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INTRODUCTION

1. Nurturing first  class  people  in a  world-class  organisation is  one of  the key 
thrusts under the O.N.E. SAF framework.  This would require us to strengthen our 
professionalism, create knowledge and build the necessary leadership competencies. 
One of the measures undertaken by SAFTI MI to strengthen the professionalism of 
our officer corps is to inculcate a spirit of life-long, self directed learning and a good 
reading habit which includes the promulgation of a SAF Professional Reading List 
(PRL) .  

SAF PROFESSIONAL READING LIST: RATIONALE

2. The  SAF  Professional  Reading  List  (PRL)  was  devised  to  cultivate  and 
stimulate the reading habit of SAF officers/learners attending the four ROA courses 
in  SAFTI  MI.   This  Reading  List  was  also  formulated  to  provide  SAF 
officers/learners some insights into the thinking and vision of our senior political and 
military leadership, past and present and to get them thinking and discussing military-
related issues with the help of review questions.  

SAF PROFESSIONAL READING LIST:  OFFICER CADET COURSE 

3. The SAF PRL consists of 4 segments with each segment comprising 5 to 6 
short articles (speech, journal article,  or book extract).   For Officer Cadet Course 
(OCC),  the PRL theme is  National Service & Defence.   An officer cadet  starting 
his/her service with the SAF should be fully cognisant of the importance of NS in a 
small and vulnerable country with limited human resources and the nation-building 
role played by NS.   An exploration of  this  theme would enable  officer  cadets  to 
reflect on whether national service and defence is still relevant in the current day and 
age.   

4. The following articles comprise the OCC segment of the SAF PRL:  

a.  Goh Chok Tong, “Security and Defence” (see ANNEX A).
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b.  Tim Huxley, Defending the Lion City (see ANNEX B).

c.  Lee Hsien Loong, “Defence: Our Sources of Strength” (see ANNEX C).

d.  Tan Tai Yong, “Singapore: Civil-Military Fusion” (see  ANNEX D).

e.   Teo Chee Hean, “National Service” (see ANNEX E).

5. Two review questions for this theme are provided below to guide officer cadets 
in their reading and to provide focus as follows:   

a.  National Service was introduced in Singapore in 1967. Is it still necessary in 
the present day and age?

b. What is the impact of the National Service system on Singapore?

6. We hope you have an insightful reading!

MILITARY STUDIES BRANCH
CENTRE FOR LEARNING AND MILITARY EDUCATION
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ANNEX A

Address by Mr Goh Chok Tong, Minister of Defence and Second Minister for 
Health at the NUSSU Forum 1982 on “Security and Defence” at NUS Lecture 
Theatre 11 on Friday, 17 December 1982 at 7.00 pm.

POINTER Special Issue Dec 1982

I have been asked to speak on “Security and Defence” this evening. This is a 
wide and complex subject. I shall therefore limit myself to a more specific question 
of how to secure your future.

GOLDSMITH SHOP

Suppose you have just inherited a vast fortune. You decide to start a goldsmith 
shop,  not  just  to  sell  gold  trinkets,  but  genuine,  expensive  stuff  like  diamonds, 
emerald, imperial jade and pigeon-blood rubies. You will want to locate it in a safe, 
prestigious neighbourhood, probably along Orchard Road. Even then, you will have 
to worry about the security of your assets. How do you protect them from burglars 
and robbers? You will never know when there will be a “snatch and grab”. So, instead 
of worrying yourself sick and having sleepless nights, you will take at least one of the 
following precautionary measures, probably all three:

     (i) insure against loss;
(ii)employ round-the clock security guards;
(iii)install an alarm system. 

Those who covet your valuables will not care a cent about your insurance. But 
before they decide on a raid, they will first survey your shop premises, the window 
bars, the alarm system and the security guards.

SECURITY OF A NATION

The protection of a country's territorial integrity and sovereignty is not unlike 
that for a goldsmith shop. But the problem is so much more complex because many 
of the solutions available to the goldsmith are not available to a nation. 

First, you cannot choose where to locate your nation. The neighbourhood is 
fixed. Anyway, there is no truly safe place in the world. You may be in the Himalayas 
or in a quaint village called Goose Green, troubles will still seek you out. Switzerland 
is in a developed neighbourhood. Yet every man there is a soldier. 
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Second, you cannot insure the loss of a country. The insurance industry is a 
large one. It will insure almost everything, from aircraft, ships, gold bullion in transit, 
to artists' fingers,  actresses' legs and unwanted pregnancies. But it has never insured 
a country against loss. 

Third, even Japan which shelters under the U.S. security umbrella is  having 
second thoughts about her minimal defence expenditure. We cannot employ security 
guards from elsewhere. We are on our own. If CISCO guards are withdrawn from 
guarding private business premises, our goldsmith and his wife will have no choice 
but to arm themselves with sticks and brooms and pails and gongs.

ALARM SYSTEM

So what are we left with? An alarm system. How good is our alarm system? l 
don't want to scare you but you might as well know that an unfriendly plane, flying 
low, can escape radar detection until it is only a few minutes away. In other words, 
we only have a few minutes warning time to prepare and shoot the offending aircraft 
down.

But an alarm system is only a warning system. It is not a protective armour. 
When it goes off, it means that the burglar has already prised open the window. But if 
we are armed with brooms and sticks we can still give the unfortunate burglar a bad 
thrashing. This is where I want to pause and ask: Are we plucky enough to stand up 
for Singapore? Are we like the plucky housewife who will put 2 or 3 robbers to flight 
with a broom? Or will we abandon our posts when the alarm begins to ring?

I ask these questions in seriousness. Some months back, MINDEF carried out a 
survey of some Singaporeans over the question: “Why should we fight in defence of 
Singapore?”

SHOULD WE FIGHT FOR SINGAPORE?

Regulars,  reservists,  full-time  national  servicemen,  students,  salesgirls, 
workers,  doctors,  engineers  and  housewives  were  interviewed.  The  majority 
confessed they had never thought about the question. To this majority, after thinking 
over the question, it struck them to be as irrelevant as asking if they should prevent 
someone  from  taking  over  their  HDB  flats.  “The  answer  is  obvious”  said  one 
reservist. “If you are not willing to fight for what is yours, then very soon, you will 
end  up  with  nothing”.  Self-interest  seems  to  be  a  strong  motivating  force  for 
Singaporeans to stand up in defence of Singapore. A reservist officer said openly, 
“Self-interest  is  a  more  tangible  measure  of  my  commitment  to  the  defence  of 
Singapore. It would be silly to depend on intangible qualities like patriotism.” He 
seems a practical man. 
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Another interviewee said, “We should fight to defend our state of well-being, 
such as democracy, peace, prosperity, progress and justice. It is something which is 
very difficult to find elsewhere”. He is a student. Students are more idealistic. The 
response of the majority is reassuring. However, there is a small minority amongst 
those interviewed who felt that it would be pointless to fight if they are facing an 
enemy that is too powerful. Most disturbing is the observation of a civil engineer. I 
quote from the MINDEF paper: “He expressed the view that the rich will not fight in 
Singapore's  defence because to  them it  does not  make sense.  Fighting means the 
possibility of losing one's life and property, would be better for them to run to safe 
place where they could continue to enjoy their wealth. He also felt that most of the 
professionals like himself will also find their way to a safe country. He is also certain 
that the poor will not fight hard because they have little or no stake in Singapore”. 

Our civil engineer is wrong. We can go back to where our forefathers came 
from, or change our citizenship. Would we be better off than right here where we are 
masters of our own destiny? Would the poor be better off as refugees and boat people 
than in their present HDB flats? If he were right, then we should keep an airline ticket 
under our pillow. We should also learn to walk on all fours, as close to the ground as 
possible, like a sausage dog. We should also keep a white flag in our drawers just in 
case flights are cancelled before we can get out.

WILL TO FIGHT

I have not the slightest doubt that the majority of Singaporeans possess the will 
to fight, if Singapore's interests are threatened. This is evident from the response to 
another MINDEF survey. To the question, “Given how small Singapore is, how does 
it make sense for us to fight?” an overwhelming majority of those interviewed said 
that the smallness of Singapore in physical terms does not matter in the least. A clerk 
in the Ministry of Finance answered it best when he said, “Our great progress shows 
that we are not small. It is all in the mind!”.

Many expressed the opinion that if something is treasured, no matter how small 
it  is,  they  will  defend  it.  A lady  insurance  executive  put  it  this  way,  “If  my 
grandmother gave me a ring and she told me never to part with it, I will fight any 
robber who tries to take it away from me although the ring in monetary terms costs 
only a few dollars!” We should tell all grandmothers to bequeath Singapore to their 
granddaughters.

A CREEPER OR A TREE

Nature has many lessons for men in determining their own destiny. We can be 
like a creeper or a tree. We have never been a creeper. We have never crawled on the 
ground.  We have  never  depended  on  stakes  for  support.  We are  a  tree  — stout, 
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disciplined and dignified.  That's  why we have done well.  But this is  not  enough. 
There are many kinds of tree. What kind of a tree are we? We have grown very fast. 
Are  we  a  quick-growing,  quick-yielding  tree,  like  the  rubber  tree  for  example? 
Rubber  trees  grow very  fast,  yield  latex,  make  you  rich,  but  they  last  only  one 
generation unless they are re-planted. Or are we like the banyan tree, the California 
redwood, trees which last more than a generation?

NS NOT YET NUS

I do not question the will of Singaporeans to stand up for Singapore. What I am 
not sure of is whether they fully understand the meaning of security and defence. For 
example, national service is accepted by parents and sons, sisters and friends. It has 
become  an  institution,  a  place  our  young  men  go  to  learn  soldiering.  But 
unfortunately,  NS is still  like schools.  It  has not  yet achieved the status of NUS. 
Young men don't scramble to get in. 

Unless our young men who are enlisted in national service strive to do well, 
aim to become NCOs and officers, they have not fully understood the meaning of 
defence. Unless our population encourage our national servicemen and reservists to 
out-perform one another, recognise those who perform more than their required share 
of duties, those who excel, have not understood the deep meaning of security. It is 
simply not enough to have the will to fight. It is not enough to know only the basic 
skills of soldiering. A blue belt taekwondo exponent may have a lot of raw guts. He 
will still end up as minced meat in the hands of a professional black-belted opponent.

