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SAF reorganising to tackle  
challenge of hybrid warfare
KELLY NG
kellyng@mediacorp.com.sg

SINGAPORE — Against the backdrop of 
a shrinking military force and neigh-
bouring countries boosting their de-
fence budgets, Singapore is mod-
ernising its defence systems and 
gearing up to meet the challenge of  
hybrid warfare.

Besides boosting the existing fleet 
of motorised vessels in the air force 
and navy, new unmanned systems for 
land will also be introduced, said De-
fence Minister Ng Eng Hen in a media 
interview last Friday ahead of Singa-
pore Armed Forces (SAF) Day today.

The proportion of motorised vehi-
cles in the army will go up from the 
current 25 per cent to 50 per cent and 
could increase even more, he added. 

“Demography is our largest chal-
lenge,” he said, noting that the number 
of conscripts will fall by a third in the 
next 15 years. But the SAF’s strategy 
has never been to compete on num-
bers, he said.

 “That would be the weakest basis 
to compete because that’s what we 
lack. But it’s always been with supe-
rior skills and knowledge, intelligence, 
information and technology.”

The SAF is also looking at new in-
fantry vehicles and ships that combine 
both manned and unmanned systems 
which the lean force can optimise to its 
advantage, he said. For instance, the 

singapore ‘must rise to protect its interests’

Accreditation for skills picked up 
during NS in the works: MINDEF 
SINGAPORE — Full-time National Ser-
vicemen (NSFs) may see smoother 
transitions into the civilian workforce 
as the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) 
looks to accredit leadership, technical 
and specialist skills picked up over 
their two-year NS stints. Vocations 
that could benefit from this move in-
clude signal operators, soldiers who 
serve as transport operators and 
those in the medical field, such as SAF 
combat medics. 

The Ministry of Defence (MINDEF) 
is working with the Singapore Work-
force Development Agency (WDA) 
to finalise the training institutes and 
courses that will be accredited, and 
more details will be released over the 
next year. The accreditation process 
for each course will take about six 
months and consist of three phases, in-
cluding matching the training syllabus 
to relevant domains within industries. 

From November, enhanced career 
and education fairs organised by MIN-
DEF and the Ministry of Home Affairs 
(MHA) will also allow NSFs to interact 

Deferment of National Service (NS)  
has to be based on a “national mandate” 
whereby the applicant in question can 
“bring honour to the country”, and the 
Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) will not 
grant deferment on personal grounds,  
said Defence Minister Ng Eng Hen.

The issue of NS deferment had come 
under the spotlight recently in the wake of 
Singapore’s best-ever performance at the 
recent South-east Asian (SEA) Games. 

Singapore National Olympic Council 
president Tan Chuan-Jin, who is also Social 
and Family Development Minister, had said 
the council wants to work with the Ministry 
of Defence to provide the country’s top 
male athletes with more flexibility when 
performing their NS duties.

Touching on this issue during his annual 

SAF day interview, Dr Ng said: “If you 
allow some to be deferred or disrupted 
for personal needs, then it becomes unfair 
for the others … everyone would say, well, 
I would like to finish my education first. 
So, the general principle is ... if there are 
exceptional circumstances, or persons 
who need that time to train or to pursue 
their passion and they can bring honour 
to Singapore. So, it (has to be) a national 
mandate, then we will consider it.” 

Dr Ng also said 24 pre-enlistees were 
granted shorter-term deferment for the 
SEA Games, while over 30 full-time 
National Servicemen did their NS, but  
were given time to train as well.

“We have to be both flexible as well as 
fair, because if we are too flexible, then it 
becomes unfair,” he added. KELLY NG 

NS dEfERmENt GRANtEd IN ‘ExcEPtIONAL 
cIRcumStANcES’: dEfENcE mINIStER 

with a wider pool of prospective em-
ployers and education institutions. 

Skills accreditation and enhanced 
career fairs are among the Commit-
tee to Strengthen National Service’s 
(CSNS) raft of 30 proposals, 12 of which 
have been rolled out since June last 
year. They include increasing the num-
ber of regular trainers at the Basic Mili-
tary Training Centre and the establish-
ment of the SAF Volunteer Corps. 

To boost fitness standards of pre-
enlistees, about 1,000 male students 
at four post-secondary education in-
stitutions will undergo more rigorous 
physical fitness programmes and as-
sessments. Weaker students at the In-
stitute of Technical Education Colleges 
East and West will undergo up to three 
more physical training sessions weekly. 
Anderson Junior College and Temasek 
Polytechnic will have more staff to help 
students manage their fitness.

