
INTRODUCTION

The ability to carry out full spectrum operations 

means that the SAF has to remain well trained in 

conventional war fighting, coalition operations as well 

as OOTW.  In 2005, Mr Teo Chee Hean, then Minister 

for Defence, highlighted in a speech at SAFTI Military 

Institute that in addition to honing the conventional 

war fighting skill set, “3rd Generation SAF officers 

must be prepared for a wider spectrum of operations. 

They will have to operate with other national security 

and civil agencies, with coalition partners, with Non-

Government Organisations (NGO) in the glare of the 

global media.”1  

The question whether full spectrum operations is 

a viable strategic posture for the SAF or having to 

choose any one of the component military operational 

skill sets needs to be answered at both a needs as 

well as a resource perspective. 

This essay will take into account the mission 

statement of MINDEF and the SAF, “to enhance 

Singapore's peace and security through deterrence 

and diplomacy, and should these fail, to secure a 

swift and decisive victory over the aggressor.”2

Let’s look at the argument that maintaining 

full spectrum operations is a necessity rather than 

a question of viability. It would only be foolhardy 

for the SAF to choose to focus on any one of the 

military operational skill sets. Despite the necessity 

for the SAF to maintain full spectrum operations, 

the budget allocation for MINDEF in the future years 

will face pressures from other needs of the Singapore 
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Abstract: 

The author states that the ability to carry out full spectrum operations means that the Singapore Armed Forces 
(SAF) has to remain well trained in conventional war fighting, coalition operations as well as Operations Other 
Than War (OOTW). He also points out that Singapore’s diplomatic relations with other countries would be very 
significant for her defence. He highlights how being full spectrum capable would deter opposing forces to attack 
Singapore. His essay takes into account the mission statement of the Ministry of Defence (MINDEF) and the SAF, 
“to enhance Singapore's peace and security through deterrence and diplomacy, and should these fail, to secure 
a swift and decisive victory over the aggressor.” The author concludes that for MINDEF and the SAF to achieve 
its mission it is necessary for the SAF to maintain the strategic posture of full spectrum operations. However, 
he is aware that the ability for the SAF to maintain full spectrum operations in the future would depend on the 
resources available to MINDEF. In the near future, the budget allocated to MINDEF will inevitably face increasing 
pressures from social development sectors. In the long run, MINDEF and the SAF will need to continue to build 
on the public trust and to be prudent in the spending of the tax dollar.
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Figure 2: Coalition Operations & OOTWFigure 1: SAF Mission
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population and the SAF would need to continue to 

build on the public trust and find innovative and 

creative means to reap greater returns on each defence 

dollar spent. From the mission statement, it is easy to 

understand that the SAF seeks to ensure Singapore’s 

peace and security via a three-pronged strategy – (1) 

deterrence, (2) diplomacy and (3) a swift and decisive 

victory as seen in Figure 1.

Participating in these missions is as much 
about showing competence of the SAF 
as it is about sharing skills or building 
patterns of operational predictability 
and communication. 

DETRRENCE

The concept of military deterrence is the use of 

threats by one state to convince another to refrain 

from initiating a specific military action.3  The 

Director of Military Sciences at the Royal United 

Services Institute, Michael Codner, argued that 

military deterrence could only be achieved when the 

user state has established the perception of capability 

to deliver a military outcome. The perception of will 

and reputation of the ability to implement intentions 

effectively are also important elements of military 

deterrence.4 For the SAF to achieve deterrence over 

potential aggressors, there is a need to participate 

in coalition operations and OOTW. In these missions, 

these soldiers serve as ambassadors for the nation. 

The soldiers’ vigilance, skill and adaptability in 

unfamiliar environments enhance the SAF's reputation 

as a professional outfit.5 Through positive displays, 

the SAF can build a positive reputation which would 

act as deterrence against potential aggressors.  

Participating in these missions is as much about 

showing competence of the SAF as it is about sharing 

skills or building patterns of operational predictability 

and communication.6

DIPLOMACy

Defence diplomacy serves specific foreign and 

security policy objectives. It creates sustainable co-

operative relationships, thereby building trust and 

facilitating conflict prevention.7 Mr. Kwa Chong Guan, 

Head of External Programmes at the S. Rajaratnam 

School of International Studies (RSIS), described that 

defence diplomacy had become an important tool of 

a state’s foreign and security policy, a result of rising 
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reliance and appreciation among states of multilateral 

avenues to discuss security issues both at the regional 

and international levels.8 The valuable contributions 

of SAF personnel in coalition 

operations and OOTW reflect 

the transnational nature of 

the security challenges we 

now face.  Such operations 

allow the SAF to further 

selected international agendas that the SAF is unable 

to carry out alone. The Operation Blue Sapphire (OBS) 

missions to the Gulf of Aden to combat piracy is an 

example of the SAF protecting Singapore’s interests 

as part of the larger international agenda. Lieutenant 

Colonel (LTC) Richard Lim, then Deputy Commander of 

the Combined Task Force 151 to the Gulf of Aden in 

2010, aptly argued that:

“The deployment of a Task Group to an area 4,000 

nm from home could not have more strongly 

underscored Singapore’s oft-stated position that 

ensuring maritime security in the key waterways 

of the world cannot be the province of any State 

acting alone. Rather, it requires the commitment 

of all stakeholders including littoral states, 

user states, industry as well as members of the 

international community.”9

In today's interconnected world, it is expected that 

all countries must do their part to maintain security 

and stability and Singapore is a responsible member 

of the international community.10 Participating in 

both coalition and OOTW missions allows for the 

SAF to not only become a respected member of the 

international defence community but also to punch 

above her weight and keep the major powers engaged 

in the region to promote stability.11 

SWIFT AND DECISIVE VICTORy

The ability to ensure a victory in any conflict and to 

protect the country’s interests is the bread and butter 

Figure 3: Conventional War Fighting

of any armed force.12 Caspar Weinberger, the Secretary 

of Defence to President Ronald Regan, argued in a 

speech in 1984 that the assurance of the nation’s 

survival and protection of 

its interests lies solely on 

its armed forces and its 

security policy.13 The SAF 

is no different and hence 

the SAF needs to always be 

well trained in conventional 

war fighting. Singapore has structural vulnerabilities 

stemming from its small size in landmass, population 

and virtual lack of natural resources.14 For the 

SAF to engage an aggressor in a protracted war is 

disadvantageous. Given these preconditions, the need 

for the SAF to be able to achieve a swift and decisive 

victory is one of necessity and basic survival.  

CAN SAF AFFORD TO CHOOSE JUST ONE OF 
THE MILITARy OPERATIONAL SKILL SETS?

From the use of the term “should these fail” 

in SAF’s mission statement, one can infer that the 

“swift and decisive victory” is viewed a last resort. 

Some may argue that the SAF can just rely on this 

‘last resort’ and focus wholly on the conventional war 

fighting skill set. This strategic posture is not viable 

Given these preconditions, the need 
for the SAF to be able to achieve a 
swift and decisive victory is one of 
necessity and basic survival. 
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as Singapore would only rely on a single method to 

guard her national interests and sovereignty. In the 

event of a war or conflict and the SAF is called upon 

to utilise its conventional war fighting skill set, the 

ramifications on Singapore’s economy and population 

would be far reaching. Unlike other geographically 

larger countries where parts of the country are able to 

function normally despite an ongoing war, Singapore’s 

lack of strategic depth means that the whole country 

will be affected—the economy will grind to a halt and 

almost half the population will be mobilised for the 

war effort. Singapore might win the war, but damage 

to Singaporean’s way of life would take generations 

to recover. It is highly doubtful that any Singaporean 

would support such a strategy. Given the drastic 

consequences and the difficulty of recovery in a war 

scenario, it would be in our interests to avoid getting 

into war as far as possible. In the name of ‘prevention 

is better than cure’, it would make sense to build up 

layers of buffers via deterrence and diplomacy.

As much as we devote our efforts to prevent a war 

scenario, we cannot entirely eliminate the possibility 

of war. We still need to be prepared for that non-

zero probability of a war scenario. Moreover, it is not 

feasible for the SAF just to focus on either coalition 

operations or OOTW and forgo the conventional war 

fighting skill set.  As argued earlier, the ability to 

ensure a victory in any conflict is the bread and butter 

of any armed forces in the world. If the SAF loses 

this ability, the SAF will be merely an empty shell, 

trying to achieve deterrence or diplomacy without 

any real substance. If the SAF chooses this scenario, 

potential adversaries, even those with rudimentary 

intelligence gathering capability, will notice that the 

SAF’s deterrence and diplomacy is not premised on 

something concrete and substantial. The strategy of 

forgoing the SAF’s conventional war fighting skill set 

would be bound to fail.

THE RESOURCE CHALLENGE

Every year, MINDEF gets a significant portion of 

the Singapore Budget.  MINDEF was allocated S$12.08 

billion in FY2011 and S$12.3 billion in FY2012, 

approximately a quarter of the government’s annual 

expenditure, towards achieving its mission.16 While 

the MINDEF budget is capped at 6% of the national 

gross domestic product (GDP), the MINDEF budget 

Figure 4: Percentage of Government Expenditure in FY2011.15
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since 2002 had typically been between 4.5% and 5% of 

the GDP, growing by about 4% annually on average.17  

The steady defence budget over the years, through 

both good and difficult economic times, sends a 

strong signal of Singapore’s commitment to defence 

and ensures that the SAF is always well prepared to 

confront security challenges. 