MILITARY TAX FOR IPPT FAILURES

A few months ago, at the SAFRA 10th Anniversary Dinner, I spoke of  the 
need to keep our reservists physically fit at all times. I suggested we should perhaps 
emulate the Swiss and levy a military tax on those who repeatedly fail their IPPT, 
(Individual Physical Proficiency Test). There was a mild reaction to this, adversely, of 
course. One reservist wrote in to the Ministry. He said with a hint of annoyance that I 
should never doubt the Singaporeans'  will  to fight.  He said it  would be unfair to 
expect  reservists,  who hold  civilian  jobs  full  time,  to  be  as  physically  fit  as  the 
regulars.  The  poor  man  has  forgotten  that  when  he  gets  into  a  scrap  with  the 
opposition he will be wearing the same uniform as the regulars. The other side would 
not know, and would not care, if he is a reservist or a regular. Even if you have the 
words, “Reservist: Failed IPPT” stamped boldly on your uniform, he is going to shoot 
you unless you put both hands up.

Now, let me give you the distributing fact.  Last year,  83% of the reservists 
passed  their  IPPT on the  first  go.  Another  9% passed  after  retests.  Thus,  8% of 
reservists failed their IPPT. The IPPT is not the decathlon. In standard, it  is  only 

A-4



equivalent  to  the  Bronze  Award  under  the  Singapore  Sports  Council's  National 
Physical Fitness Award (NAPFA) Scheme. Of the 8% who failed, 2.3% were called 
up for Residential Training at Pulau Ubin. These were the poor failures. After the one 
week Residential Training, only one-third passed.

Some people  may say  that  as  only 8% of reservists  failed their  IPPT after 
retests we should not be so harsh as to consider levying a military tax on those who 
fail.  Unfortunately,  reservists  do not  go into battle  alone.  They fight  in  platoons, 
companies and battalions. A physically unfit reservist is not only a danger to himself. 
He also endangers the lives of his colleagues.

PULAU UBIN HOLIDAY

I asked why so many reservists did not seem to mind the Residential Training. 
G6, the General Staff department in charge of training, told me that many reservists 
regard  Residential  Training  as  a  one-week  paid  holiday.  They  cannot  be  having 
physical training 12 hours a day. So they train 4 hours a day, 2 in the morning and 2 
in the evening. In between they have lectures. They also drink beer and eat seafood. 
Moreover they receive make-up pay from the SAF. One reservist was paid $1067.00 
make-up pay while he was on Residential Training!

So, we may have to change the system. Perhaps scrap Residential Training. 
Call up the reservists who fail their IPPT repeatedly for weekend training instead. 
Every weekend, for 2 to 3 hours a week-end, until they pass. And they should not 
receive make-up pay.

THE SWISS EXPERIENCE

The Swiss have more experience of a conscript Armed Forces than we have. 
Their employers pay a substantial amount of their employees' salaries when the latter 
are called up for annual military training. The self employed also contribute to their 
own salaries. Their reservists do not receive high make-up pay like ours. We have a 
Major in the reserves who is a successful surgeon in civilian life. Each time we call 
him up for a 10-day in-camp training, we have to pay him $10,000 for his loss of 
earnings.

The Swiss take their military training seriously. If at any time, a Swiss cannot 
perform his  required  training,  he  must  apply  for  permission  for  non-compliance. 
Those who skip the required training without permission are jailed. Those who are 
given permission will have to pay a tax. The tax is not a small amount. It is roughly 
equivalent  to  2.4% of  his  gross  income.  The tax is  applicable  to  all  Swiss,  even 
diplomats who are posted overseas.
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ARE NATIONAL SERVICEMEN DISADVANTAGED?

Some of our young men feel themselves disadvantaged as compared with the 
girls and the foreigners working in Singapore. They regard National Service as an 
encumbrance.  They  complain  that  they  lose  2  or  2½ years  in  job  experience  as 
compared with the girls. Are they really disadvantaged in the long term? National 
Service inculcates greater maturity and offers varied experience. In addition, National 
Service NCOs and officers develop valuable leadership qualities and management 
skills, which will eventually show up in their performance. Do they not see the link 
between  National  Service  and  their  own  future  prosperity?  If  every  able-bodied 
Cambodian had been willing and able to fight for their country, Vietnam would not 
have just walked into Phnom Penh. Now the Cambodians are trying to recover the 
country  from  the  Vietnamese.  The  task  is  much  more  difficult  because  many 
Cambodians have to be trained first to throw a hand grenade.

SOFTWARE — THE DETERMINING SECTOR

Battles are won or lost, depending on the quality of software, and not merely 
that  of  hardware.  Software  is  the  “programme”  in  a  person.  It  is  courage  or 
cowardice,  will  of  steel  or  marshmallow;  intelligence,  discipline,  leadership, 
resoluteness or their opposites.

What makes men and countries unconquerable is their resolve to be masters of 
their own house. The Afghans have strong will.  Three years after they have been 
invaded by Soviet Forces, they have not cowered. It is the same resolve that caused 
the smaller Yugoslavs to stand up against the bigger Soviets, without a major mishap. 
Yugoslavia should have been neutralised when Stalin said contemptuously, “when I 
wave  my  little  finger  Yugoslavia  will   crumble”.  It  was  Tito's  courage  and 
steadfastness that preserved Yugoslavia's independence. Very few people have heard 
of Latvia and Lithuania. It is because they have melted into the Soviet woodwork.

RECOGNITION OF NS

We  must  not  weaken  the  will  of  our  young  men  through  inadequate 
appreciation  of  their  contribution  in  national  service.  If  our  young  men  feel 
disadvantaged by national service,  we should minimize this disadvantage where we 
can. The Civil Service recognises National Service as vital  to the long-term well-
being of the Civil Service itself. Without a country, there will be no civil service. So it 
gives new recruits who have served their full-time National Service two increments, 
so that they are no worse off than their female contemporaries in school.

Most private employers do realize the importance of national service to their 
own welfare. They generally start off those who have done national service on the 
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same pay as the girls who were 2 years behind them in school. Even government-
owned companies do not fully follow the Civil Service example. Only about half of 
them recognise national service by giving reservists a higher starting pay.

MINDEF  will  canvass  private  sector  employers  vigorously  to  appreciate 
national service. It may not be practicable for private employers to follow exactly the 
Civil Service practice  of granting two increments. But a higher starting point must be 
given to those who have done national service as compared with those who have not, 
other  things  being  equal.  This  advantage  of  a  higher  starting  pay  should  not  be 
applicable  to  all.  It  should  apply  only  to  those  national  servicemen possessing  a 
certificate  of  good  conduct.  Next  year,  we  shall  go  out  to  meet  employers' 
representatives. Employers should take an active interest in the military performance 
of their employees. They should encourage their employees to do well in the reserves. 
The better  reservists  are  required to fill  senior  command and staff  positions.  The 
contributions of these better reservists must be recognised.

We must have able and resolute leaders in the SAF. Without these officers and 
NCOs, the determined commanders, the brilliant staff officers, the SAF will be no 
more than a mob. In a crisis, our fate is in their hands. They will decide whether we 
have seen our last sunset. 

Let me end by saying that history is timeless. It has no beginning and no end. It 
goes on and on. But societies may not. Identities may not. Only the fittest and most 
adaptable societies will survive the relentless onslaught of time and change. Is the 
Singaporean  way  of  life  which  we love  so  much  durable?  Will  our  Singaporean 
society endure? Will we continue to flourish and prosper? Surely, the answer depends 
on one, whether there are enough Singaporeans to stand up for Singapore, and two, 
whether Singaporeans take National Service seriously enough. Thank you.
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ANNEX B

Huxley, Tim. Defending the Lion:The Armed Forces of Singapore (St. Leonard's: 
Allen and Unwin, 2000), pp.31-33, 100-102.

pp.31-33

Structural vulnerabilities

Unique  demographic  and  geographical  factors  have  conferred  distinct 
economic advantages on Singapore. The island's location at the geographical centre 
of  Southeast  Asia  and  astride  important  trade  routes  allowed  it  to  develop  its 
economic  role  as  an  entrepot  during  the  colonial  period,  when it  became a  vital 
commercial link between Southeast Asia and the rest of the world. Since separation 
from Malaysia, the virtual absence of natural resources in Singapore has forced the 
government  to  develop  a  diversified  and  highly  successful  economy  based  on 
manufacturing  and  services  as  well  as  international  trade.  At  the  same  time,  in 
contrast to other Southeast Asian governments, the PAP administration has not had to 
contend with the problem of an impoverished and rapidly growing rural population. 
Singapore's highly urbanised population, composed predominantly of the descendants 
of  ethnic  Chinese  immigrants,  has  provided  an  energetic  workforce  as  well  as 
financial and trading links with Chinese communities elsewhere in the region.

However, these same factors also carry strategic disadvantages. Singapore is an 
island city-state with a resident population of only 3.2 million sandwiched between 
much more populous neighbours — Malaysia (population 22 million) and Indonesia 
(220 million) (see Figure 2.1). The relatively small size of Singapore's population has 
promoted a sense of vulnerability while at the same time limiting the scale of its 
armed forces. Incidents such as Iraq's invasion of Kuwait have served to highlight the 
Singapore government's concern over the inherent insecurity of small statehood.23

A complete  lack  of  natural  resources  and  the  continuing  importance  of  its 
entrepot role — Singapore's annual international trade is three times as large as its 
GDP,  and  its  port  has  consistently  been  the  world's  busiest  since  1986  — have 
enforced extreme dependency on the outside world. Singapore still relies on Malaysia 
for the bulk of its water supply; virtually all its fuel and most of its food is imported. 
Moreover,  Singapore  and  its  territorial  waters  are  entirely  surrounded  by  the 
territorial waters of Indonesia and Malaysia: the city-state has no access to the high 
seas,  on  which  it  depends  for  85  per  cent  of  its  trade,  other  than  through these 
neighbours' waters.24 Serious disruption of Singapore's physical links with the outside 
world  would  threaten  not  just  its  economic  wellbeing:  its  very  survival  as  an 
independent nation would be at stake. Singapore is also vitally dependent on foreign 
investment: any significant decline in new investment in the manufacturing sector by 
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foreign  multinationals  because  of  loss  of  confidence  in  the  republic's  stability  or 
security would seriously damage its economic health. Similarly, foreign confidence is 
crucial to the continuing success of Singapore's increasingly important financial and 
banking sector.

