
INTRODUCTION 

As a small island city-state with a lack of geographic 

strategic depth and little natural resources to buffer 

against exigencies, Singapore’s approach to defence is 

shaped by both the unique circumstances surrounding 

our country’s independence and the geostrategic 

limitations we face. To this end, Singapore has 

invested heavily in developing a technologically-

advanced and capable military, the SAF, to defend her 

strategic interests and ensure her peace and security.

While the conventional threats to the city-state 

have not changed, the challenges facing the world—

and the Asia-Pacific region in particular—mean that 

the SAF cannot afford to stand still. As such, to 

ensure that the SAF continues to be effective in its 

role as the defender of Singapore’s sovereignty and 

territorial integrity, it is necessary to understand the 

future challenges facing the SAF and assess how the 

SAF can evolve to address them.

NON-TRADITIONAL TRANSNATIONAL 
SECURITY CHALLENGES

The increased interconnectedness brought 

about by globalisation has redefined the nature of 

security threats that countries can expect to face 

today. Transnational security threats of the modern 

era such as terrorist groups, piracy networks and 

the like are evolving and will continue to pose 

challenges to the SAF. In addition, developments in 

the security landscape have necessitated the SAF to 

progress towards a full-spectrum integrated force 

with capabilities to conduct Operations Other Than 

War (OOTW) such as Humanitarian Assistance and 

Disaster Relief (HADR) operations and Peace Support 

Operations (PSO).  
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Global Terrorism

The events of 9/11 in New York and Washington 

in 2001 demonstrated the global reach of terrorism 

and blurred the distinction between international 

and domestic security. In response to the attacks, 

the United States (US) led an international coalition 

on the Global War of Terror (GWOT) against Al-Qaeda 

in Afghanistan and Iraq in an effort to degrade its 

capabilities and curb international terrorism. And, 

while there has been a substantial decline in the 

number of worldwide terrorist attacks since 2007, 

conclusions on the success of the GWOT have been 

mixed and global terrorism continues to evolve.1

Today, the threat from terrorist groups is 

geographically diffused, from a diverse array of 

actors, and it is proving to be both resilient and 

adaptive to counterterrorism efforts.2 In addition, the 

global jihadist movement continues to decentralise 

swiftly and now covers a broad swath of territory 

from the Indian Subcontinent, across the Middle East 

and the Levant, and throughout northern Africa.3  

Terrorist groups today are keeping pace with the 

advances in internet technology and social media so 

as to leverage on said platforms to perpetuate their 

extremist ideology and encourage individuals to act 

independently in support of their global movement. 

Consequently, this has led to the rise of ‘home-grown’, 

self-radicalised domestic terrorists such as Major Nidal 

Hasan, who was prosecuted for the 2009 Fort Hood 

shooting, and the Tsarnaev brothers, perpetrators of 

the Boston Marathon bombing in April 2013. However, 

while the use of internet by terrorist groups to spread 

their ideologies is not new, it is the strategic and 

highly exploitative use of social media technologies 

by emerging terrorist groups such as the Islamic State 

(IS), which has allowed terrorism to fester even more 

rapidly than before.4 And, with increasing findings 

and reports of self-radicalised local citizens leaving 

for Syria to join the IS’s cause, there is fear that these 

returning fighters will seek to launch terrorist attacks 

in their own homeland.

However, the maritime security landscape 
will continue to evolve. As such, similar 
to dealing with global terrorism, the 
evolving maritime threat environment 
will have to be addressed through greater 
inter-agency cooperation, international 
collaborations and improved information 
sharing.

Given that the transnational terrorism’s centre of 

gravity lies outside Singapore, a stove-piped approach 

to internal security and external defence will no 

longer work. As such, the SAF has undertaken various 

approaches, both internationally and domestically, to 

counter the threat of terrorism. Internationally, the 

SAF has supported the US efforts in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, and enhanced inter-military cooperation and 

collaboration in collective action against terrorism 

through existing defence co-operation frameworks 

such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus (ADMM+). 

Domestically, the SAF has sought to enhance her 

domestic peace-time counter terrorism capabilities. 

