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2011 was a turbulent time for Singapore and the world. Ministers of defense cited 

the following geo-political and financial uncertainties confronting the city-state: 

the unfolding Eurozone crisis, the Jasmine revolution and its domino effect in the 

Middle East, an inexorable economic power shift from the West to the East 1, military 

modernization in East Asia 2, and the US superpower pivoting back to East Asia to 

balance a rising China.3 This paper will first assess Singapore’s security outlook and 

threat assessment in 2011. Next it will survey Singapore’s relations with Malaysia, 

its immediate neighbor. It will then examine the diplomatic and military response to 

these perceived challenges. Following that will be an analysis of Singapore’s efforts 

at bilateral and multilateral cooperation in security matters. The paper ends with a 

reflection on Singapore’s future security outlook and posture in the post-Lee Kuan 

1 Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defense Teo Chee Hean said in parliament: “In the Asia-
Pacific, China and India continue to grow at a fast pace. This contrasts with the picture elsewhere. 
Europe continues to be gripped by the woes of a number of eurozone countries. The United States is 
grappling with a large budget deficit. This has meant that economic dynamism and weight has been 
shifting eastwards. Defense expenditures reflect this shift. They are falling in the West while rising 
in Asia.” See “Speech by Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defense Teo Chee Hean at the 
Committee of Supply Debate 2011,” MINDEF News, 2 March 2011.
2 Minister of Defense Dr Ng Eng Hen remarked that despite the SAF’s (Singapore Armed Forces) 
progress, Singapore remained vulnerable as new spheres of influence would develop in the Asia-Pacific 
region in the next two decades. Summarizing Dr Ng’s speech, The SAF’s Pioneer magazine noted: 
“This is because emerging Asian countries have embarked on modernizing their military forces to 
protect their increased wealth and assets.” See “An SAF that adapts to change,” Pioneer, August 2011, 
p. 12. 
In the Ministry of Defense’s addendum to the President’s Address to Parliament, Ng Eng Hen noted that 
the SAF “will continue to modernize and upgrade its capabilities into an integrated, network-centric 
force, with the ability to sense quicker, manoeuvre forces effectively and strike targets precisely.” See 
“Building a Styron, integrated, people-centric SAF,” Channel News Asia, 15 October 2011.
3 Singapore’s strategic outlook for 2011 was noted in MINDEF’s addendum to the President’s 
Address: “This need for stability is especially pertinent given the uncertainties in the regional 
environment driven by global strategic shifts. The aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis is still 
unfolding as the US and Europe face considerable economic difficulties. There have been dramatic 
changes in the Middle East but the ramifications of this ‘Arab Spring’ remain uncertain. The fight 
against terrorism has not ended even though Osama bin Laden is dead. In our region, we continue to 
see flashes of tension in the Korean Peninsula and over the South China Sea. The interplay of relations 
between US and China will continue to have an impact on ASEAN and our region.” See “MINDEF’s 
Addendum to the President’s Address,” MINDEF News, 18 October 2011.
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Yew era.

Security outlook: the realist paradigm of “hard truths”

In early 2011, Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew, a founding father of modern Singapore, 

noted that the city-state is immutably vulnerable and therefore must remain vigilant.4 

He affirmed in his book entitled Hard Truths: “Now, are we not vulnerable? If we are 

not vulnerable, why do we spend 5 to 6 percent of GDP year after year on defense? 

Are we mad? This is a frugal government, you know that well.” 5 Lee then remarked 

on Singapore’s dependence on imported water from Malaysia: “We dug a deep 

tunnel for the sewers at the cost of $3.65 billion in order to use the sewage water for 

NEWater, to be independent.” 6 

On Singapore’s grand strategy to deter potential coercion from its neighbors, Lee 

opined: “We are not vulnerable? They can besiege you. You’ll be dead. Your sea lanes 

are cut off and your business comes to a halt. What is our reply? Security Council, 

plus defence capabilities of our own, plus the Security Framework Agreement with 

the Americans.” 7 Lee then intimated that Malaysia and Indonesia stopped selling 

sand to Singapore for its land reclamation to “constrain us.” 8 He then quoted former 

Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir’s comments on Singapore: “As Mahathir says, 

‘even at their present size they are trouble, you let them grow some more they will 

be more trouble.’ We got friendly neighbors? Grow up? … Why do we have peace? 