MINDEF also announced that F-16 
fighter jets will be equipped with new 
radars with a longer detection range, 
weapons such as laser-guided bombs 

that strike with greater precision, 
and modern missiles that can engage 
a wider range of air threats. 

Advanced helmet-mounted dis-
plays that project flight, targeting and 
cueing information in front of the pi-
lot will enhance situational awareness 
and flight safety. This upgrade pro-
gramme, understood to be the largest 
in the 46-year history of the Republic of 
Singapore Air Force (RSAF), will start 
next year and be completed by 2022.

The ministry did not say how much 
it would cost. The Pentagon’s Defence 
Security Cooperation Agency said the 
United States State Department has 
approved arms sales of US$2.56 billion 
(S$3.5 billion) for the upgrade. 

The F-16s entered service in 1998 
and have been deployed in RSAF’s 
war games at home and overseas. 
They are also flown by the RSAF’s 
aerial display team, the Black Knights. 
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recently acquired Unmanned Aerial 
Vehicles, artillery systems and lean 
frigates can be operated with a frac-
tion of the manpower their predeces-
sors required.

“(It’s about) integrating systems 
so you have multiplier effects, (with) 
small teams which are able to see first 

and effect quicker, and able to call on 
the resources of the army, the air 
force, and the navy at one time.”

Dr Ng said that based on projections 
until 2050, there is no need to extend 
the two-year National Service stint or 
make it obligatory for women “at this 
point in time”. “But it does mean our 
systems will require national service-
men to do more things (and) take on 
higher responsibilities,” he said.

The SAF’s efforts to overhaul its 
systems have also allowed more reg-
ulars and national servicemen — in-
cluding those who are less combat-fit 
— to be deployed in areas which re-
quire more intelligence, such as the 
Cyber-Defence Operations Hub set 
up two years ago. The Ministry of De-
fence will scale up deployment in cy-
ber operations as the threat of hybrid 
wars rise, Dr Ng said.

As a small country and an open 
economy subject to varying influenc-
es, Singapore is particularly suscepti-
ble to hybrid warfare, he said, adding 
that the SAF has already begun to re-
organise and acquire new capabilities 
to meet this challenge.

“It can cripple your systems. It can 
steal your secrets. It can give misin-
formation to your people so that it af-
fects morale. This is exactly what we 
saw … in Ukraine and Crimea.”

Dr Ng highlighted rising nationalism 
among Asian countries — particularly 
large economies such as China, India 

and Indonesia — as another challenge, 
noting that defence-spending in the re-
gion has outstripped Europe.

“The clarion call is that our coun-
try must rise, our country must pro-
tect our interests. In that context, the 
very optimism that this is an Asian 
century (where) you are able to deter-
mine your own future and you have 
harnessed bigger resources for your 
own nation ... But obviously, things can 
also go wrong, as it has in Europe, and 
other parts of the world … When that 
happens, small countries suffer first 
and predominantly.”

As a small country with a “pri-
marily-deterrent” military, Singa-
pore maintains close relationships 
with neighbouring countries, he said. 
“Whether it is the Malaysian Armed 
Forces or Tentara Nasional Indonesia 
(Indonesian National Armed Forces), 
they are close interactions that we do 
… many of the (transnational) problems 
will mean we have to do it collabora-
tively with other militaries,” he said.

While the SAF must continue to 
transform its systems to manage new 
challenges in complex environments, 
Dr Ng stressed that it is important for 
younger soldiers to identify with the 
ethos of a strong defence force.

Singapore’s pioneer soldiers, hav-
ing undergone suppression under the 
colonial rule and Japanese Occupa-
tion, were “thoroughly convicted” that 
Singapore has to be defended. The 
same resolve and grit must be passed 
on to future generations, he said.

“These bitter and painful lessons 
they experienced first-hand etched in 
them a deep conviction … they learnt 
that you can only own what you can 
defend. If you can’t defend it, you don’t 
own it … It was a simple, clear, funda-
mental tenet of living that they learnt.”

Dr Ng Eng Hen 
(picture) said the 
SAF must manage 
new challenges 
in complex 
environments. 
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Vocations that 
may benefit  
from the change

Signal operators
Soldiers who 

serve as transport 
operators

NSFs in the 
medical field,  
such as SAF  
combat medics