Singapore's extremely small land area means that the republic has no territorial 
strategic depth: it cannot yield territory to an aggressor with the expectation of later 
regaining it.  Singapore's  population and its  civilian and military infrastructure are 
necessarily  highly  concentrated  and  thus  vulnerable  to  physical  attack,  further 
weakening Singapore's overall strategic position.

Singapore's location in a geopolitically and ethnically complex, and potentially 
unstable,  region  has  accentuated  its  government's  external  security  concerns. 
Singapore's population is 77 per cent Chinese in a region where this ethnic group has 
traditionally been distrusted because of its supposed political loyalties to the Chinese 
motherland,  envied  for  its  material  wealth,  and  consequently  often  persecuted, 
exacerbating  Singapore's  sense  of  vulnerability.  Singapore's  ethnic  and  religious 
make-up, which includes a 14 per cent Malay Muslim minority, affects its security in 
another,  related  sense.  Malaysia  and  Indonesia  both  have  Muslim majorities  and 
Chinese  minorities;  the  spread  of  Malaysia's  1969  race  riots  to  Singapore 
demonstrated  the  potentially  dangerous  linkage  between  developments  in  these 
neighbouring  countries  and  communal  relations  within  Singapore.  Although 
increasing  prosperity  between  the  1970s  and  the  mid-1990s  helped  to  subdue 
communal tensions in all three states, there have been no grounds for assuming that 
altered economic or political circumstances might not destabilise relations between 
ethnic Chinese and indigenous communities.

Singapore and the regional balance of power

In the light of this collection of peculiar vulnerabilities, Singapore has always 
been less reserved than other Southeast Asian states in acknowledging the usefulness 
— indeed the centrality — of balance-of-power mechanisms for maintaining both its 
own and regional security. Indeed, an appreciation that its interests are best served by 
preventing the regional dominance of any power 'which might in consequence be able 
to challenge its independence'  has been a fundamental  aim of Singapore's foreign 
policy  since  the  late  1960s.25 As  Lee  Kuan  Yew  said  in  1966,  it  was  vital  for 
Singapore  to  have  'overwhelming  power'  on  its  side.26 This  balance-of-power 
approach has operated at two levels: Singapore has endeavoured not only to prevent 
Indonesia and Malaysia from dominating its immediate locale; the republic has also 
worked to forestall any 'adverse change in the overall regional balance'.27 Singapore's 
horizons  for  maintaining  a  favourable  overall  regional  balance  of  power  were 
originally  restricted  to  Southeast  Asia  but,  recognising  the  increasing  power  and 
international assertiveness of China, and potentially Japan, following the end of the 
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Cold War, its interest expanded during the 1990s to subsume the wider East Asian 
region.  At the grand regional  level,  Singapore's  small  size  and limited diplomatic 
influence and military capacity have forced it to base its balance-of-power strategy 
principally on borrowing political and military strength from extra-regional powers.28 

However,  at  the more  immediate  sub-regional  level,  particularly  in  relation to  its 
immediate  neighbours,  Singapore  has  relied  to  a  much greater  extent  on its  own 
resources.

pp.100-102
NSFs in the navy and air force

The great  majority of military NSFs are directed towards the army, but the 
navy and the air force also make use of conscript personnel. Indeed, as these services 
have  expanded  since  the  1980s,  so  NSFs  have  come  to  constitute  increasingly 
important components of their personnel strength.

By the mid-1990s, all naval vocations were open to NSFs, a far cry from the 
early 1970s when their role was largely restricted to manning Ferry Transport Units. 
By the mid-1970s, conscript sailors had begun to be drafted to patrol craft and missile 
gunboats, and by 1987 were allowed to join the elite Naval Diving Unit. NSF officers 
have been commissioned into the navy since 1974.33

NSFs'  role  in  the  air  force  has  developed  rather  more  tentatively,  largely 
because of  the particularly  specialised  and time-consuming training necessary  for 
most of its personnel. Small numbers of NSF technicians were trained in the early 
1970s, but this scheme was discontinued in 1974. When a ground-based air defence 
element was added in 1971, NSFs were transferred from the army to man a battalion 
equipped with 35 mm anti-aircraft artillery, but between 1972 and 1980 this unit was 
not under the control of the air force, which thus included no conscripts during the 
1974-80 period. However, from 1980 considerable numbers of NSFs were allocated 
to the air force, following the establishment of the Singapore Air Defence Artillery 
(SADA) as a subordinate command including all ground-based air defence units. In 
1984,  the  air  force  established  its  own  small  infantry  force,  the  Field  Defence 
Squadrons, based on conscripts and reservists. During the 1980s and 1990s, NSFs 
took on increasingly diverse roles in the air force (as air crew specialists in helicopter 
and transport squadrons, and as air  operations specialists in air traffic control and 
fighter  direction  units,  for  example);  commissioned  NSFs  were  trained  as  Air 
Operations  and  Communications  Officers.  Taking  advantage  of  the  technical 
qualifications possessed by some NSFs, in 1995 the air force began to employ NSFs 
as aircraft technicians again.34
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National service as nation-building device

The SAF is far from being the only institution which the PAP government has 
used for  nation-building purposes:  in particular,  Singapore's  school system clearly 
plays a crucial part. Singapore's leaders, though, have always stressed that the SAF 
— as a conscript-based military institution — provides not only the basis for national 
defence  but  also  has  an  important  social  role  to  play.  Indeed,  in  1979  Defence 
Minister  Howe Yoon Chong argued that  Singaporeans 'should look upon national 
service as a continuation of the social transformation' which had been taking place 
since their city obtained self-government in 1959.35 It was envisaged that National 
Service would 'contribute towards the creation of a cohesive society by providing the 
opportunity for young men of diverse ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds to 
live,  learn  and work closely  together'.36 According to  Cabinet  minister  Brigadier-
General  George  Yeo,  the  SAF is  one  of  the  city-state's  'social  distilleries'  which 
produce 'our Singapore essence', enabling Singapore 'to remain different and separate 
from the world outside'.37 The National Education programme is used to strengthen 
NSFs' understanding of Singapore's history and strategic circumstances, but the more 
general experience of full-time NS also has an impact. In the words of one young 
NSF officer,  'NS  makes  you feel  that  you  are  important  to  the  country,  that  the 
country needs you . . .'.38

At the same time, NS was intended to imbue conscripts with 'attributes such as 
discipline,  hard  work,  perseverance  and  commitment  to  excellence'.39 Moreover, 
many  NSFs  with  weak  academic  backgrounds  have  benefited  from  educational 
programmes run within the SAF, both in terms of acquiring technical skills and by 
improving their English-language fluency. The emphasis on the physical fitness of 
not only NSFs, but also reservists, has made a long-term impact on the health of the 
male population as a whole. Initially, conscription served an additional social role in 
the sense of reducing unemployment by removing large numbers of young men from 
the labour market periods of two to two-and-a-half years,  but by the early 1970s, 
Singapore's economic boom meant that this role was counterproductive because it 
exacerbated an extremely tight labour market.

By the end of the 1990s, more than 500 000 men had passed through NS. There 
seems to be little doubt that they have contributed substantially to the international 
reputation of Singapore's workforce for discipline, efficiency and flexibility.  More 
specifically, in its  early years NS may have played an important  part  in breaking 
down the aversion of Singaporeans to technical education and 'hand-dirtying' blue 
collar work, thereby facilitating Singapore's industrialisation during the 1970s.40 It 
has also helped to bring Singaporeans — and particularly Chinese Singaporeans — of 
all social classes together in a common experience.41
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However, the SAF has faced considerable challenges in terms of helping to 
integrate Singapore's culturally and ethnically diverse society. Language issues have 
proved particularly problematic.  In the late 1960s and early 1970s,  the army was 
forced to create separate 'Hokkien platoons',  when it  found that many of its early 
ethnic Chinese NSFs spoke only that dialect, and could not understand either Malay 
(the national language, used for drill purposes) or English (used for instruction).42 By 
the  mid-1970s,  the  government's  bilingual  education  policy,  under  which  all 
schoolchildren  learn  both  English  and  their  'mother  tongue'  (Mandarin  Chinese, 
Malay  or  Tamil)  was  supposed  to  be  producing  school  leavers  fluent  in  both 
languages. However, even as late as 1983, the Commanding Officer of one army unit 
spoke of his struggle 'to create a proper English-speaking environment in his camp'.43 

More  recently,  it  has  become  evident  that  the  bilingual  policy  has  'Sinicised' 
Singaporean society, producing a new generation of Chinese NSFs, many of whom 
feel more comfortable speaking Mandarin than English. In some cases, the result has 
been the exclusion of non-Chinese NSFs from social interaction with their Chinese 
peers.

Malays in the SAF

Even more importantly,  though, national  service as implemented in the late 
1960s  and  1970s  contributed  directly  and  substantially  to  the  alienation  of 
Singapore's largest ethnic minority from the PAP government and the Singaporean 
state.  The government's wish to increase the proportion of Chinese in the SAF to 
reflect  better  Singapore's  ethnic  make-up combined with an instinctive distrust  of 
Malay personnel in the armed forces (because of independent Singapore's dominant 
threat  perceptions)  to  produce  a  policy  under  which  virtually  no  Malays  were 
conscripted into the SAF between 1969 and 1973; at the same time regular Malay 
soldiers  were  removed  from combat  posts,  early  retirement  was  encouraged  and 
promotional prospects curtailed.44 Goh Keng Swee, then deputy prime minister and 
defence minister, justified this policy as necessary in the interests of a fairer ethnic 
distribution in the SAF.45 Whatever the reasons behind it,  this policy substantially 
reduced the military role of a community which, under British rule during the 1950s 
and  1960s,  had  taken  to  soldiering  in  the  Singapore  Infantry  Regiment  with 
enthusiasm.
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ANNEX C

Col  Lee Hsien Loong,  Chief  of  Staff,  General  Staff  Defence: Our Sources of 
Strength.

POINTER  V10N2 1984
This article was written for the NTUC May Day Annual 1984. We thank editors of the  
annual for granting us permission to reprint this article.

