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Why 
full-time 

NS can’t be 
shortened

The skills conscripts are expected 
to acquire dictate the time needed to 
train them well and, more important-
ly, train them safely. This in turn de-
termines the length of full-time NS. 

IT CAN’T BE HURRIED

Training to such a high standard can-
not be rushed. While technology can 
indeed be a force multiplier in allow-
ing more to be done with fewer men, 

A certain 
amount of 
inefficiency 
in NS might 
actually be 
desirable ... 
Unit cohesion 
is not 
generally built 
during the 
intensity of 
action, but in 
the boredom 
of daily 
routine.

Continued from page 10 it can also be a double-edged sword 
as its complexity also demands more 
extensive training. 

Technology-assisted training can 
mitigate this, but a learning curve still 
remains because of the technological 
sophistication of the equipment used. 
There are often multiple levels of in-
struction before overall proficiency is 
attained. Furthermore, these skills 
have to be applied in cooperation with 
others — within the unit, and the unit 
itself with others in a larger formation. 

Acquiring group — in addition to 
individual — competency takes time. 
Rushing through the different phas-
es of training may result in the boxes 
being ticked on paper but an ineffec-
tively trained soldier, as well as unit, 
in reality. 

Training also needs to be sequen-
tial and incremental for reasons of 
safety. Often a new experience unlike 
any other, military service can be 
emotionally and physically challeng-
ing. Assuming a soldier can transit 
seamlessly between roles without al-
lowing sufficient time for the transi-
tion to take place can be dangerous. 

Full-time NS is therefore intention-
ally incrementally structured, even if 
this requires more time. For example, 
the Physical Training Phase to help 
recruits meet the fitness standards of 
military service is almost as long as 
Basic Military Training itself.

THE UTILITY OF ‘WASTED’ TIME

While the SAF should investigate if 
there is any basis to the claim that 
NS training is excessively inefficient, 
a certain amount of inefficiency in NS 
might actually be desirable. 

An apparent inefficient use of time 
can, perhaps somewhat counter-intu-
itively, provide opportunities for ca-
maraderie to be built. Esprit de corps 
is developed through shared experi-
ences; war or intense physical action 
typically comes to mind. But a com-
mon refrain heard, at least since the 
World War I, is that war, and by ex-
tension military service, is actually 
mainly boredom punctuated by brief 
moments of sheer terror.

This reality of military service sug-
gests unit cohesion is not generally 
built during the intensity of action, for 
this is limited — but in the boredom 
of daily routine when soldiers interact 
and bond with one another while en-
gaged in the mundane, or while await-
ing orders. 

Arguably, it is precisely because 
men are not busy with demanding 
tasks that they can afford the time 
and attention to actually get to know 
one another at a deeper level. These 
“wasteful” pockets of time also allow 
individuals to decompress during the 
intensity of training. 

The value of periods of idle time 
must be appreciated. What may ap-
pear to be a waste of time may not ac-
tually be so. 

The regularity of calls for full-time 
NS to be shortened suggests their sup-
porting arguments and assumptions 
have not been adequately addressed. 
Engaging them is important because 
ensuring that there is common agree-
ment on — or at the very least, under-
standing of — why full-time NS can-
not be shorter is crucial to securing 
commitment to it. 

It is crucial that this discussion 
acknowledges the practical objec-
tives of NS and the constraints it 
faces in achieving them. Until Sing-
apore’s defence policy changes — an 
important but separate issue for dis-
cussion — the length of full-time NS 
will always be guided by these prac-
tical considerations.
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