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Introduction

Being small and potentially vulnerable (with neither natural resources nor strategic 

depth), Singapore has no illusion of being able to reshape the global or regional 

order. It has no choice but to pragmatically adapt to change in an international system 

where inter-state war is still conceivable. Despite the collapse of the global Cold War 

structure, the expansion of ASEAN from the original five to ten, and nascent East 

Asian regionalism, Singapore’s strategic culture is marked by profound continuity 

and an acute sense of vulnerability. Its consistent geo-political outlook is to welcome, 

support and facilitate a balance of power in East Asia in which no single regional state 

can dominate to ensure Singapore’s sovereignty, survival and prosperity.

Towards this end, Singapore prefers the US superpower to remain engaged in the region 

and has made available its military facilities to US fighter planes (on a rotational basis) 

and aircraft carriers for port visits at its Changi Naval Base.1 To Singapore, the rise 

of China and India per se is not problematic insofar as it is balanced by the US, Japan 

and a viable ASEAN. The city-state also favors the inclusion of India and Australia 

in the East Asian Summit even though China and Malaysia prefer the ASEAN Plus 

Three (APT) framework as the main vehicle for East Asian regionalism.

To compensate for its lack of strategic depth, self-sufficiency in food and water, and 

demographic weight (only five million in 2009), the city-state adopts the following 

security approach: diplomacy to win more friends and deterrence against potentially 

1 See “Singapore to allow greater US presence,” New York Times, 14 November 1990. Singapore 
welcomed a larger American military presence to prevent a vacuum from emerging in East Asia given 
the then impending withdrawal of the US military from its bases in the Philippines.
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hostile forces — whether they are the “known unknown” or the “unknown unknown”.2 

Should deterrence fail and conflict erupts, the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) seeks 

to prevail against its antagonist(s) swiftly and decisively through its combat readiness 

and technological edge. 

This paper argues that history, geography and demography are factors which have 

profoundly shaped Singapore’s strategic outlook amidst the vicissitude of global and 

regional politics.3 To compensate for its lack of strategic depth, potential vulnerability 

and small population base, the city-state has invested considerable financial and 

scientific resources to harness technology and tailor-make some of its own weapon 

systems as a force multiplier for its so-called Third Generation Singapore Armed 

Forces (SAF).

Today, even its troops at the small squad level are well networked by carrying an 

Advanced Combat Management System (ACMS) to seamlessly tap on information 

and firepower provided by UAV (Unmanned Aerial Vehicle), planes, helicopters, 

artillery, tanks and Terrex Infantry Carrier Vehicles (ICV) (Please see Appendix One). 

The SAF’s Pioneer magazine notes: “Sensors such as Unmanned Aerial Vehicles are 

deployed to seek out exact enemy locations in the enemy-held terrain. They then relay 

this information to the Command Headquarters (HQ) via the Battle Management 

System (BMS) on Terrex ICVs, which transmits it the Advanced Combat Man System 

(ACMS) carried by infantry troops”.4 Indeed, Singapore invests quite heavily in hi-

tech to give its soldiers an edge on the battlefield.

2 Chief of Air Force Major General Ng Chee Khern writes: “Sun Tzu said that the best commanders 
win battles without fighting. … While few countries have renounced war as a final resort to defend 
themselves, the tremendous destruction in the First and Second World War meant that countries no 
longer accepted war as a routine activity they could indulge in as a matter of course in their conduct 
with one another. Therefore the importance of deterrence grew. This is a peculiar concept in the history 
of warfare: that one would spend billions of dollars on a military whose purpose, ideally, is not to fight. 
… But deterrence must be complemented by diplomacy and contributions to international stability and 
security through success in operations-other-than-war”. MG Ng Chee Khern, “On Command,” Pointer: 
Journal of the Singapore Armed Forces Supplement, November 2009, pp.1–2.
3 For useful accounts of Singapore’s security policy, see Tim Huxley, Defending the Lion City: The 
Armed Forces of Singapore (Singapore: Allen and Unwin, 2000) and Ron Matthews and Nellie Zhang 
Yan, “Small Country ‘Total Defense’: A Case Study of Singapore,” Defense Studies, Vo. 7, No. 3, 
September 2007.
4 See “Networked for Motorized Infantry Operations,” Pioneer, Issue 384, October 2009, p. 14.
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The International Institute for Strategic Studies’ Military Balance 2008 remarked: 