INTRODUCTION

The  debate  over  whether  we should  spend  any  money  on defence,  though 
necessary, has been an unhelpful one. It has focused attention on the wrong questions. 
The possibility that Singapore ought perhaps to do without defence at all, and that 
only  the  befuddled  stubbornness  of  the  government  prevents  this  from being  so, 
though  intriguing,  cannot  unfortunately  be  taken  more  seriously  than  a  naive 
adolescent fantasy. The more serious question, which I shall address here, is what 
makes our defences strong.

Here again concentrating on the size of the defence budget cannot help but give 
the  wrong  perspective.  While  halving  the  budget  is  a  sure  formula  for  disaster, 
doubling  it  is  equally  unlikely  to  solve  our  problems.  Defence  problems,  like 
problems of social justice and the welfare of the poor, cannot be chased away by 
throwing money  at  them.  The issues  are  complex,  the  interrelationships  with  the 
whole structure of society are profound. A caveman beholding a micro-computer for 
the first time is well advised not to try to improve it with his flint ax.

ECONOMIC GROWTH

The  first  prerequisite  for  an  effective  defence  is  a  sound  and  prosperous 
economy. The size of the GDP, and the rate at which it is growing, matters far more 
than the exact proportions of the slice reserved for defence. As long as we have 6 to 
9% growth  every  year,  and  the  benefits  of  this  growth  are  shared  by  the  entire 
population, we can continue to afford to set aside 6% of our earnings for defence. We 
can do this while at the same time having better housing, better schools, better public 
transport and better health care. A GDP which doubles in a decade, as ours has done, 
means that we can think of buying the expensive weapons which we need, but which 
would otherwise remain forever beyond our means.

Difficult problems arise when GDP growth slows, but defence priorities refuse 
to  go away. The experience the United States  and the European NATO countries 
shows how painful and divisive it is to try to increase defence spending faster than 
the economy is growing. Under the circumstances, the government has a choice of 
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several unpleasant options. It may raise taxes, thus visibly diminishing the spending 
power  of  the electorate.  It  may reduce non-defence government  expenditures,  the 
largest of which are usually social services against the opposition of powerful vested 
interests. It may try to have both guns and butter, and run a deficit, in which case 
retribution comes in the form of inflation, recession, and unemployment. Finally, it 
may fail to make good on its promise to improve defence, and this is indeed what is 
happening in NATO. With the GDPs growing by at most 1 or 2%  a year, even the 
targetted 3% annual increase in real defence spending has proved impossible.

Contrast  this  with  our  position,  and  it  will  at  once  become  clear  what  an 
advantage it is to be able to increase defence budget by 6 to 9% each year, painlessly, 
effortlessly, but not thoughtlessly. We do not spend because money is available, but 
because we need to. If the GDP doubles again in the next decade, it does not mean 
that defence spending will also double, but the point is that if we need to double it, 
we can do so. This only demonstrates the crucial importance of keeping up the rate of 
economic growth.

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL STABILITY

The strength of our society is another element of our security. Without a closely 
knit society, and a stable political leadership, we would face more threats, and have 
fewer  defences  against  them.  There  are  no  fundamental  cleavages  in  Singapore 
society  comparable  to  the  class  distinctions  that  still  bedevil  Britain,  the  racial 
tensions that simmer in the United States, or the economic extremes that are prevalent 
in Latin America. As for political unity, the Israeli example shows what a burden it is 
to have a disunited political elite, unable to muster the collective will to act boldly in 
the national security interest, and sometime hazarding the safety of the state for party 
political gain.

In contrast, we face the rest of the world united, as one cohesive whole with 
common  interests  and  not  conflicting  objectives.  This  simplifies  our   security 
problem. In a crisis, the government need only think of the interest of the nation as a 
whole, without needing to worry whether a particular faction has been left  out or 
neglected. Our freedom of manoeuvre is greater.

It  is  not enough not to have conflicting interests within the state.  It  is  also 
necessary that  a rich,  tangled web of relationships be woven among our citizens. 
Under stress the social fabric must hold and not disintegrate. Family relationships are 
the foundation, but they are only a start. People must belong to many other social 
groups  — the community who live in the same housing board neighbourhood, the 
community  who  work  in  the  same  company  or  government  department,  the 
community  whose children  attend school  together,  the  community  who go to  the 
same church, the community who serve in the same army unit. The emphasis is on 
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community. These are the bonds which sustain a person and give his life meaning. 
They motivate him to stay and fight rather than to cut and run. These are the tangible 
realities  which  we  mean  when  we  speak  abstractly  about  patriotism.  The  bonds 
already exist, but they take a very long time to grow, perhaps more than a generation, 
and we shall have to work hard at nourishing and strengthening them.

CIVIL MILITARY RAPPORT

Some of the most important bonds in society must be those between the armed 
forces defending the state and the citizens who are being defended. Without mutual 
confidence  and  respect  between  the  two,  there  can  be  no  defence.  In  peacetime 
soldiers  appear  to  be  consumers  and  not  producers  of  wealth,  but  they  are  not 
parasites.  The citizens must  appreciate  the function and importance of  the armed 
services, and the soldiers asked to risk their lives must be certain that they are doing 
so in a good cause.

The latter condition is relatively easy to fulfil. Our soldiers will be fighting for 
their own interests. They know that if they die, they die defending their own homes, 
families, and way of life. They are not fighting to enlarge a despot's empire or to 
enrich his coffers. Provided we maintain our economic growth, strengthen our social 
structure, and indoctrinate our troops with the simple facts of life, it should be self 
evident to them that we have a righteous cause.

The former condition is not so simple, but is equally essential. The best will not 
become soldiers, and the soldiers will not give of their best, if the profession of arms 
is looked down upon. This must lead to demoralisation and ineffectiveness. In ancient 
Rome, as the Empire decayed, the citizens increasingly shied away from service in 
the  legions,  preferring  safer  and  more  comfortable  lives.  The  legions  had  to  be 
manned by the despised barbarians from the North. Eventually the barbarians decided 
to take over the government and installed their own Emperor.

The core of our national service army is a cadre of regular officers and NCOs. 
To maintain this core, soldiering must be a respected profession, able to attract a fair 
proportion of the nation's talent. It cannot be the last refuge of the down and outs who 
cannot find jobs anywhere else. This is what happened a few years ago in the US 
Army, which depends entirely on regulars, until the recession solved their problems 
by depriving even good men of their civilian jobs, thus boosting army recruitment. 
We cannot use this solution.

Our  entire  population  must  understand  that  defence  is  important,  and  that 
though the returns from investing in military training and equipment are intangible, 
they are nevertheless essential. People must feel that defence is serious, that hard as it 
is to imagine in these times of tranquillity, peace may not last forever and we must 
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prepare for the storm now. Only when the mission is accepted can the soldiers be 
approached.  Judging  from the  responses  to  the  speeches  and  discussions  on  the 
subject, the message seems to be getting through.

In the end, respect has to be earned. The armed forces must be visibly efficient 
and  competent,  well  structured  and  well  prepared  to  carry  out  its  mission.  The 
officers and other ranks must be seen as capable individuals, having important places 
in  society  outside  the  armed  forces,  making  contributions  in  areas  where  the 
population can easily judge the results. They should serve in Residents' Committees, 
community  groups,  and volunteer  organizations.  The SAF is  not  simply a  shield, 
which can be discarded after it has served its purpose. It is an organic part of the body 
politic, like the carapace of a turtle, drawing strength from it, and in turn protecting it 
from the hazards of the outside world.

GOOD SOLDIERS

An immediate and practical consequence of placing the SAF correctly in the 
social structure is that the quality of the SAF will improve. The quality of national 
servicemen, their attitudes and aptitudes, determine whether we have a combat ready 
army. What sort of national servicemen we get depends on what values they have 
grown up  with.  Are  these  values  positive  or  hostile  towards  the  military?  Is  the 
prevailing opinion in society that military service is a chore to be gotten over quickly, 
or that reservist training is to be taken seriously, and that slovenly, paunchy reservists 
are a disgrace? Servicemen are far more likely to have the right attitudes if the SAF is 
looked up to than if it is looked down upon.

There is an old saying that there are no bad soldiers, only bad officers. The 
meaning is that the leaders make all the difference, and even the most unpromising 
rabble can be drilled into a good army. There is much truth in this, but it is not the 
whole story. Take the example of the Vietnamese. When North and South Vietnam 
fought, the South Vietnamese soldiers were described as being able but ill led. Hence 
they lost. Now that North and South Vietnamese troops serve together on the same 
side in Cambodia, under the same officers, the North Vietnamese have again proven 
themselves hardier, better disciplined soldiers. So there are bad soldiers after all.

This fact is especially relevant because so much of our army is in the reserves. 
In  two years  of  active  service,  the  officers  may  plausibly  have  time  to  turn  bad 
soldiers into good, although even there having willing soldiers will surely help. But in 
the reserves where the troops train together for at most forty days a year, this is surely 
impossible.  The  reservists  must  start  their  in  camp  training  reasonably  well 
motivated. What must sustain the reservist, throughout the eleven months between in 
camp trainings, is encouragement and support of his family and colleagues, and their 
social pressure on him not to he let himself slide.
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We have good troops. They are well disciplined, willing, fit, and generally well 
trained.  The  sentiment,  occasionally  expressed,  that  we cannot  expect  more  from 
them because they are national servicemen is unjust and unfounded. But it is crucial 
to maintain the momentum which is built up in two years of active service, through 
the thirteen or more years of service in the reserves. This is where society's support 
matters the most.

GOOD LEADERSHIP

Naturally, our best must become officers, and the more senior an officer is, the 
more competent  he must  be. Promotion by merit  is a  firmly established principle 
throughout  our  public  and  private  sectors,  and  we  do  well  to  remember  the 
tremendous advantage this gives us. We do not have to promote people because of 
seniority alone, or family connections, or influence. The best man gets the job.

This gives us the potential to be highly efficient in endeavours requiring large 
cooperative efforts, provided those in charge are team players and not prima donnas. 
In other fields of administration and enterprise, we have already proven this.  The 
same must be realized in defence.

Because the payoffs from a well run armed force are intangible, and may not 
be realized for years, the danger of wrong decisions and bad judgements is greater in 
defence  than  anywhere  else.  In  business  a  bad  investment  quickly  starts  to  lose 
money, but in defence an unsound or dishonest choice of weapon or aircraft may only 
be found out when war breaks out. Hence the greater need for men of integrity and 
ability.