Because it is not cost-free if you hit us. If you hit us we will hit you and the damage 

4 Minister of Defense Ng Eng Hen also reiterated Singapore’s vulnerability. The media reported: 
“Even though the SAF has made rapid progress over the years, Dr Ng admits Singapore remains 
vulnerable. The country will always be small in population and land mass. In military terms, he said 
Singapore lacks strategic depth.” See “NS (national service) men engagement must evolve,” Channel 
News Asia, 30 June 2011.
5 Lee Kuan Yew, Hard Truths to Keep Singapore Going (Singapore: Singapore Press Holdings, 
2011), p. 26.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid., p. 27.
8 Ibid. Lee said: “First, if we don’t have a defence capability, we are at risk both from the Malaysians 
and the Indonesians. They’ll knock us about. They will not openly invade us, because, you know, the 
Security Council will say you have to leave and so on, they can see all our international connections. 
But they will harass us but if they know that they harass us, we can harass them back, ah, that’s a 
different matter.” Ibid., p. 322. Lee also wrote: “Without a strong economy, there can be no strong 
defence. Without a strong defence, there will be no Singapore. It will become a satellite, cowed and 
intimidated by its neighbors.” Ibid., p. 11.
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may be more on your side.” 9 

It is evident that Lee’s “hard truths” mentality and prescription for Singapore’s 

survival are due to his traumatic political experience when Singapore was a part 

of Malaysia. After separation from Malaysia in 1965, Singapore under Lee’s 

leadership had a prickly relationship with its bigger, northern neighbor (with a 

different ideological mode of governance based on Malay ethnic dominance). 

Arguably, Lee’s siege mentality has influenced the country’s assumptions about 

international relations and security based on deterrence rather than a sanguine sense 

of community and institutions within ASEAN and the broader East Asian region.10 

Lee, father of Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, is 88 years old in 2012 and remains 

an influential Member of Parliament. It is uncertain whether the next generation of 

top political leaders within the perennial ruling People’s Action Party will adopt a 

“softer” security mentality and approach after the departure of Lee Kuan Yew from 

the political arena.

Given senior Lee’s uncompromising “hard truth” mentality which permeates the 

ruling party, it is not surprising that the Singapore government allocated S$12.1 

billion for national defense in its Budget 2011, an increase of 5.4 percent from the 

preceding year.11 This generous FY2011 defense budget permits the Singapore 

Armed Forces (SAF) to expand its overseas operations and beef up its arsenal at 

home. Defense Minister Ng Eng Hen noted that the “prudent and steady investment 

in defense will not only increase the SAF’s capability to safeguard the nation, but 

also allow it to respond in peacetime to transnational security threats like terrorism, 

piracy and natural disasters.” 12 

9 Ibid.
10 However, Lee pragmatically noted that is room for cooperation between Singapore and Malaysia: 
“Now, I am not arguing that because of this fundamental difference between our societies and political 
structures, we cannot work together. We can and do cooperate, bilaterally and in ASEAN too. We 
agreed to go to the ICJ over Pedra Branca and did not come to blows. I signed several agreements 
with Dr Mahathir that still hold today. Why? Because they are also in Malaysia’s interests. That is how 
rational and pragmatic countries operate. We don’t have to love each other to work with each other. 
A convergence of interests does not erase emotions but can temper them.” See Lee Kuan Yew, Hard 
Truths to Keep Singapore Going, pp. 29-30.
11 Straits Times (Singapore), 18 February 2011.
12 “Raising a potent fighting force,” Sunday Times (Singapore), 16 October 2011.
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New weapon systems added in 2011 included the Heron 1 Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 