“Singapore’s army has simultaneously maintained its drive to become a highly 

networked force equipped to deter conventional military aggression. Under the 

Singapore Armed Forces IKC2 (Integrated Knowledge-based Command and Control) 

doctrine, there is great emphasis on integrating ‘sensors and shooters’. Surveillance 

(particularly through UAVs) battlefield awareness and networked communications 

are clearly at the core of the army’s thinking”.5

Presumably, the post-September 11 world has posed novel and non-conventional 

threats to Singapore. These include planned acts of terrorism against US personnel in 

Singapore, and iconic targets such as Changi International Airport and other critical 

installations. It is also not inconceivable for hijackers to load radioactive, chemical 

and biological weapons of mass destruction on a ship and ram it against the city-

state’s bustling harbor.6 

Ironically, the non-security threat also came from within. A number of Singaporean 

jihadis, some of whom had been conscripts of the SAF, were apprehended and detained 

for their plans to carry out terrorist attacks in Singapore.7 While non-conventional 

threats may cause collateral damage and temporary disruptions, they are unlikely 

to seriously threaten the survivability and sovereignty of Singapore. Conceivably, 

conventional threat of inter-state conflict remains the most likely challenge to 

Singapore’s status as an independent country.

5 International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2008 (London: Routledge, 2008) 
p. 364. UAVs have become an integrated part of the SAF’s operations. MG Ng Chee Khern notes: 
“Many, if not most, air forces do not have as wide a range of capabilities as the RSAF (Republic of 
Singapore Air Force). Most air forces operate some fixed wing and rotary wing transports, as we do. But 
if fighters were taken into consideration, many air forces would be out of the running. If we add attack 
helicopters, even more air forces would drop out. If we add in UAVs, there would be only a handful of 
air forces left with such a diverse and wide range of capabilities,” Major Ng, On Command, p.12.
6 Singapore hosted a multilateral maritime interdiction exercise under the ambit of Proliferation 
Security Initiative (PSI) in October 2009 to stop the trafficking of weapons of mass destruction. See 
“Singapore hosts multilateral naval exercise,” Pioneer, Issue 385, November 2009, pp. 4–5.
7 Maj Foo notes: “The SAF must continue to play its part in strengthening the social and ethnic-
integrity of Singaporeans who go through national service (NS) each year. Majority of the captured 
Singapore JI members went through the NS and the secular education, yet still chose to embrace 
the misconstrued Jihad”. See Maj Alan Foo Chai Kwang, “Countering Radical Islamic Terrorism in 
Southeast Asia — A Case Study on Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) Network,” Pointer: Journal of the Singapore 
Armed Forces, Vol. 35, No. 2, p. 42.
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Singapore’s Strategic Culture

Arguably, history, geography and demography (and its attendant ethnicity) have 

profoundly shaped the city-state’s security outlook notwithstanding the end of 

the Cold War in which communism is no longer a threat today. Singapore was a 

staunchly anti-communist state during the Cold War which faced a communist 

insurgency (supported by the Chinese Communist Party) in the jungles of Malaysia. 

The city state also joined a united front comprising the non-communist ASEAN 

states, the US, China and Japan against the former Soviet Union and Vietnam after 

the latter occupied Cambodia. As explained earlier, the end of the Cold War and a 

post-September 11 World do not negate the imperatives of history, geography and 

demography for Singapore. 