To  conceive  a  coherent  structure  for  the  armed  services,  fit  in  all  the 
components of a tri-service force, build up the units one by one, train large numbers 
of soldiers to master their individual skills, and wield all these instruments together in 
swift, deadly combat to achieve military and national goals, are no mean tasks. The 
best  minds  must  be  brought  to  bear,  the  most  efficient  staff  officers  must  be 
assembled, and the most charismatic leaders put in command. This is the only way to 
create a winning team.

WEAPONS

Maintaining a modern armed force is expensive. Each succeeding generation of 
weapons is more costly than the preceding one. Yet we cannot refuse to buy newer 
weapons, and send our soldiers to war poorly equipped. If they are sacrificed, not 
only will their lives be on our consciences, but we may well lose the war as a result. 
Fortunately, we can afford to equip our soldiers well.
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As a nation, our strength is not in numbers. Had we millions of soldiers, we 
could contemplate using human wave tactics with equanimity. The North Vietnamese 
were willing to lose a million lives to conquer South Vietnam. For us, sacrifice on 
this scale would be a catastrophe.

Technology is not a substitute for courage. Our soldiers cannot be afraid to die. 
On  the  battlefield,  the  safest  course  is  to  be  brave,  for  hesitation  may  result  in 
massacre rather than safety. But we must be miserly with human lives. The troops 
must fight efficiently, each man able to take on several enemy soldiers. Well trained, 
well  armed, fighting according to well  thought out tactics,  they can do this.  With 
rifles and bayonets alone, they cannot. This is the reason why we shall continue to 
invest in up to date and expensive weapons.

CONCLUSION

It should by now be clear that the armed forces represent only the most visible 
part of the resilience of the nation. Even if it were possible to have a strong armed 
forces without a strong economy, a sound social structure and a proper relationship 
among the three, which it is not, it is unlikely that such a society would feel secure. 
We therefore stand to gain far more by building on the sources  of our strength, than 
by squabbling over supposed bonanzas from cutting down defence expenditures. In 
this endeavour, people from all walks of life contribute.

C-6



ANNEX D

Tan Tai Yong, Singapore: Civil-Military Fusion.

Extracted from Ed. Alagappa, Muthiah.  Coercion and Governance: The Declining 
Role of the Military in Asia (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2001), 
pp. 276-277, 286-290.

pp. 276-277
I will tell you why we do not want professional soldiers. This place must learn 

to live and work for a living. And if you are only a soldier, you do not contribute to 
the productivity of the place. So we train.......Every man who is chosen becomes a 
soldier or sailor.... Then, he goes back to earn a living in a factory, in an office and, 
for the next ten to fifteen years, he is part of a reservoir of people who understand 
discipline,  who  understand  the  mechanics  of  self-defense,  and  who  can,  in  an 
emergency, help to defend their own country.... In the end, every boy and girl here 
will understand that what he or she has in Singapore, he or she must be prepared to 
fight for and defend. Otherwise, it will be lost.

— Lee Kuan Yew, February 21, 1967

With a relatively large conscript army, a chronic sense of its own vulnerability, 
and  a  constant  preoccupation  with  national  defense,  Singapore  has  often  been 
described as a nation-in-arms or  garrison state.  Although the country may exhibit 
certain characteristics that are associated with these models of civil-military relations, 
neither depiction truly explains the Singapore case. The fusion model — in which the 
military, both in leadership and in structural terms, functions as an integral part of a 
centralized, bureaucratic state — may more usefully be applied to illuminate civil-
military relations in Singapore.

Although the military establishment in Singapore is young and small by Asian 
standards, it has nonetheless maintained a very visible presence in the country. With a 
conscript army that draws the overwhelming bulk of its officer corps as well as the 
rank and file (more than 85 percent) from the citizenry, Singapore, with a present 
population of nearly 4 million, has one of the highest military participation ratios in 
the noncommunist world. Since 1967, when compulsory national service was first 
instituted — requiring every male citizen to serve at least two years in the military 
upon reaching the age of eighteen, and then to remain in the reserves until at least the 
age of 40 — military service has become part of the national culture, a way of life in 
Singapore, and “an institution that is all-embracing and all-pervasive.”1 Indeed almost 
every family in the country has a male member in the armed forces, either as a full-
time  national  serviceman  or  a  member  of  the  reserve,  and  insofar  as  Singapore 
requires all its male citizens to belong to “an armed force that is organized by, or 
owing allegiance to, the national authorities” (Roberts 1976: 37), the small city-state 
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can arguably be seen as a nation-in-arms.

The impression of an armed state is further reinforced by the vast resources the 
government consistently allocates to the military, indicating the key importance that 
defense  and  security  occupy  in  the  national  agenda.  In  1998  the  Singapore 
government spent $4.3 billion on defense, making the island's defense expenditure 
per capita not only the highest in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations but in 
the Asia-Pacific region as well. Based on 1997 figures, Singapore's per capita defense 
expenditure is more than twice that of Taiwan's, two and a half times that of North 
Korea  and  South  Korea's  combined,  and  more  than  six  times  that  of  Japan's 
(International Institute for Strategic Studies [IISS] 1998: 297). This consistently high 
amount of military spending has allowed the tiny island-republic to embark on an 
unwavering military buildup over the past three decades, creating in the process one 
of the best-designed and technologically advanced defense forces in the region. In 
financial  year  1999,  defense  was  allocated  25  percent  of  the  overall  budget, 
amounting to some US$4.5 billion and representing 5.1 percent of Singapore's gross 
domestic product (up from 4.6 percent in 1998). That the country's defense budget 
has not been reduced despite the recent economic recession in the region offers a 
clear indication of the Singapore government's commitment to a steady and long-term 
buildup of the armed forces. It is little wonder, then, that Singapore has often been 
regarded by many as a garrison state with a garrison mentality to match.

The military presence in the country is further emphasized through constant 
media exposure, either in the form of glitzy television commercials for careers in the 
Singapore Armed Forces (SAF), or as part of the state's ongoing effort to publicize 
the importance of national service and total defense. Periodically, military code words 
are flashed on television screens or broadcast through the radio to indicate that a 
military mobilization exercise is  in progress.  Recently  the government,  concerned 
that a complacent attitude among younger Singaporeans might weaken their resolve 
to  take  national  service  seriously,  instituted  the  observance  of  an  annual  Total 
Defense Day in every school. Total Defense Day falls on February 15 to mark the day 
in 1942 when Singapore fell to the Japanese. On the leadup to Total Defense Day 
recently, a photographic exhibit was staged and a film, aptly entitled On-Guard, was 
released showing the state of the armed forces in Singapore as well as paying tribute 
to the contributions of national servicemen in the defense of the country.

pp.286-290
NATIONAL SERVICE

Blurring the clear-cut separation between civilian and military in Singapore is 
the  SAF's  existence  as  a  citizen's  army.  In  1965,  as  the  government  of  a  newly 
independent Singapore sought to build a self-reliant defense force, it decided on the 
option of a national service army. Cost was a major consideration. Prime Minister 
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Lee Kuan Yew declared, "We cannot afford a big army, we will go bankrupt....We 
have 2,000 men in two regiments and they cost $20 million a year.

This  is  not  the  way  for  us.  We  must  depend  on  volunteers...  weekend 
soldiers."16 Two years later,  in 1967,  national  service was implemented and every 
able-bodied male citizen aged eighteen was required by law to join the army for 
between two and two and a half years of full-time military training and service. Upon 
completion of full-time national service, the soldier would be deemed operationally 
ready and be required to attend training camp for ten to fourteen days a year.17 By 
law, every male citizen is obligated to perform national service until he is 40 or 50 
years old, depending on his rank. With the implementation of national service, the 
SAF  became  a  citizen  army  of  conscripts  trained  and  led  by  a  small  core  of 
professional soldiers.

At first the decision to introduce national service did not go down well with the 
people of Singapore, particularly among Chinese parents who believed that “good 
sons do not become soldiers, just as good iron is not used to make nails.” Anxious 
parents tried desperately to get their sons out of national service, particularly when 
rumors started circulating in the early 1970s of ill treatment in the army as well as 
government  plans  to  send  enlisted  men  to  Vietnam.18 These  early  problems 
notwithstanding,  the  Singapore  government  was  convinced  that  national  service 
suited the country in a number of ways. First,  it  enabled Singapore to establish a 
fairly  sizable  defense  force  in  a  short  period  of  time.  (The  buildup  had  to  be 
intensified when the British signaled their intention to withdraw military bases from 
Singapore in 1968.) Second, it was the most economical way of establishing an army, 
given the new state's limited resources, particularly in manpower. With a conscript 
army built around reservists who would maintain their civilian jobs, the country could 
have a sizable defense force without draining the workforce. And third, by not having 
to  build  a  huge full-time regular  army,  the state  would not  have to  demobilize  a 
standing force, with all its social and political implications, should the economy be 
unable to support it.

Apart from serving the country's defense needs, national service could function 
as an institution integrating disparate ethnic groups through the common experience 
of military training. Goh Keng Swee was convinced that “nothing creates loyalty and 
national consciousness more thoroughly than participation in defence... [and] nation-
building aspects will be more significant if its participation is spread over all levels of 
society” (Goh 1973). By having to live, train, and spend time together, the young men 
of Singapore, at one of the most impressionable times in their lives, would share an 
experience, it was hoped, that would bridge economic, cultural, religious, ethnic, and 
language differences and foster acceptance of others (Nair 1994: 15). At this stage it 
is impossible to assess the full impact of national service on the outlook of young 
Singaporeans.  Nonetheless,  there  is  little  doubt  that  it  has  given  Singapore  “an 
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aggregate  index  of  shared  experience  [that  cuts]  across  barriers  of  wealth,  race, 
religion and educational level.”19 Thus national service was expected to perform, in 
addition to a defense function, a nation-building task as well, by creating a national 
consciousness and ultimately a national identity. It is perhaps in recognition of its 
nation-building  functions  that  the  SAF's  mission  has  a  clear  external  orientation. 
Citizen  armies  can  easily  be  galvanized  against  an  external  threat  but  are  of 
questionable utility for suppressing domestic disturbances. Unlike a number of armed 
forces in Southeast Asia, the SAF has largely been divested of any significant internal 
security role.