These include amending the SAF Act in 2007 to give 

the SAF additional powers against potential terror 

suspects, the setting-up of the Special Operations 

Task Force in 2009 equipped with the capabilities 

and equipment for peacetime contingencies, and the 

strengthening of interoperability between multiple 

agencies such as the Singapore Police Force through 

the Northstar series of exercises.5

Moving forward, Singapore continues to recognise 

the geographically-diffused nature of terrorism and 
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Special Operations Task Force soldiers conducting an assault on terrorists during a training exercise.
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the need for the international community to work 

closely to counter this threat. As such, the SAF 

will have to continue leveraging upon its defence 

co-operation frameworks so as to seek long-term 

and sustainable solutions to address regional and 

international terrorism issues. With Singapore 

currently looking at how it can be a preferred partner 

in the fight against emerging terrorist organisations 

such as the Islamic State, future participation by 

the SAF in coalition-led efforts is also possible.6 

In this regard, the SAF will have to keep pace with 

developments in counter-terrorism capabilities while 

ever-strengthening its interoperability with foreign 

militaries through exercises such as the Joint Counter 

Terrorism exercise conducted together with the 

Indonesian National Defence Forces.7

To deter the rise of self-radicalised ‘home grown’ 

terrorists, the SAF must continue to work closely with 

inter-governmental agencies in the area of intelligence 

sharing and in building psychological resilience against 

terrorism through Singapore’s Total Defence framework. 

To this end, the SAF must continue to actively leverage 

on the use of social media as a platform to provide 

counter-narratives against terrorist ideologies and 

shape Singaporean’s confidence in the SAF’s capabilities 

to deal with the evolving terrorist threats.

Global Maritime Security

Singapore is highly dependent on its strategic 

location along key sea lanes of communication for 

trade and commerce. As such, Singapore has an interest 

in preserving freedom of navigation and the safety of 

international shipping, and in combating threats at 

sea such as piracy and maritime terrorism. However, 

due to the trans-boundary nature of these threats and 

the recognition that no one country or agency is 

able to tackle the full range of maritime security 
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issues by itself, countries have banded together 

to secure these sea lanes despite differences in 

political outlook and national interests.8

For Singapore, the SAF has played an active role 

in supporting the international fight against piracy 

since 2009 through the deployment of task groups 

under the ambit of the multinational Combined Task 

Force 151 in the Gulf of Aden. Regionally, the SAF has 

contributed to maritime security efforts in the Strait 

of Malacca through initiatives such as the Malacca 

Strait Patrols and the setting up of the Republic of 

Singapore Navy's Information Fusion Centre (IFC).9

However, the maritime security landscape will 

continue to evolve. As such, similar to dealing 

with global terrorism, the evolving maritime threat 

environment will have to be addressed through 

The 145-strong task group from the SAF patrolling the Gulf of Aden in 2012.
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greater inter-agency cooperation, international 

collaborations and improved information sharing. As 

the SAF seeks to leverage on the capabilities of IFC 

in this regard, there is a need for the SAF to address 

the concerns and risks of information management 

and sharing. In addition, the SAF would have to 

create information sharing systems to facilitate 

interoperability among information-sharing partners. 

Lastly, the SAF will have to sustain the environment 

of mutual trust so as to promote integration among 

information-sharing partners. 

Operations Other Than War

Since 1970, the SAF has participated in a number 

of UN peace support operations and HADR missions 

at both regional and international levels. This is 

driven by the belief that the UN is an important 

institution for upholding international peace and 
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order, and in providing humanitarian assistance 

to countries in need.10 With the increased inter-

connectedness of economies, the effects arising 

from natural disasters and pandemics can have 

global consequences. A case in point has been 

seen in the spread of the Ebola virus—a disease 

which before 2014 was mostly confined to remote 

African villages, but has since gone global and is 

now sparking fear in financial markets.11 As such, 

the transnational nature of these global events 

has drawn the attention of various international 

organisations, states and their militaries.

The role of the military in OOTW has increased 

because disasters such as Hurricane Katrina and the 

Asian Tsunami have highlighted how useful certain 

military capabilities, such as strategic airlift and 

sealift, can be when first responders find themselves 

overwhelmed. In June 2010, the defence ministers of 

New Zealand, Chile and Malaysia forcefully addressed 

the Shangri-La Dialogue, calling for disciplined and 

well-equipped forces that are able to bring relief at 

short notice.12 OOTW capabilities, especially in the 

area of HADR, are therefore increasingly becoming a 

core task for defence forces. 