History

After an acrimonious two year cohabitation (1963–65) in the Federation of Malaysia 

in which in the local Singapore state government led by then Prime Minister Lee 

Kuan Yew clashed with the Malay-led federal government in Kuala Lumpur over the 

fundamental rules of the game (an equal and fair Malaysian Malaysia for all ethnic 

groups or a Malay Malaysia dominated by indigenous Malay elites with Chinese 

and Indian minority immigrants as junior partners), Singapore was expelled from 

the Federation of Malaysia.8 While the city-state became politically independent, it 

remains dependent on Malaysia for its water. Although a condition for separation 

included a binding international treaty which guarantees the sale of water by Malaysia 

to Singapore, it is apparent that Singapore’s dependence on Malaysia for its water can 

be used as leverage by its northern neighbor against it. It is an open secret that should 

Malaysia willfully and unilaterally breach the bilateral treaty by cutting off water to 

its Southern neighbor, such an act would be deemed a hostile and belligerent one 

which threatens the city-state’s survival and is, therefore, a casus belli.

Even though Singapore and Malaysia have become separated conjoined twins 

with different national ideologies, there is the conceivable danger and unintended 

8 Originally, Singapore, Penang and Malacca constituted the British colony of the Straits Settlements. 
Penang and Malacca later became component states of the Federation of Malaysia while Singapore 
remained a crown colony until its merger with Malaysia in 1963.
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consequence of ethnic conflict in Malaysia spilling over to Singapore. A recent 

indicator of the potential ethnic and religious fault lines in Malaysia was when a 

few churches were fire-bombed by Islamic radicals in January 2010 after the High 

Court ruled that Catholics can also use the word “Allah” for the Christian God in 

their publications. Any spillover of ethnic and religious conflict from Malaysia will 

constitute a non-conventional threat to the peace and social cohesion of Singapore. 

A nightmare scenario for Singapore would be the establishment of an Islamic 

fundamentalist regime in Malaysia led by fanatical mullahs. But that is unlikely 

to happen given the fact that the Muslim community in Malaysia is divided in its 

support for the UMNO (United Malays National Organization) and PAS (Parti Islam) 

and there is a spectrum of political Islam in that country. Unlike Iran which practices 

Shiite Islam with a structure of authoritative Ayatollahs, most Malays in Malaysia 

are Sunnis without a system of Ayatollahs which can engage in political mass 

mobilization using religion as a pretext. Moreover, despite ethnic Malay political 

dominance in Malaysia, Malay-based political parties still need the support of ethnic 

minority groups to forge a coalition and compete for power. 

There is the suspicion, rightly or wrongly, in Singapore that certain Malaysian elites 

do not always treat Singapore on equal terms and apparently consider the city-state a 

Chinese interloper which should be pliant like the “second class” ethnic Chinese in 

Malaysia under Malay leadership. There is also the concern that Malaysian domestic 

politics, if it were to become more uncertain and unstable, may result in certain 

political groups cynically using nationalism against Singapore (as a bogeyman) to 

garner domestic political support. 

To be sure, there is close cooperation and information sharing between the police of 

Malaysia and Singapore. Moreover, both states have referred their territorial dispute 

for mediation to the International Court of Justice and agreed to peaceably abide 

by its decision. Nevertheless, relations between Singapore and Malaysia, while 

mutually beneficial in the economic field, remain ambivalent and prickly, burdened 

and separated by their common history. Hopefully, the water issue will eventually 

cease to be a thorn in the side of Singapore-Malaysia relations. With the advancement 

in desalination and water recycling technology, and vigorous efforts to build more 
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reservoirs, Singapore will gradually become less dependent on external sources even 

though its population is set to grow quite considerably through immigration. 

Demography and Geography

If Singapore is physically located in the European Union, the Caribbean or the 

South Pacific where regional order is maintained by the EU, U.S. and Australia 

respectively, then Singapore’s security outlook would be very different in a more 

benign neighborhood. States, unlike individuals, cannot choose their neighbors. The 

analogy is that Singapore, despite its affluence, is arguably the best house located 

in a difficult, volatile and sometimes troubled Southeast Asian neighborhood where 

inter-state and intra-state violence do erupt. When Singapore merged with Malaysia, 

Indonesia engaged in an armed confrontation with the new political entity. The 

region was subsequently divided ideologically by raging wars in Indo–China into 

communist and non-communist blocs in the Cold War era.