Although the  government  intended for  the  SAF to  be  a  key  institution  for 
building a multiracial nation, during the first two decades after independence it has 
had to contend with the conflicting dictates of multiracialism and security, especially 
concerning the Malay community in Singapore. Although there is no evidence that 
Singaporean Malays have ever conspired with external forces, the government was 
nonetheless uncertain where their loyalty would rest in case of a conflict between 
Singapore and one  of  its  neighboring  Muslim states.  Fearing  a  Trojan  horse,  the 
government therefore limited intake of  Malays into the SAF until  the 1970s,  and 
those who were conscripted were sent to serve in fire brigades and civil-defense units 
(Peled 1994:121-22). Since 1977, however, as memories of separation recede and the 
region stabilizes, the government has adopted a phased integration policy: by 1985, 
the proportion of Malays in the SAF had doubled (Peled 1994: 148-49). Since then it 
has been widely reported that all eligible Malays have been called up for national 
service, and many of them have made inroads into the special services, air force, and 
the officer corps. Today there are many Malay officers holding senior ranks in the 
SAF and serving in different  arms,  prompting the SAF to publicly  its  head on a 
number of occasions that it does not discriminate on the basis of race or religion. 
Despite the official pronouncements, the sensitive issue of the Malays in the armed 
forces rears its head every now and then. In 1987, BG (NS) Lee Hsien Loong created 
a stir when, speaking at a public forum, he alluded to a possible conflict of interest 
between nationalism and religion among Singapore's Malay/Muslim soldiers should 
the  SAF be  called  upon to  fight  a  war  in  Southeast  Asia.  More  recently,  Senior 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew raised the controversy again when he stated in an off-the-cuff 
remark that “the SAF had to be cautious when putting Malay/Muslims in sensitive 
units because of pulls of race and religion and the geographical realities.”20

National  service  has  not  only  contributed  substantially  to  the  expansion  of 
Singapore's  defense  capability;  it  has  had  an  enormous  impact  as  well  on  the 
development  of the SAF as a military institution.  As an overwhelmingly citizen's 
army  the  SAF  has  had  to  incorporate  a  decidedly  cosmopolitan  culture  into  an 
institution that by tradition tends to be rigid and hierarchical. Training procedures, for 
instance,  are  constantly  reviewed with the aim of adapting to  the demands of  an 
armed force that draws its strength from civilians. In the past, military training placed 
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emphasis  on traditional  preoccupations  with spit  and polish discipline.  In  dealing 
with  increasingly  educated  national  servicemen  with  very  different  attitudes  and 
motivation, however, today's SAF has had to adopt a “people-oriented management” 
approach. No longer is professionalism among national servicemen identified with 
strict  adherence to military norms and traditions; today it  involves possessing the 
requisite knowledge in tactics and weaponry to function as soldiers.

At  the  same  time,  as  a  predominantly  citizen's  army,  the  SAF  has  had  to 
grapple with the tension between the political  demands of mass mobilization and 
nation-building and the professional demands of a technically sophisticated force that 
requires constant training. The problem has essentially been resolved in two ways. 
First,  although  reservists  constitute  the  bulk  of  the  army,  their  proportion  in  the 
technically  specialized  navy and air  force is  significantly  lower.  Presently  the air 
force and navy maintain a fifty-fifty ratio of reservists to regulars. Second, the SAF, 
unlike many traditional armies, makes no assumptions about the length of time it 
takes to train a soldier. Its entire training system is predicated upon the belief that the 
national serviceman is a thinking soldier who understands what is needed of him and 
will respond more readily to a focused and compressed course of training. This belief 
has created an interesting approach to training and motivation.

Motivation  is  particularly  important  as  the  SAF,  and  indeed  the  Singapore 
government, devote a great deal of effort, through education and communication, to 
emphasizing the “moral cause” — seeking to underscore the importance of having an 
effective army and the need for tough military training that demands sacrifice and 
dedication.  This  emphasis  on  a  moral  cause  develops  in  conscript  soldiers  an 
attachment not so much to the armed forces as to the nation. In public advertisements 
and publicity campaigns, the government accents the role of the citizen-soldier in the 
defense  of  his  home  and  country.  Such  campaigns  never  refer  to  the  military 
institution or to regimental colors. Although it may be an exaggeration to say that 
there  is  now  universal  enthusiasm for  national  service,  the  population  generally 
accepts the need for all male Singaporeans to perform their military obligation to the 
state.

Just as a national service army makes certain demands of training norms and 
procedures,  it  influences  rewards  and  incentives  as  well.  Based  on  the 
recommendations  of  government  committees  asked  to  look  into  the  question  of 
recognition  and  rewards  for  those  who  perform national  service,  reservists  today 
enjoy benefits that range from tax relief and membership in recreational and golf 
clubs to medical aid and insurance. One of the SAF's main responsibilities is  the 
forging of partnerships with the community — particularly with employers, who are 
constantly  updated  on the contents  and requirements  of  in-camp training.  Annual 
awards are presented to employers who support their employees engaged in national 
service.  All  this  suggests  that  the  SAF  is  not  simply  a  professional  military 
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establishment but a national institution that is highly integrated with society.

The  SAF  is  an  organization  with  strong  civilian  roots,  and  the  influences 
imposed by a citizen's army continue to leave a strong imprint on its norms, value 
system, and doctrines.  With more than 80 percent of its  troops part-time national 
servicemen whose interests  and inclinations are not  closely  linked to  the military 
organization, the SAF has never developed a distinct corporate culture. The military 
is regarded as an institution in which young Singapore men complete their rites of 
passage and then perform their duty as citizens by spending a couple of weeks each 
year sharpening their military skills as reservists. Soldiering in Singapore is regarded 
as a national duty; rarely is it motivated by regimental pride. Loyalty to the unit is 
often  built  upon personal  ties  and comradeship  rather  than  institutional  devotion. 
When  a  reserve  battalion  gathers  for  its  annual  training  camp,  it  is  usually  the 
promise of camaraderie that motivates the men and militates against the disruption 
and  inconveniences  they  have  to  put  up  with  when  they  attend  training.  This  is 
perhaps the firmest indication that a military coup will never take place in Singapore. 
Essentially, the SAF is an army of regular “chiefs” without regular soldiers. There is 
simply no natural military element in Singapore that might constitute a political base 
for ambitious generals to exploit. Even among the chiefs, constant rotation of duties 
and  short  command  postings,  usually  between  three  and  five  years,  prevent  the 
entrenchment of a power base.

In  fast-moving and economy-driven Singapore,  even the  professional  corps 
have  not  been  spared  the  civilianizing  effect.  “Occupationalism”  has  become  so 
prevalent that a military career is regarded more as an occupational option than a 
vocational calling. More and more the SAF must resort to monetary incentives and 
generous scholarships to recruit and retain regular servicemen as compensation for 
the hardship that is associated with military service. To make a career in the armed 
forces attractive, the SAF portrays itself as a modern, forward-looking institution in 
which  promotions  are  based  on  potential,  talent,  and  ability  rather  than  age  and 
seniority.  Moreover,  salary  scales  in  the  armed  services  have  been  made  largely 
commensurate with the private sector. Even so, regular officers tend to opt for short-
term contracts  rather  than pensionable  service.  Although this  need not  imply that 
contract servicemen are less professional,  it  does indicate short-term commitment, 
which in turn feeds the perception that a career in the military is no more than a 
transitory occupation offering a decent income. Indeed, there is a correlation between 
economic  growth  and  recruitment  patterns:  service  has  been  regarded  as  less 
attractive during times of economic expansion when jobs are plentiful and wages are 
high, and vice versa.21 By the 1990s, in fact, the SAF had listed as one of its major 
concerns the inability to attract and retain the best men as regulars.22

In  many  ways,  this  dilution  of  soldiering  as  a  career  is  in  large  measure 
engendered by MINDEF's insistence that the SAF, to remain a young and vigorous 
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organization, must no longer provide lifelong employment: professional soldiers are 
expected to leave the force by their forties or early fifties. So long as second career 
options are available for those who must leave the military so young, the SAF regards 
early retirement as a positive development for the organization. Since the 1980s, the 
SAF has advertised the military as a short-term career that offers useful training for 
other  sectors  of  employment.  Increasingly,  therefore,  soldiering  in  Singapore  is 
regarded as an occupation, not a professional calling, and this has in turn contributed, 
inadvertently perhaps, to a weakening of a distinctive military ethos in the SAF.

Endnotes:

1. Pointer 1992, p1.

16. Straits Times, November 1, 1965.

17. SAF reservists are now called "operationally ready national servicemen" in an 
attempt  to  eradicate  the  mistaken  notion  that  they  are  backup  soldiers  to  be 
summoned only after the standing force of regulars and full-time national servicemen 
has  been  deployed  in  battle.  But  given  its  deeply  entrenched  usage,  the  term 
"reservist" has retained a permanent place in the popular jargon of the Singapore 
public.

18. Straits Times, June 30, 1992.

19. Straits Times, July 3, 1987.

20. Straits Times, September 30, 1999.

21. This observation stems from a number of essays written by regular officers in the 
army journal the Pointer, lamenting the gradual erosion of "institutional moorings" 
and the proud traditions of the SAF. The SAF, these essays claim, has become less an 
institution of "robust military culture" and more a workplace of free-market ethos 
where personal welfare and advancement are stressed over martial values of selfless 
sacrifice.

22. Straits Times, February 1, 1996.
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ANNEX E

Ministerial Statement on National Service Defaulters by Minister for Defence 
Teo Chee Hean in Parliament, 16 Jan 2006.

Mr Speaker, Sir. There has been significant public interest recently in the issue 
of National Service defaulters arising from the case of Melvyn Tan. Members of the 
House have also submitted questions on MINDEF’s policy on NS defaulters, the 
punishments meted out to them, and whether the punishments provided for in the 
Enlistment Act are adequate.

Need for National Service

National Service was introduced 38 years ago in 1967, soon after we became 
an independent nation. NS fulfilled a critical need — we had to defend ourselves. It 
was a matter of survival. As a small country with a small population, the only way we 
could build a force of sufficient size to defend ourselves was through conscription. It 
was a decision not taken lightly given the significant impact that conscription had on 
every Singaporean. But there was no alternative. 