(UAV) to replace the ageing Searcher-class UAV that its air force has been using 

since 1994 and the Spyder SR (Surface-to-air Python-5 and Derby-Short Range) 

air defense system which replaces the 30-year old Rapier air defense system.13 The 

first of the city-state’s most advanced pair of Archer-class Swedish-built submarines, 

refurbished for tropical waters, were commissioned in 2011. On land, the first rocket 

artillery system unit, the High Mobility Artillery Rocket System (Himars) and the 

first motorized infantry unit were declared “battle ready” in the same year.14

Besides conventional security issues, Singapore also sought to address non-

conventional security issues like piracy, terrorism and cyber attacks. The Singapore 

navy deployed to the Gulf of Aden as part of international efforts to stem piracy off 

the coast of Somalia. Since 2009, the navy has dispatched three missions to the Gulf 

of Aden.15 Singapore also dispatched troops to Afghanistan as part of global efforts 

to prevent “terrorism.” In 2011, the SAF sent a 13-member team to Oruzgan, south-

west of Kabul, to treat the wounded in a US-led field hospital. 16 SAF servicemen 

were also stationed in Kabul to train Afghan soldiers to fire artillery guns while a 

6-man Imagery Analysis Team in Oruzgan took part in operations to provide imagery 

interpretation and intelligence support.16 At home, the city-state remains vigilant and 

tough towards suspected religious extremists bent on terrorism.17 

13 “SAF to beef up arsenal, expand peace operations,” Straits Times, 3 March 2011.
14 “A year of gearing up,” Straits Times, 3 December 2011. The army’s first motorized infantry 
battalion is equipped with the home-designed and built Terrex Infantry Vehicle (ICV). A senior officer 
noted: “As the Terrex is equipped with the Battlefield Management System which connects it to other 
land and air platforms, and our soldiers are equipped with the Advanced Combat Man System, our 
troops are well connected, have better situational awareness, and can call on the firepower of other 
assets in the SAF to support their mission.” See “First motorized infantry battalion operational,” 
Pioneer, July 2011, p. 4. 
15 MINDEF noted: “The 229-strong task force which was deployed in August this year, is the third to 
be deployed by the SAF to the Gulf of Aden. The two previous task groups were deployed in April 2009 
and June 2010. Comprising an LST (landing ship tank), two Super Puma helicopters and personnel 
from the Army, Navy and Air Force, the task group operates under the ambit of CTD 151. The SAG has 
also taken command of the multinational CTF 151 twice, and deployed a Fokker -50 Maritime Patrol 
aircraft to support international counter-piracy efforts in the Gulf of Aden.” See “Minister of State for 
Defense and Education visits SAG Task Group in Gulf of Aden,” MINDEF News, 8 November 2011.
16 Ibid.
17 According to Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean, terrorist groups such as Jemaah Islamiah (JI) 
and its mutations in the region continue to be Singapore’s No. 1 security concern. See “Regional terror 
groups are top security threat,” Straits Times, 10 September 2011.
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In September 2011, Deputy Prime Minister Teo Chee Hean announced the 

establishment of a national center for cyber security “to ensure early detection of 

likely threats to government websites and vital information systems, like the power 

grids for running the MRT (mass rapid transit) trains.” 18 The media also reported that 

the center was set up by the Singapore Infocomm Technology Security Authority 

(SITSA), a national-level body established to oversee and protect the government’s 

IT systems. (SITSA is under the jurisdiction of the Internal Security Department in 

the Ministry of Home Affairs).19

Singapore’s relations with Malaysia: railway land and water

Despite Lee Kuan Yew’s “hard truths” about national defense and a “tough as nails” 

approach towards Malaysia, bilateral relations improved markedly in 2011.20 In a 

major breakthrough to a long-standing dispute, Malaysia agreed to return land held 

by its KTM railway in the city-state back to its southern neighbor in exchange for 

financial compensation, other land parcels and joint development. Both countries 

also agreed to cooperate in the economic development of the Iskandar project 

(located in the Malaysian state of Johor north of Singapore). Three times the size 

of Singapore, it is envisaged that the Iskandar development, if successful, will be 