There is also a perception and stereotype that Singapore is a tiny “Chinese state 

in a Malay sea” comprising Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei, the Southern Philippines 

and Southern Thailand. Former Indonesian President Habibie once sarcastically 

dismissed Singapore as a “little red dot” in Southeast Asia. Ironically, Singaporeans 

have happily embraced the “little red dot” label as a red badge of courage to survive 

and thrive as an underdog in a difficult neighborhood. 

While Singapore’s ethnic Chinese comprises around 76 percent of its population, 

it also has significant Malay and Indian ethnic minorities. Singapore has sought to 

be a global city, a multi-cultural, meritocratic and cosmopolitan nation integrated in 

ASEAN and supportive of the UN. To be a “Third China” in Southeast Asia is out of 

the question for Singapore because that hypothetical possibility is against its national 

ideology and values, untenable for nation-building and good relations with its Malay 

neighbors. Indeed, Singapore has a special relationship with Brunei (including 

military cooperation and a joint currency) even though the latter has a larger Muslim 

population (in terms of ethnic percentages) than Malaysia.

Demographically, the city-state is suffering from a low fertility rate (1.28 in 2008) 

considerably below replacement level. The resultant baby deficit also means fewer 
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local workers for the economy and male conscripts for the SAF. However, the SAF 

has been able to address this by leveraging on technology to make up for smaller 

numbers and has even reduced the full time conscription period from two and a half 

to two years. At least 90 percent of Singapore male conscripts today have completed 

12 years of formal education (public and private) and many grew up with computer 

games as a hobby. Indeed, the new generation of literate conscripts has adapted well 

to a new training environment where complex computer simulation systems are used, 

and a Third Generation SAF using its hi-tech battle management system is forged.9 

(Computer training simulation for the troops is also to compensate for a lack of 

physical training ground in Singapore).

The city-state has also boldly embraced new migrants at approximately 100,000 a 

year (30,000 new citizens and 70,000 permanent residents) to boost economic growth 

and tax receipts for its ageing population. If the present rate of immigration were to 

persist for the next two decades, the total population of Singapore will probably be at 

least seven million strong. If that come to pass, Singapore may well have sufficient 

demographic weight similar to a Scandinavian country and less easy for other 

countries to swallow. The male offspring of new immigrants would also add to the 

pool of SAF conscripts. But size is relative. Even if Singapore does have an eventual 

population of seven million, it will still be a small country demographically compared 

to Indonesia and Malaysia.

Recent Trends: R&D, Defense Procurement and Training Abroad

There are at least three hallmarks in Singapore’s defense structure:10 over 2,000 defense 

scientists and engineers to design some of its weapon systems (a rarity in Southeast 

Asia), gradual upgrading of obsolete weapon systems (by sourcing both domestically 

and externally — either new or refurbished), and deployment of the SAF abroad for 

military training, joint exercises, UNPKO, as part of the “coalition of the willing” 

9 Pioneer notes: “As newer generations of solders, sailors and airmen are increasingly better educated 
and more tech-savvy, the SAF has been capitalizing on video gaming and simulation technologies to 
complement field training and enhance the capabilities of its servicemen.” See “Virtually Limitless 
Training,” Pioneer, Issue 384, October 2009, p. 11.
10 For an inventory of the SAF, see Asian Defense Yearbook 2009, pp. 108, 118, 120.