 Over the past four decades, the need for National Service has been reaffirmed. 
With National Service, we have built up the SAF into a capable and credible force. 
The  SAF deters  aggression,  protects  our  sovereignty  and  territorial  integrity,  and 
allows  us  to  pursue  our  national  interests  without  yielding  to  external  threats  or 
pressure. In addition, the SAF now also has to deal with a wider spectrum of threats 
which can derail our peace and prosperity, threats such as trans-national terrorism and 
maritime security. The need for National Service, therefore, continues
to be as critical as ever.

National Service and our committed National Servicemen form the backbone 
of  the  SAF.  It  is  not  an  exaggeration  to  say  that  the  peace  and  prosperity  that 
Singapore and Singaporeans have enjoyed over the past four decades are built upon 
the  dedication  of  NSmen  who have  dutifully  served  their  country.  700,000  have 
served, more than 300,000 are currently doing fulltime NS or active operationally 
ready NSmen being called up annually for their In Camp Training and standby duties. 
Another 400,000 have done their duty and completed their operationally ready NS 
cycle. Sons now follow in the footsteps of their fathers, as a second generation of 
Singaporeans serves our country through National Service.

 National  Service,  both  full-time  and  during  operationally  ready  service, 
requires significant sacrifice on the part of our NSmen. The sacrifice is shared by 
their  families;  and their  employers  bear  inconveniences as well.  The Government 
acknowledges  this,  and has  over  the  years  introduced  initiatives  to  recognise  the 
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efforts and sacrifices of our NSmen. But these initiatives can never fully compensate 
our NSmen for their sacrifice and the effort they commit to serving the nation.

Principles of National Service

Our National Service policy is underpinned by three fundamental principles. 
The first is that National Service must be for meeting a critical national need — for it 
requires considerable cost both to the individual and to the nation. That critical need 
is national security and our survival. This is why NSmen are deployed only in the 
Singapore  Armed  Forces,  the  Singapore  Police  Force  and  the  Singapore  Civil 
Defence  Force,  where  they  contribute  directly  to  the  security  and  defence  of 
Singapore.

Once in a while, there are suggestions that Singaporeans should be allowed 
different forms of National Service. For example, a recent commentary by Ms Ong 
Soh Chin of The Straits Times advocated a rethink of the scope of National Service. 
She suggested that it be extended to include other forms of non-combat service, such 
as in the social sector or in the arts. MINDEF does not think this is appropriate. We 
are clear that if we require or compel our people to perform National Service, it must 
be to fulfil a critical national need. Otherwise there is insufficient reason to compel a 
person to serve. 

The second fundamental principle of our National Service is universality. All 
young Singaporean males who are fit to serve are conscripted. If we have a system in 
which  some  are  conscripted  but  others  are  not,  there  will  be  strong  feelings  of 
unfairness which will undermine the commitment of our NSmen. This is not unique 
to Singapore. This was a problem that the US faced during the Vietnam War. Not 
everyone was conscripted. Some exploited loopholes and technicalities to avoid being 
drafted. There were exemptions, deferments and alternative forms of service. This 
affected  morale  and the will  to  fight  among those who were drafted,  and it  also 
affected the American people’s support for conscription and the war. MINDEF has 
always been very clear that National Service must be universal — all who are fit to 
serve National Service must serve. 

The third fundamental principle of our National Service is equity. Everyone has 
to be treated in the same way, regardless of background or status. His deployment in 
NS is determined by where he is most needed to meet the needs of national defence.

NS defaulters

 In line with these three principles,  MINDEF has consistently taken a tough 
stand  against  those  who  default  on  their  National  Service  obligations.  We  have 
introduced various measures over the years to prevent such persons from evading 
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National Service. For example, the Constitution was amended in 1979 so that those 
who refused to serve could not escape their National Service obligation by simply 
renouncing their citizenship. Only those who have emigrated at a young age and have 
not  enjoyed  substantial  socio-economic  benefits  are  allowed  to  renounce  their 
citizenship without serving National Service.

Since  1970,  we  have  required  pre-enlistees  who  are  going  overseas  for  an 
extended  period  to  post  a  bond as  a  promise  that  they  will  return  to  fulfil  their 
National Service obligation. The bond quantum was $20,000 in 1970 and it has been 
increased over the years. Since 1992, the bond quantum has been set at $75,000 or 
half the combined annual income of the parents, whichever is higher. The bond is 
however not a substitute for National Service. If a pre-enlistee fails to return to serve 
his National Service, not only has he broken his bond but, more importantly, he has 
broken his promise and broken the law by not returning to fulfil his National Service 
obligation.  The  bond  quantum that  is  forfeited  is  the  penalty  he  has  to  pay  for 
breaking the bond. It is not redemption and not a substitute for National Service. He 
still has to face the law for failing to comply with his National Service obligation 
under the Enlistment Act; and he still remains liable for National Service.

Sir, there is strong support for National Service among Singaporeans. Every 
year only a small number, about 0.5% of those liable for NS each year, or on average 
100 unresolved cases of NS defaulters a year over the past 5 years, fail to register or 
enlist for National Service, or fail to return after their exit permits expired. The vast 
majority of these defaulters are overseas. 

An average of 12 NS defaulters a year were charged in Court for failing to 
comply  with the Enlistment  Act.  The offences carry a  sentence  of  up to  3  years 
imprisonment, a fine of up to $5,000, or both. The sentence is decided by the Court 
based  on  the  circumstances  of  each  case.  Besides  answering  to  the  Court,  NS 
defaulters who are still Singaporeans and below the age of 40 will have to serve 
National Service.

Melvyn Tan

 Mr Speaker, Sir, allow me now to touch on the specifics of the case of Melvyn 
Tan.  Much has  been said  about  his  case  and many  Singaporeans  have expressed 
strong  views.  I  discern  two  key  concerns  in  the  public  debate.  

 The first was that the punishment meted out to NS defaulters was insufficient 
and not proportionate with the seriousness of the offence. There were many indignant 
voices  who  argued  that  a  $3,000  fine  was  too  light  considering  that  other 
Singaporeans had to diligently serve 2 or 2½ years of full-time National Service and 
many more years of In-Camp Training. Such feelings are understandable and I will 
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address this concern later in my statement.

 The  second  concern  expressed  was  whether  Melvyn  Tan  had  been  given 
special treatment;  whether different rules for National  Service applied to different 
people. I would like to assure this House that this was not the case. Melvyn Tan was 
treated no differently from other NS defaulters in similar situations.

Melvyn Tan left  Singapore at age 12 in 1969 to study music at the Yehudi 
Menuhin  School  in  England.  In  1974,  when  he  was  17,  he  won  a  Foundation 
Scholarship, jointly funded by the Straits Times Press, Nanyang Siang Pau and the 
Lee Foundation, to further his music studies at the Royal College of Music. As the 
course would take him beyond the enlistment  age of  18,  he applied for  and was 
granted deferment from National Service for 3 years, after his parents furnished a 
bond of $30,000. 

 However,  Melvyn  Tan  failed  to  return  after  his  deferment  period  ended. 
Instead,  he requested further deferment to pursue a Masters degree in music.  The 
request was rejected, as we did not allow further deferment for postgraduate studies. 
When Melvyn Tan failed to enlist for full-time National Service after his deferment 
period was over and his exit permit had expired, the bond his parents furnished was 
forfeited and he was gazetted as an NS defaulter. 

Melvyn Tan subsequently took up British citizenship in 1978 and applied to 
renounce his Singapore citizenship. He was allowed to renounce his citizenship based 
on the prevailing policy at that time. That policy was subsequently tightened, and 
someone in a similar situation today would not be allowed to renounce his citizenship 
and would remain liable for National Service.

Over the years, Melvyn Tan made a number of appeals, including one to the 
Prime Minister in 1995, to be allowed to return to Singapore without being charged 
for his National Service offences. MINDEF rejected all of his appeals. MINDEF’s 
position was that while he was free to return to Singapore, he would have to answer 
for  his  National  Service  offence  in  Court,  like  all  other  NS  defaulters.  

In April last year, Melvyn Tan decided to return to Singapore to face the Court. 
He stated that he wanted to return in order to be with his ageing parents. He pleaded 
guilty in Court and was sentenced to a fine of $3,000. His sentence was similar to that 
imposed on other  NS defaulters  under  similar  circumstances.  As Melvyn was  no 
longer a Singaporean and was in any case over 40 years old, he was no longer liable 
for National Service and could not be made to serve his National Service.
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Penalties for NS defaulters

Sir, let me now touch on the issue of punishment for NS defaulters. The legal 
framework for National Service is contained in two pieces of legislation — the 
Enlistment Act and the Singapore Armed Forces Act. 

 The Enlistment Act applies to all Singaporeans and Permanent Residents from 
age 16½ till 40, or age 50 in the case of officers. The Act provides for the registration 
and enlistment of those liable for National Service, and also for the requirement to 
apply for an Exit Permit or to notify MINDEF when going overseas. Those who fail 
to comply with the provisions of the Enlistment Act are dealt with in the civil courts 
regardless of whether they are pre-enlistees, full-time NSmen or Operationally Ready 
NSmen. On conviction, they can be sentenced to a jail term of up to 3 years, or a fine 
of up to $5,000, or both.

The Singapore Armed Forces Act deals with those in the service of the SAF 
and  contains  provisions  pertaining  to  their  conduct  and  discipline.  Those  in  the 
service of the SAF comprise regulars,  full-time NSmen, and Operationally Ready 
NSmen who have been served an order to report for service. Pre-enlistees are not 
subject to the Singapore Armed Forces Act as they are not yet in the service of the 
SAF. Servicemen who commit offences under the Singapore Armed Forces Act are 
dealt with either in the Subordinate Military Court or by SAF disciplinary officers.
NS defaulters are dealt with under the Enlistment Act as they have failed to respond 
to orders  to register  or  enlist  for  National  Service,  or  failed to comply with Exit 
Permit requirements. MINDEF’s approach in dealing with NS defaulters has been to 
charge  them in  Court  for  Enlistment  Act  offences  and  let  the  Court  impose  an 
appropriate sentence based on the circumstances of each case and the provisions of 
the Enlistment Act. 

