tears and sweat 
always get more out of their followers than those who offer safety and a good time. When it comes 

to the pinch, human beings are heroic.

– George Orwell (1903-1950), English novelist and journalist
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Chief Of Defence Force Essay 
Competition 2011/2012

Prize Winners

FIRST PRIZE
Hedging for Maximum Flexibility:

Singapore’s Pragmatic Approach to Security Relations with the US and China
MAJ Cai Dexian

Army

SECOND PRIZE
Managing the Risks of Social Media in the SAF

CPT Lee Hsiang Wei
Air Force

THIRD PRIZE
How Might a Commander Achieve Balance Between Intelligence and Intuition?

CPT Matthew Ng
Army

MERIT AWARDS 
The Citizen-Soldier in Modern Democracies: The Case for Conscription in Singapore

LTC Chan Ching Hao
Air Force

Singapore’s Foreign and Defense Policy Interplay
MAJ Peh Lik Chun

Joint

Contested Revolutions: The Arab Spring and its Impact
CPT John N. Samuel

Air Force

Understanding the Millennial Generation:
Developing a More Effective Workforce for the Future SAF

MAJ Fu Wei’en Eugene
&

CPT Nah Jinping
Air Force

Inspiring Commitment in the RSN: Insights from Organizational Psychology
CPT Hou Minzheng

Navy

073-074V1 CDFEC 2011-2012 Winners.indd   73 10/5/12   4:37 PM



POINTER, JOURNAL OF THE SINGAPORE ARMED FORCES VOL.38 NO.3

CDFEC 2011-2012 winners

Revisiting “Putting People First”: An Organizational Culture Perspective
CPT Chong Shi Hao

Army

A Culture-Centric Strategy for Sustaining Change
CPT Yap Chin Teck, Daxon

Air Force

COMMENDATION AWARDS
Airpower and Small States

ME5 Cai Hanjie Bernard
Air Force

Is the Discourse of “New Security Threats” Militarizing Society?
ME6 Jeffrey Sim Vee Ming

Air Force

From Poisoned Shrimp to Global City:
Realism and Smart Power in Singapore’s Foreign Policy

MAJ Teng Yong Sing
Navy

Conscription: Role, Relevance and Challenges in the 21st Century Singapore
ME4 Wong Chong Wai

Air Force

Thinking Libertarian Paternalism –
Bene� ts for the 3G SAF in Management and Leadership

CPT Choy Weijie Gabriel
Navy

Learning in the SAF’s Context
SLTC Karuna Ramanathan

Navy

Deterrence through Various Con� dence and Security-Building Measures (CBSM)
MAJ Lim Chin Peng

Army

Strategy in the Battle for the Atlantic
LTC Rinson Chua Hon Liat

Navy

What would Sun Zi Say of our SAF?
MAJ Phua Chao Rong, Charles

Joint

How should SOF be Organized?
MAJ Goh Puay Hock, Francis

Navy
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Instructions for Authors

AIms & scope

POINTER is the official journal of the 
Singapore Armed Forces. It is a non-profit, 
quarterly publication that is circulated 
to MINDEF/SAF officers and various 
foreign military and defence institutions. 
POINTER aims to engage, educate and  
promote professional reading among SAF 
officers, and encourage them to think 
about, debate and discuss professional 
military issues.

submIssIon DeADlInes

All articles submitted are reviewed on a 
rolling basis. The following dates indicate 
the approximate publication dates of 
various issues:

 No. 1 (March)  
 No. 2 (June)
 No. 3 (September) 
 No. 4 (December)

submIssIon GuIDelInes

POINTER accepts the contribution of 
journal articles, book reviews and 
viewpoints by all regular/NS officers and 
warrant officers. POINTER also publishes 
contributions from students and faculty 
members of local/international academic 
institutions, members of other Singapore 
Government Ministries and Statutory 
Boards, as well as eminent foreign experts.

Contributors should take note of  
pertinent information found in the 
Author‘s Guide when preparing and 
submitting contributions.