similar to Shenzhen’s complementary role to Hong Kong.21 

Singapore was also obliged by treaty (1961 Water Agreement) to return four 

water treatment plants in the state of Johor to Malaysia in 2011. This proceeded 

smoothly without any dislocation to Singapore’s water supply. Even though the 

18 “New centre to boost cyber security at national level,” Straits Times, 22 September 2011.
19 Ibid.
20 There are at least two reasons why bilateral ties between Singapore and Malaysia have improved 
significantly. First, both countries are no longer led by Lee Kuan Yew and Mahathir Muhammad who 
were antagonistic towards each other since the days when Singapore merged with Malaysia in 1963 
and its subsequent separation in 1965. Second, Malaysia’s ruling coalition, the Barisan Nasional, is 
faced with a serious electoral challenge from the opposition parties and civil society organizations. 
Presumably, settling a distracting dispute over the KTM railway land in Singapore and receiving a 
considerable financial settlement and compensation will mean that Malaysian Prime Minister Najib 
can concentrate on fighting and financing his forthcoming general election likely to be held in 2012.
21 The media reported: “Temasek holdings and Khazanah, the state investment arms of the Singapore 
and Malaysian governments respectively, will look at joint development projects in parts of Iskandar. 
There will be a rapid transit link connecting Woodlands in Singapore and Johor by 2018.” See 
“Singapore, Malaysia can leverage on Iskandar momentum,” Straits Times, 15 September 2011.
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city-state’s population rose from around 4 million in 2000 to almost 5.2 million in 

2011, Singapore has assiduously developed its water resources from new reservoirs, 

recycled water and desalination plants. Another water agreement with Malaysia will 

lapse in 2060 but the city-state is poised to be self-sufficient in water by then.22 

That Singapore and Malaysia have worked out the water issue peacefully is a big 

plus in bilateral relations. Indeed, the most likely scenario for Singapore going to 

war was Malaysia unilaterally breaking its international treaty obligations (lodged 

with the United Nations) to supply water to Singapore. Obviously, Singapore’s 

survival would be threatened if imported water from Malaysia was abruptly stopped. 

However, as Singapore reduces its dependence on Malaysia for water, the issue will 

concomitantly diminish as a potential casus belli (justification for war) between the 

two neighbors.

Geo-strategic uncertainties: Singapore’s strategic responses

An axiom of Singapore is “self-help” and not reliance on formal military alliances 

for its security and survival. The Singapore system includes: highly educated and 

computer-savvy male conscripts who can adapt to the SAF’s 3G (third generation) 

hi-tech transformation 23, and a defense industry and defense scientists capable of 

building sophisticated weapon systems for the SAF. However, given the uncertainty 

on the 21st century battlefield, the military is also cognizant of the fact that even 

though “the SAF is considered the most technologically advanced armed force in the 

region, it is still no guarantee of success in military operations.” 24

Driven by the “hard truths” mentality of the top PAP leadership, Singapore subscribes 

to the realpolitik logic of the balance of power by welcoming all great powers to East 

22 The media noted: “Singapore will ramp up its NEWater and desalination capacity such that by 
2060 they will account for 80 percent of Singapore’s water demand. These targets had been set ahead of 
the expiry of Singapore’s second water agreement with Malaysia.” The reservoirs and water catchment 
areas in Singapore will supply the rest. See “Singapore to ramp up NEWater and desalination capacity,” 
Channel News Asia, 5 July 2011. See also “Water deal expiry no impact on Singapore,” Channel News 
Asia, 4 March 2011.
23 SAF army chief Major-General Ravinder Singh noted that without the young generation of digital 
savvy conscripts, the SAG would not have been able to transform into a 3G or third-generation modern, 
high-tech defense force. See “A year of gearing up,” Straits Times, 3 December 2011.
24 See Major Timothy Ang, “Realism over Ritualism: Preparing for Uncertainty on the 21st Century 
Battlefield” in Pointer: Journal of the Singapore Armed Forces, Vol. 37, No. 1, 2011, p. 7.
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Asia to balance among (and not necessarily against) each other. The city-state also 

walks the tightrope by seeking good diplomatic and security relations with all great 

powers. The US is an important partner for the SAF which provides military training 

ground and facilities to land scarce Singapore.25 

The SAF successfully conducted an integrated live-firing exercise (Forging Saber 

2011) in Phoenix Arizona from 28 November to 11 December 2011.26 Exercise 

Forging Saber involved more than 450 personnel from the air force and army with 

assets such as F-15 SG and F-16C/D fighters, and Apache AH-64D and Chinook 

CH-47 helicopters. Involving multiple sensors and “shooter” platforms, the Exercise 

also used advanced strike munitions, including Joint Direct Attack Munitions 

(JDAMS) and Hellfire missiles. The air force’s F-16SG dropped Laser JDAMs for 

the first time against mobile targets in day and night mission scenarios.27 UAVs 

and commandos on a surveillance mission were also part of the integrated exercise 