The SAF recognises the increasing role of the 

military in OOTW and is investing in the development of 

full spectrum capabilities as part of its 3rd Generation 

transformation. However, operational and defence 

relations challenges in building up such capabilities 

remain. Firstly, the expeditionary nature of deployment 

for OOTW demands that the SAF posseses a high-level of 

operational readiness in both conventional and OOTW 

capabilities. As such, additional resource investments 

in manpower, equipment and training have to be made 

SAF personnel unloading relief supplies following Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines in 2013.
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due to fundamental differences between the two 

capabilities. Secondly, OOTW, especially in the area 

of HADR, continues to be a predominantly civilian 

function. As such, international norms may place 

limitations on the use of foreign military assets and 

thereby limit the extent to which the SAF can project 

its assistance. Thirdly, a multi-national effort is 

often required in responding to HADR operations and 

this poses challenges in the area of interoperability. 

Lastly, the projection of military forces across 

national and cultural borders will require the SAF to 

build up the cultural quotient of our people so that 

personnel are sensitive to the cultural nuances of the 

local community as they execute their operations.

To address the first challenge, the SAF needs 

to consider how it can synergise commonalities 

between conventional and OOTW capabilities amidst 

the finite resources that it possesses. These areas 

of commonality could include equipment, logistics 

systems and processes, and command and control 

infrastructure and linkages. At the organisational 

level, organisation structures can also be tweaked to 

facilitate seamless transition between conventional 

and OOTW operations. In addressing the second 

challenge, the SAF must equip its war-fighters with a 

clear understanding of its role as the first responders 

in HADR missions and on how military capabilities for 

HADR have to be translated in the civilian context 

so as to eventually allow for the smooth handover 

of relief operations to civilian agencies. To address 

the third challenge, the SAF must continue to 

strengthen its defence relations and cooperation 

with foreign militaries to enhance interoperability 

in HADR operations. In this regard, the conduct of 

the first Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief 

and Military Medicine exercise in 2013 by the ADMM+ 

group and the set-up of the Changi Regional HADR 

Coordination Centre (RHCC) in 2014 were first steps 

towards achieving this.13 Finally, in strengthening 

the cultural quotient of its warfighters, the SAF 

can continue to leverage on the cultural exposure 

opportunities provided by its numerous overseas 

detachments and exercises.

REGIONAL GEOPOLITICAL CHALLENGES

The Asian-Pacific region has seen significant 

developments in its geopolitical landscape in recent 

years. China is asserting its influence in the region 

and has increased its pursuit of territorial claims in 

the East China and South China seas. Meanwhile, the 

US under the Obama administration, announced in 

2011 that it is shifting its strategic ‘pivot’ from the 

Middle East to Asia so as to expand and consolidate 

its significant role in the Asia-Pacific, particularly in 

the southern part of the region.14 

As such, Singapore, moving forward, will 
need to retain its relevance by seeking 
to facilitate this re-balancing of US-
China presence in the region. Specifically 
in the area of defence diplomacy, the 
SAF will need to continue investing in 
multilateral dialogues and security and 
diplomatic co-operation to address 
issues of shared concern between the 
US, China and ASEAN.

Reactions to these developments by ASEAN 

members have been mixed, with those involved in 

territorial disputes with China expressing relief at 

the renewed engagement of the US, while others 

warn of the need to avoid tensions with China as the 

US re-engages the Asia-Pacific. Nonetheless, ASEAN 

countries have mostly sought to avoid siding openly 
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with the US or China.15 In the case of Singapore, 

Singapore’s Defence Minister Dr Ng Eng Hen has said 

that, “the US, as a resident power in the Asia-Pacific 

for the past 50 years, needs to continue that role as 

a stabilising force in the region.”16 As such, balancing 

the roles of Washington and Beijing in the Asia-Pacific 

region is an important goal of Singapore’s foreign 

policy.17

Singapore has enjoyed strong defence relations with 

the US and has supported the US military’s presence in 

the region through the provision of logistics support. 