Over the last couple of years, there have been 

calls for a moderation in MINDEF’s share of the annual 

budget. During the 2012 Committee of Supply Debate 

in Parliament, Mr. Pritnam Singh who is a Workers 

Party Member of Parliament (MP) for Aljunied Group 

Representation Constituency (GRC), brought up the 

possibility for some of MINDEF’s budget to be spent 

on social security instead:

“… the security architecture in the region, 

in particular Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN), and the relationship between 

the militaries in the region gives reason to be 

relatively positive about the low probability of 

outright military conflict breaking out in the 

region. This is especially in view of the national 

resources expended towards defence diplomacy 

in particular… the paradigm that defines the 

strategic environment, especially between our 

immediate neighbours appears to be entering 

a new phase of stability. This will inevitably 

increase the pressure on the government to 

reduce the defence budget for uses, such as 

health and education.”19

There is an increasing perception by members of 

the Singaporean public that Singapore is in no danger 

of being attacked by a foreign aggressor. In addition 

to Mr. Pritnam Singh’s comment in Parliament, the 

discussions on various online blogs and forums 

have echoed a growing sentiment that the MINDEF 

budget should be reduced. Given Singapore’s ageing 

population, it is understandable that there will be 

growing pressures for more expenditure to be allocated 

towards social spending. The Ministry of Health, 

for example, would require a higher expenditure as 

Singapore strives to keep healthcare affordable for 

the growing number of elderly Singaporeans.20   

For full spectrum operations to continue to remain 

a viable strategic posture for the SAF, there has to 

be sufficient resources for MINDEF to undertake 

efforts in all three military operational skill sets. 

The competition for a slice of the Singapore Budget 

will undoubtedly place pressures on MINDEF in the 

coming years. The commonly held perception is 

that militaries around the world are reducing their 

budgets and Singapore should do the same, especially 

with favourable regional atmospherics. In 2011, 62 

countries reported a decrease in military spending 

due to austerity and deficit-reduction measures in 

the wake of the global financial and economic crisis 

that broke in 2008.22 18 European countries have seen 

Figure 5: Spending on Defence since 2006.18
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real-terms falls of more than 10% in military spending 

since 2008.23 Even the largest two spenders in Europe, 

the United Kingdom (UK) and Germany, plan further 

cuts of at least 7.5% through till 2015.24   

For MINDEF and the SAF to ensure that 
full spectrum operations continue to be 
a viable strategic posture for the SAF, 
the SAF has to both enhance its public 
trust, as well as to learn to increase 
efficiency to do more with less. 

This common perception is inaccurate as the major 

countries in Asia have been increasing their defence 

spending over the past five years, even during the 

economic downturn. This trend is unlike to change 

especially with the various territorial disputes, such as 

the Spratly Islands and Diaoyu Islands, in the region. 

Singapore’s defence expenditure, apart from 

allowing the SAF to ensure mission success, also 

has a huge signaling effect on the defence watchers 

as well as countries in the region. MINDEF’s annual 

budget allocation is a publicly available number 

and a downward trend to the budget may give the 

impression that Singapore is changing her attitude 

towards the defence of the nation. In the medium to 

long term, this impression will make us potentially 

more vulnerable. 

For MINDEF and the SAF to ensure that full 

spectrum operations continue to be a viable strategic 

posture for the SAF, the SAF has to both enhance its 

public trust, as well as to learn to increase efficiency 

to do more with less.  

The public trust in the SAF spending its budget 

prudently is essential for the SAF to maintain full 

spectrum operations. If this public trust was lost, 

it would be difficult for the government, regardless 

of the political will, to allocate MINDEF and the SAF 

with a sufficient budget to maintain full spectrum 

operations and to achieve its mission. Minister for 

Defence, Dr Ng Eng Hen, has also reiterated this in 

the 2012 Committee of Supply debate.25  

Figure 6: Growth in Defence Spending since 2000.21
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It is also possible that in the coming years, the 

budget allocated to MINDEF will be reduced in either 

real or absolute terms. The MINDEF portion of the 

budget may also be capped at the lower value than 

the current 6%. MINDEF and the SAF would have to 

increase the efficiency of the allocated budget to 

achieve its mission. Through creativity, innovation 

and education, the SAF can refine its processes and 

doctrines to reap a greater return on each defence 

dollar spent. New training pedagogies can also 

be explored to ensure that SAF personnel remains 

well trained and “prepared for a wider spectrum of 

operations to operate with other national security 

and civil agencies, with coalition partners, with NGOs 

in the glare of the global media.”26

CONCLUSION

For the MINDEF and the SAF to achieve its 

mission, it is a necessity for the SAF to maintain 

the strategic posture of full spectrum operations. 

Electing to choose and focus on just one of the 

military operational skill set would be foolhardy 

and ultimately disastrous for Singapore, especially 

in times of need. The ability for the SAF to maintain 

full spectrum operations in the future would 

depend on the resources available to MINDEF. In the 

near future, the budget allocated to MINDEF will 

inevitably face increasing pressures from social 

development sectors. MINDEF and the SAF will need 

to continue to build on the public trust and to 

be prudent in the spending of the tax dollar.  In 

addition, there will be an increasing need for the 

SAF to find ways to reap a greater return on each 

defence dollar spent.
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