Article Topics

POINTER accepts contributions on the 
following topics:

- Military strategy and tactics

- SAF doctrinal development and 
concepts

- Professionalism, values and leadership 
in the military

- Military Campaigns or history and 
their relevance to the SAF

- Personal experiences or lessons in 
combat operations, peace-keeping 
operations or overseas training

- Defence management, administration 
and organisational change issues

- Defence technology

- Warfighting and transformation

- Leadership

- Organisational Development

- Conflict and Security Studies

Book Reviews

POINTER accepts reviews of books under 
the SAF Professional Reading Programme 
and other suitable publications. 
Contributors may review up to four books 
in one submission. Each review should 
have 1,500 - 2,000 words.

Viewpoints

Viewpoints discussing articles and those 
commenting on the journal itself are 
welcome. POINTER reserves the right 
for contents of the viewpoints to be 
published in part or in full.

Required information

Manuscripts must be accompanied by a list 
of bio-data or CV of the author detailing 
his/her rank, name, vocation, current unit 
& appointment, educational qualifications, 
significant courses attended and past 
appointments in MINDEF/SAF.

Upon selection for publication, a copy of 
the "Copyright Warranty & License Form" 
must be completed, and a photograph 
of the author (in uniform No. 5J for 
uniformed officers and collared shirt for 
others) must be provided.

Submission of Manuscript

The manuscript should be submitted 
electronically, preferably in OpenOffice 
format, to pointer@starnet.gov.sg.

Article Length

Each article should contain 2,000 to 4,000 
words.

enDnote FormAt
Author’s Responsibilities

Authors are responsible for the contents  
and correctness of materials submitted. 
Authors are responsible for:

• the accuracy of quotations and their 
correct attribution

• the accuracy of technical information  
presented

• the accuracy of the citations listed

• the legal right to publish any material 
submitted 

Endnotes

As with all serious professional 
publications, sources used and borrowed 
ideas in POINTER journal articles must all 
be acknowledged to avoid plagiarism. 

Citations in POINTER follow the Chicago 
Manual of Style. 

All articles in POINTER use endnotes. 
Note numbers should be inserted after 
punctuation. Each endnote must be 
complete the first time it is cited. 
Subsequent references to the same 
source may be abbreviated.

The various formats of endnotes are 
summarized below. Punctuate and 
capitalise as shown.

Books

Citations should give the author, title and 
subtitle of the book (italicised), editor or 
translator if applicable (shortened to ‘ed.’ 
or ‘trans.’), edition number if applicable, 
publication information (city, publisher 
and date of publication), appropriate page 
reference, and URL in the case of e-books. 
If no author is given, substitute the editor 
or institution responsible for the book.

For example:

Tim Huxley, Defending the Lion City: 
The Armed Forces of Singapore (St 
Leonard, Australia: Allen & Unwin, 
2000), 4.

Huxley, Defending the Lion City, 4.

Ibid., 4.

Edward Timperlake, William C. 
Triplett and William II Triplet, Red 
Dragon Rising: Communist China’s 
Military Threat to America (Columbia: 
Regnery Publishing, 1999), 34.
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Articles in Periodicals

Citations should include the author, title 
of the article (quotation marks), title of 
periodical (italicised), issue information 
(volume, issue number, date of 
publication), appropriate page reference, 
and URL in the case of e-books. Note that 
the volume number immediately follows 
the italicised title without intervening 
punctuation, and that page reference is 
preceded by a colon in the full citation 
and a comma in abbreviated citations. 

For example:

 Chan Kim Yin and Psalm Lew, “The 
Challenge of Systematic Leadership 
Development in the SAF,” POINTER 
30, no. 4 (2005): 39-50.

Chan and Lew, “The Challenge of 
Systematic Leadership Development 
in the SAF,” 39-50.

Ibid., 39-50.

Mark J. Valencia, “Regional Maritime 
Regime Building: Prospects in 
Northeast and Southeast Asia,” 
Ocean Development and International 
Law 31 (2000): 241.