In 2005, Singapore’s defence relationship with the US 

was elevated to a new level with the establishment 

of a formal strategic military partnership agreement.18 

However, the emergence of China’s influence in the 

region has not gone unnoticed. As such, after several 

decades of keeping Beijing at arm’s length, Singapore 

has, since 2000, gradually increased security and 

defence cooperation with China, including high-level 

dialogues and joint exercises.19

Moving forward, the SAF needs to 
continue to recognise the importance 
of helping Singaporeans understand 
the evolving security challenges facing 
Singapore, the need for the SAF to 
protect Singapore’s strategic interests 
and the relevance of NS.

While it is uncertain as to how US-China relations 

in the Asia-Pacific will evolve, Singapore’s Prime 

Minister Lee Hsien Loong believes that there is enough 

common ground for the US and China to accommodate 

each other.20 As such, Singapore, moving forward, will 

need to retain its relevance by seeking to facilitate 

this re-balancing of US-China presence in the region. 

Specifically in the area of defence diplomacy, the 

The first batch of the SAF Volunteer Corps reciting the national pledge at the end of their basic training.
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SAF will need to continue investing in multilateral 

dialogues and security and diplomatic co-operation to 

address issues of shared concern between the US, China 

and ASEAN. Such diplomatic platforms include groups 

such as the Five Power Defence Arrangements (FPDA), 

ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting-PLUS (ADMM+) and 

the ASEAN Regional Forum. By leveraging on these 

platforms, Singapore and the SAF can then deal with 

the US and China from a position of strength, without 

which it would be unable to do so.

THE CHALLENGE OF AN INCREASINGLY  
ARTICULATE POPULATION

Having lived in relative peace and prosperity 

since their country’s independence, Singaporeans 

have become increasingly expressive about their 

views towards national defence issues such as 

defence spending, the role of women in the SAF and 

the relevance of National Service (NS). This poses a 

challenge to the SAF as it seeks to engage a generation 

that is more articulate, technologically adept and IT 

savvy. To compound the challenge further, all full-

time National Servicemen by 2020 would have been 

born in the 21st century, raised in affluent Singapore, 

and have no direct memories of the country’s early 

struggles. As such, there is also a need for the SAF 

to ensure that the defence of Singapore and the 

institution of NS remain relevant and responsive to 

the new generation.  

The SAF recognises the need to engage 

Singaporeans on matters of defence and has sought 

to do so through social media platforms, community 

engagement programmes and partnership programmes 

with schools.21 In addition, the SAF has engaged 

Singaporeans on issues pertaining to the institution 

of NS through the Committee to Strengthen National 

Service (CSNS), which was set up in 2013 and has 

recently released its findings and recommendations. 

Various initiatives ranging from better vocational 

matching and recognition benefits, to the setting 

up of the SAF Volunteer Corps, were implemented 

following the CSNS recommendations. However, what 

is more notable is that these initiatives were a result 

of the collaborative effort in allowing Singaporeans 

to shape certain policies of the SAF.

Moving forward, the SAF needs to continue to 

recognise the importance of helping Singaporeans 

understand the evolving security challenges facing 

Singapore, the need for the SAF to protect Singapore’s 

strategic interests and the relevance of NS. In this 

regard, the SAF will need to continue developing the 

strategic narratives pertaining to Singapore’s defence 

and effectively communicate it through leveraging 

upon new advances in social media. Secondly, in 

ensuring that NS continues to be relevant and 

responsive to the new generation, the SAF must see 

through the implementation of all accepted CSNS 

recommendations. Lastly, to satisfy the needs of 

an increasingly articulate generation, the SAF must 

identify ways in which collaborative efforts can be 

taken to address key concerns that Singaporeans may 

have on Singapore’s national defence.

CONCLUSION

The developments over the past 15 years in the 

areas of non-traditional transnational security threats, 

regional geopolitics and an increasingly articulate 

Singaporean population have provided a glimpse to the 

challenges the SAF could face in the future. Through the 

build-up of new capabilities, strengthening of defence 

co-operation with foreign militaries and stepping-up 

of its engagement efforts with Singaporeans, the SAF 

will be able to address these challenges and continue 

to assure the peace and security of Singapore.   
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