62 Asia Pacific Countries’ Security Outlook and Its Implications for the Defense Sector

in Iraq and Afghanistan,11 anti-piracy in the Gulf of Aden, and humanitarian relief 

operations in the wake of natural disasters such as tsunami and earthquakes in the 

region. The dispatch of the SAF to training ground abroad is necessary due to a lack 

of physical space in the city-state, the desire to hone the skills of its troops by learning 

and benchmarking them against other capable militaries, and the establishment of 

friendly ties with other military establishments. The operational readiness and good 

performance of the SAF abroad for military training, UNPKO and humanitarian relief 

operations will also burnish its credibility and deterrence capability.12 

Singapore’s own defense scientists and engineers have designed equipment suitable 

for the SAF, the Asian physique and regional terrain, and also anticipate requirement 

for the battlefield of the future. Of note are the following indigenous designs in the 

past decade:

Singapore Lightweight Howitzer (SLWH) Pegasus: a helicopter-transportable towed 

artillery piece (155 mm caliber), Singapore Self-Propelled Howitzer 1 Primus (also 

155 mm caliber and road speed of 50 km/h), Matador (Man-portable anti-tank, 

anti-door) 90mm light disposable weapon for combat in dense urban environment, 

Skyblade III and IV UAVs, Bionix armored infantry fighting vehicle, AV82 Terrex 

armored infantry carrier vehicle, and the Bronco armored all-terrain tracked carrier. 

Of special note and pride of Singapore is the sale of its indigenously designed Bronco 

(renamed Warthogs) to the British army to replace the BvS 10 Viking vehicle currently 

deployed in Afghanistan. Four versions are being procured: troop carrier, command 

11 The Asian Defense Yearbook notes: “As part of Singapore’s contribution to multinational 
stabilization and reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan, SAF deployed two 17-man Weapon Locating 
Radar (WLR) teams to a base in Tarin Kowt, the provincial capital of Oruzgan. … The WLR will 
provide early warning of rocket attacks and enhance force protection measures for International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) personnel at the base. SAF has made deployments to Afghanistan since 2007. 
A medical team was recently deployed from November 2008 to May this year, to provide emergency and 
trauma care, primary health care and ward capabilities at a field hospital in Tarin Kowt. A construction 
engineering team was also sent to Bamiyan province in April this year …” Asian Defense Yearbook 
2009, p. 89.
12 MG Ng writes: “Mission success in operations, exercises and other peacetime tasking is the surest 
demonstration of the RSAF’s ability to fight effectively, without fighting. Successful peacetime air 
defense responses tell the people watching us that the RSAF has the will and ability to defend the 
country. Being successful in peace support, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief missions, apart 
from their intrinsic contributions to the well-being of people, indicates that the RSAF is able to raise its 
level of operations to a higher level if needed. Strong results at multilateral and bilateral exercises tell 
our adversaries that if they fight us in combat, we will defeat them.” MJ Ng, “On Command” p. 2.
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post vehicle, ambulance and repair/recovery vehicle. The Warthogs has been 

upgraded to provide a high degree of protection against mines and IEDs (improvised 

explosive devices). All 115 Warthogs on order will be delivered in 2010.13 Singapore 

has also purchased armaments from abroad in recent years which include: M142 

High Mobility Artillery Rocket Artillery System (HIMARS) from the U.S., F-15SG: 

An advanced version of the F-15 Strike Eagle, Gulfstream G550 CAEW (conformal 

airborne early warning aircraft), and the Elbit Hermes 450 MALE-UAVs. The SAF 

also purchased refurbished weapon systems including; ex-Bundeswehr Leopard 

2A4 MBT from Germany, and ex-Swedish navy Vastergotland-class submarines to 

supplement its Challenger-class submarines. Besides submarines, the Singapore navy 

has also commissioned Formidable-class stealth frigates (based on the French La 

Fayette-class).

As stated earlier, due to space constraints, the SAF conducts exercises in several 

locations including Australia, Brunei, France, India, New Zealand, South Africa, 

Taiwan, Thailand and the US. In 2009, Singapore established a new long-term defense 

training detachment in the American state of Idaho.14 Earlier, the SAF has three other 

long-term training detachments in the U.S. which comprise a Chinook helicopter unit 

in Texas, an Apache attack helicopter detachment in Arizona, and F-16 squadrons 

in the same state and New Mexico. The fourth detachment in Idaho makes up of 12 

RSAF F-15SG fighter jets based at the Mountain Home Air Force Base which has 

an air space six times the size of Singapore. The SAF is also conducting training for 

six Sikorsky S-70B Seahawk maritime helicopters, its crew and ground personnel in 

San Diego.