Articles in Books or Compiled Works

Michael I. Handel, “Introduction,” in 
Clausewitz and Modern Strategy, ed. 
Michael I. Handel, (London: Frank 
Cass, 1986), 3.

H. Rothfels, “Clausewitz,” in Makers 
of Modern Strategy: Military thought 
from Machiavelli to Hitler, eds. 
Edward Mead Earle and Brian Roy, 
(Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1971), 102.

Articles in Newspapers
Citations should include the author, 
title of the article (quotation marks), 
title of newspaper (italicised), date of 
publication, appropriate page reference, 
and URL in the case of e-books.

For example:

David Boey, “Old Soldiers Still Have 
Something to Teach,” The Straits Times, 
28 September 2004, 12.

Donald Urquhart, “US Leaves it to 
Littoral States; Admiral Fallon Says 
Region Can Do Adequate Job in 
Securing Straits,” The Business Times 
Singapore, 2 April 2004, 10.

Online Sources

Citations should include the author, title 
of the article (quotation marks), name of 
website (italicised), date of publication, 
and URL. If no date is given, substitute 
date of last modification or date accessed 
instead. 

For example:

Liaquat Ali Khan, “Defeating the 
IDF,” Counterpunch, 29 July 2006, 
ht tp://www.counte r punch.org/
khan07292006.html.

If the article was written by the publishing 
organisation, the name of the publishing 
organisation should only be used once.

For example:

International Committee of the 
Red Cross, “Direct participation 
in hostilities,” 31 December 2005, 
h t t p://www.ic rc .o rg/ Web/eng/
siteeng0.nsf/html/par t ic ipat ion-
hostilities-ihl-311205.

If the identity of the author cannot be 
determined, the name of the website the 
article is hosted on should be used. For 
example:

“Newly unveiled East Jerusalem plan 
put on hold,” BBC News, 2 March 
2010, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
middle_east/8546276.stm.\

More details can be found at http://www.
mindef.gov.sg/imindef/publications/
pointer/contribution/authorsguide.html.

eDItorIAl ADDress

Editor, POINTER 
AFPN 1451
500 Upper Jurong Road 
Singapore 638364
Tel: 6799 7755
Fax: 6799 7071   
Email: pointer@starnet.gov.sg
Web: www.mindef.gov.sg/safti/pointer

copyrIGht

All contributors of articles selected for 
POINTER publication must complete a 
“Copyright Warranty & License Form.” 
Under this agreement, the contributor 
declares ownership of the essay and 
undertakes to keep POINTER indemnified 

against all copyright infringement claims 
including any costs, charges and expenses 
arising in any way directly or indirectly 
in connection with it. The license also 
grants POINTER a worldwide, irrevocable, 
non-exclusive and royalty-free right and 
licence:

• to use, reproduce, amend and adapt the  
 essay, and

• to grant, in its sole discretion, a license to  
 use, reproduce, amend and adapt the  
 essay, and to charge a fee or collect a  
 royalty in this connection where it deems  
 this to be appropriate.

The “Copyright Warranty & License Form” 
is available at http://www.mindef.gov.sg/
imindef/publications/pointer/copyright/
copyright.html.

reprInts

Readers and authors  have free access to 
articles  of POINTER from the website. 
Should you wish to make a request for the 
reproduction or usage of any article(s) in 
POINTER, please complete the following 
“Request for Reprint Form” and we will 
revert to you as soon as possible available 
at http://www.mindef.gov.sg/imindef/
pub l i c a t ions/po in te r/copy r igh t /
requestform.html.

plAGIArIsm

POINTER has a strict policy regarding 
such intellectual dishonesty. Plagiarism 
includes using text, information or 
ideas from other works without proper 
citation. Any cases of alleged plagiarism 
will be promptly investigated. It is the 
responsibility of the writer to ensure 
that all his sources are properly cited 
using the correct format. Contributors are 
encouraged to consult the NUS guidelines 
on plagiarism, available at http://www.
fas.nus.edu.sg/undergrad/toknow/
policies/plagiarism.html.
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