Over the past 20 years, 185 NS defaulters have been convicted in Court for 
Enlistment Act offences. Of these, 43 received jail sentences, 140 were fined and 2 
were punished in connection with other civil offences. Of the 140 who were fined, 35 
were ultimately jailed when they did not pay their fines.

 Of the 185 convicted defaulters, 127 were enlisted or are awaiting enlistment 
for  National  Service  following  their  convictions.  2  were  supposed  to  enlist  but 
defaulted again prior to their enlistment. 33 were not drafted as they were unsuitable 
for enlistment for security or medical reasons – that is, they would not have been 
enlisted in any case even if they had not defaulted on NS. The remaining 23 were not 
drafted  because  they  were  either  above  the  statutory  age  limit  or  no  longer 
Singaporeans. So that’s just 23.
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Of note is that the High Court had, in a 1993 case reduced the sentences of two 
NS defaulters — two brothers — from 8 months imprisonment to a fine of $3,000 on 
appeal. This was an unusual case where it could be said that there were mitigating 
circumstances.  Since then  the Subordinate  Courts  have been using  this  case as  a 
guideline, and not imposed a jail sentence on single-instance defaulters, no matter 
how long the default period was. The courts have imposed jail sentences only in cases 
where  there  were  aggravating  circumstances,  such  as  repeated  Enlistment  Act 
offences, past criminal records, concurrent charges of other civil offences, and 
absconding during investigation.

 It is for the Court to decide on the appropriate punishment for individual cases 
of NS defaulters. MINDEF had not been pressing for custodial sentences, nor had it 
appealed for heavier sentences. The majority of cases so far have been those who 
returned at a relatively young age and were thus still  able to fulfil  their National 
Service obligations. Half of those charged in Court over the past 20 years returned at 
age  21 or  younger,  and 80% returned at  age 28 or  younger.  A fine  for  such NS 
defaulters was not inappropriate as they were still able to serve their National Service 
obligations in full.

However, Melvyn Tan’s case has highlighted an inadequacy in penalties for 
those who have defaulted for so many years that they are no longer able to discharge 
their National Service obligations in full. Since the appeal case in the High Court in 
1993, besides Melvyn Tan there have been 13 other cases of convicted defaulters who 
were sentenced only to a fine and who were not subsequently enlisted because they 
were already over 40 or almost 40. This is something that we need to look into more 
closely, especially as there may now be more defaulters who are 40 or older coming 
before the courts with the passing of time.

Review of Enlistment Act 

Sir, in the middle of last year, MINDEF embarked on a periodic review of the 
Enlistment Act and the Singapore Armed Forces Act.  This review focused on the 
penalty regimes in the Act. The review of the penalty regime in the Singapore Armed 
Forces Act was completed in November last year and a bill to amend the Singapore 
Armed Forces Act is up for 2nd reading now before the House. The proposal is to 
increase the maximum fine quantum in the SAF Act.
 

The  review of  the  Enlistment  Act  has  taken longer,  because  in  addition  to 
reviewing  the  penalty  regime  MINDEF is  also  studying  how to  modify  the  exit 
control measures to take into account the impending introduction of the biometric 
passport. I will provide details of the changes in the exit control measures at a later
sitting when I move the bill to amend the Enlistment Act. 
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Let me deal with the issues regarding the penalty regime. MINDEF considered 
whether, in the context of current conditions and the number of NS defaulters, it is 
necessary to change the nature and scale of punishments in the Enlistment Act. In 
particular, we looked at whether a maximum jail sentence of 3 years is adequate, 
whether we should specify a mandatory minimum jail sentence, and whether the 
maximum fine that can be imposed is adequate.

MINDEF  will  be  proposing  to  the  House  to  increase  the  maximum  fine 
provided for in the Enlistment Act from the current $5,000 to $10,000. This will be in 
line with the amendment to the Singapore Armed Forces Act which is now before the 
House. While the maximum fine will be higher, it is important to note that the fine, 
like the bond, is not a substitute for serving National Service. The fine is a penalty for 
failing to fulfil his obligations under the Enlistment Act, and the defaulter remains 
liable for National Service.

MINDEF has concluded that the maximum jail sentence of 3 years is adequate, 
as  it  is  longer  than  the  current  full-time National  Service  duration  of  two years. 
Whether  or  not  a  particular  offence  merits  the  maximum punishment  of  3  years 
imprisonment would be a matter for the Court to decide based on the facts of each 
case.  

MINDEF  does  not  consider  it  necessary  at  this  time  to  seek  a  minimum 
mandatory jail sentence for Enlistment Act offences, as the circumstances of the cases 
vary widely. However, from now on, MINDEF will ask the prosecutor to press for a 
jail sentence in serious cases of NS defaulters, and explain why we consider a jail 
sentence appropriate in a particular case. Serious cases include those who default on 
their full-time National Service responsibilities for two years or longer from the time 
they were required to register or enlist, or from the time their exit permits expired for 
those granted deferment, whichever is later. We believe that it is in the public interest 
that such NS defaulters face a jail sentence, unless there are mitigating circumstances. 
I would like to provide some illustrations of what MINDEF considers to be sentences 
appropriate  to  the  nature  of  the  offence  or  commensurate  with  its  gravity:

• Where the default period exceeds two years but the defaulter is young enough to 
serve his full-time and operationally ready NS duties in full, MINDEF will press for a 
short jail sentence.
 
• Where the defaulter has reached an age when he cannot serve his full-time NS in a 
combat vocation or fulfil his operationally ready NS obligations in full, a longer jail 
sentence to reflect the period of NS he has evaded may be appropriate.

• Where the defaulter has reached an age when he cannot be called up for NS at all, a 
jail  sentence  up  to  the  maximum  of  3  years  may  be  appropriate.  
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In all instances, we expect that the Court will take into account whatever aggravating 
or mitigating circumstances there may be in each case to determine the appropriate 
sentence. 

Commitment is Key

Mr Speaker, Sir, we need the appropriate laws and regulations, the fines, bonds 
and  penalties  to  maintain  our  principles  of  universality  and  equity  for  National 
Service. But what is more important is having committed NSmen who are willing to 
serve,  and  who  believe  that  they  have  something  to  fight  for  and  to  die  for  if 
necessary. As Mr Ivan Michael Pung wrote in his letter to The Straits Times on 1st 
December last year, and I quote “the reason why we answer the call-up is not to enjoy 
the rewards cited, like HDB concessionary loans, IPPT monetary awards and New 
Singapore Shares.  We all  serve National Service so that our parents,  siblings and 
loved ones will sleep well each and every night. We know that we must defend what 
belongs to us.” 

Mr Pung is not alone in his commitment. Singaporeans can sleep well knowing 
that there are many others like him who are committed to the security and defence of 
our country. I recently met a young man at my Meet-the-People session. He came to 
see me about his National Service call-up. It was a heart-warming meeting. MINDEF 
had exempted him from National Service on medical grounds, but he wanted to serve 
and  felt  that  he  could  contribute  despite  his  medical  condition.  He  told  me  that 
National Service is something all Singaporean men had to do and he wanted to do 
National Service too. I was most impressed by his determination to live a normal life 
and to serve our country in any way he can, in spite of his illness. This young man is 
still studying in a post-secondary institution, and MINDEF will review his case when 
he has completed his studies. If it is appropriate, we will enlist him and deploy him to 
serve  in  a  role  that  is  compatible  with  his  medical  condition.  

Sir, ours is a compulsory National Service system. Singaporeans do not have a 
choice whether or not to serve National Service. Yet there is a strong commitment to 
National  Service  among  our  NSmen  and  a  belief  in  the  importance  of  National 
Service.  In  a  survey  of  NSmen  conducted  last  year,  an  overwhelming  majority 
indicated that they will defend Singapore if it should come under threat (96%), and 
that  they  will  risk  their  lives  to  fight  for  Singapore  in  a  war  (92%).  The  survey 
findings are supported by what MINDEF has observed of NSmen during their In-
Camp Training. They take their training seriously and many are keen to offer 
suggestions  on  how  training  and  operating  procedures  can  be  improved.  

While we continuously seek to upgrade the SAF’s hardware and software, we 
know that it is very important not to lose sight of the heart-ware. MINDEF and the 
SAF  have  therefore  been  working  at  eliciting  higher  levels  of  commitment  and 
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ownership  in  our  nation’s  defence.  To  cement  the  bonds  of  commitment  of  our 
people,  the  Army  has  embarked  on  the  Army  Culture  and  Experience,  or  ACE 
movement. The aim is to shape a positive army experience for all  NSmen and to 
build a strong culture that will inspire confidence and commitment to collectively 
defend our country.

We have come a long way since National Service was introduced 38 years ago. 
MINDEF is greatly heartened by the commitment of our NSmen and Singaporeans’ 
support for National Service. The Government will continue to give recognition to 
the  commitment  and  contributions  of  NSmen  to  the  defence  of  our  nation.  The 
RECORD IV committee chaired by Dr Ng Eng Hen will  soon be announcing its 
recommendations  on  ways  to  further  recognise  and  enhance  the  contributions  of 
NSmen to Total Defence. The Government looks forward to the recommendations of 
the RECORD IV committee.

Conclusion

Mr  Speaker,  Sir,  the  response  to  Melvyn  Tan’s  case  has  highlighted  that 
Singaporeans  feel  strongly  that  defaulting  on  National  Service  is  wrong  and 
defaulters should face serious consequences. The Government agrees with this view. 
NS defaulters must face the Court to answer for their offences, and thereafter must 
discharge their National Service liabilities. Whether such NS defaulters, who have 
answered  for  their  offences  in  Court  and  paid  the  penalty,  should  be  eventually 
accepted back into our fold, is not something that MINDEF can determine. It is for 
society to decide. And society will also look at whether such individuals, apart from 
having paid a penalty, are sincerely contrite for having failed to serve our nation, and 
whether they have attempted to made amends. 

Mr Speaker,  Sir,  National  Service remains critical for our national survival. 
Singaporeans serve willingly out of a sense of duty, and also a sense that the system 
is fair. Every citizen does his part, and nobody can dodge his responsibility to serve 
without severe legal and social sanctions. The Government will strenuously uphold 
the National Service system, and preserve its fairness and equity. This is essential to 
maintain  the  commitment  that  Singaporeans  have  shown  over  four  decades  of 
National Service.
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