The combined arms Exercise Forging Saber at Fort Sill, Oklahoma in November 2009 

was a milestone for the SAF in hi-tech warfare in which the latest sensors, weapons 

and digitized warfare tactics were tested in the live-firing range. In a “battlefield” 

about two-thirds the size of Singapore, F-16 fighter jets, Apache attack helicopters, 

Chinook helicopters, UAVs, rockets, artillery and special forces participated in the hi-

tech war games which included the dropping of live 900 kg, laser-guided bombs.

13 See “First British Warthogs to arrive imminently,” Jane’s Defense Weekly, 16 September 2009, p. 
13.
14 “Singapore air units begin training in US,” Jane’s Defense Weekly, 2 December 2009.
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Conclusion

Despite the global financial crisis triggered by the US sub-prime mortgage problem 

and Singapore’s export-dependent economy sinking into recession in 2009, the 

SAF was spared from budget cuts. That Singapore is an affluent city-state with vast 

financial reserves means that its military is not subjected to a “feast and famine” 

approach in its operations and weapon acquisition. The Ministry of Defense is able 

to spend up to 6 percent of GDP if necessary. For Fiscal Year 2009, Singapore spent 

US$7.66 billion on defense.

Notwithstanding regional aspirations for an East Asian Community, the security 

environment in the next two to three decades remains unpredictable. Would the war 

on terrorism have ended? Would the US superpower be drained and weakened by its 

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan? Will the US then has the capability (both economically 

and militarily) and the political will to balance a rising China? Will the US–Japan 

Alliance be watered down? Will the US pull out of Korea if the peninsula is eventually 

unified? These are imponderables which Singapore must face. 

Closer to home is the development of ASEAN and its two key components, Indonesia 

and Malaysia. Hopefully, the ASEAN 10 will continue to strengthen its Charter and 

integrate into a genuine economic community. That would benefit a trading state like 

Singapore. A bright spot is the democratization and political stability of Indonesia 

slightly a decade after the collapse of the authoritarian Suharto regime. Of concern 

to Singapore is the continual political uncertainty of Malaysia after Barisan Nasional 

(BN), its long term dominant ruling coalition, lost its two thirds parliamentary 

majority and five state governments in the Malaysian 2008 General Election. A 

resilient ASEAN and Malaysia and Indonesia which are stable and prosperous will 

be in Singapore’s best interest.

What then are other challenges to Singapore’s security besides uncertain regional 

development in Northeast and Southeast Asia? Arguably, a challenge to the Singapore’s 

security is actually from within. Even though some pundits have claimed that the 

SAF is the best military outfit in Southeast Asia, that supposition is really an untested 
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one.15 Most of Singapore’s troops are conscripts and reservists, and the SAF has no 

combat experience even though it may excel in joint military exercises, UNPKO 

and humanitarian relief abroad. If the SAF remains untested in the battlefield in the 

next few decades, it can be interpreted that it may be due to Singapore’s diplomatic 

success and deterrence, the existence of a balance of power in East Asia, or perhaps 

just good fortune in an unpredictable world. 

15 Matthews and Zhang write: “Singapore’s national security policy has led to this small country 
becoming the most militarily strong nation in Southeast Asia.” See Matthews and Zhang, “Small country 
‘total defense’,” p. 393. Dana Dillon opines: “Singapore developed an externally focused military from 
the outset of its independence. … Singapore set about turning its tiny post-colonial military into the most 
competent armed forces in Southeast Asia” See Dana R. Dhillon, “Contemporary Security Challenges 
in Southeast Asia,” Parameters: US Army War College Quarterly, Spring 1997, pp. 119–33.