(Appendix One).28

That the US navy may station several new coastal combat ships in Singapore is 

another indication of the close strategic ties between the US superpower and the 

city-state. These littoral combat ships can operate in coastal waters and can counter 

coastal mines, quiet diesel submarines and small, fast, armed boats.29 Presumably, 

25 According to the US Department of State, “Singapore has consistently supported a strong US 
military presence in the Asia-Pacific region. In 1990, the United States and Singapore signed a 
memorandum of understanding (MOU) which allows United States access to Singapore facilities at 
Paya Lebar Airbase and the Sembawang wharves. Under the MOU, a US Navy logistics unit was 
established in Singapore in 1992; US fighter aircraft deploy periodically to Singapore for exercises, and 
a number of US military vessels visit Singapore. The MOU was amended in 1999 to permit US naval 
vessels to berth at the Changi Naval Base, which was completed in early 2001. In July 2005, the United 
States and Singapore signed a Strategic Framework agreement to expand cooperation in defense and 
security.” See US Department of State, Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, “Background Note —  
Singapore,” 2 December 2011. <http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2798.htm>.
26 “SAF showcases integrated strike capabilities at Exercise Forging Sabre 2011,” MINDEF News, 
10 December 2011.
Besides Exercise Forging Sabre, the SAF also conducted a High Mobility Artillery Rocket System 
(HIMARS) live-firing exercise, code-named Daring Warrior from 21 October to 7 November 2011 at 
Fort Sill, Oklahoma, USA which involved 234 SAF personnel. In conjunction with Exercise Daring 
Warrior, the SAF and the US army carried out a bilateral air-land integrated live-firing exercise which 
involved HIMARS and Apache AH-64D helicopters. See “The SAF conducts live-firing exercise in the 
US,” MINDEF News, 2 November 2011.
27 Ibid. 
28 “Achieving new heights at Exercise Forging Sabre 2011,” MINDEF News, 10 December 2011.
29 “US navy may station ships in Singapore, Philippines,” Reuters, 16 December 2011.
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these US littoral combat ships at Singapore’s naval facility would be able to project 

power into the South China Sea and the Straits of Malacca. Such a deployment 

would be in line with the Obama Administration’s plans to deepen the US military 

presence in the Asia Pacific region.

Besides the US, the SAF also trained with the Indian military on land, sea and air in 

2011. These included a Singaporean and Indian armies’ bilateral artillery exercise 

codenamed Exercise Agni Warrior from 2 to 16 January 2011 held in Devlali, India;30 

an armor exercise codenamed Exercise Bold Kurukshetra from 1 to 29 March 2011 

held at the Babina Field Firing range in central India with more than 700 SAF 

personnel 31, the annual Singapore Indian Maritime Bilateral Exercise from 18 to 

25 March 2011 (hosted by the city-state);32 and Singaporean and Indian air forces’ 

Joint Military training at Kalaikunda air force Station, India, from 14 October to 9 

December 2011.33

Singapore also maintains friendly relations with China. In May 2011, Chinese 

Defense Minister Liang Guanglie met his Singaporean counterpart Teo Chee Hean 

in the city-state. According to the Chinese media: “Liang said China attaches great 

importance to the friendly ties and cooperation with the Singapore military, and 

efforts will be made to boost the exchanges of visits, policy dialogues and cooperation 

with the Singapore side in military training, staff training and exchanges between 

the education institutions. The cooperation will also be boosted on non-traditional 

security issues and within multilateral frameworks.” 34 In 2009 and 2010, the SAF 

and China’s People’s Liberation Army held joint counter-terrorism training exercise 

in Guilin, China and subsequently in Singapore.35

Besides maintaining friendly relations and training occasionally with the militaries 

of the great powers, the SAF sought to enhance its operational capabilities through 

30 “Singapore and Indian armies conduct artillery exercise,” MINDEF News, 16 January 2011.
31 “Singapore and Indian armies conduct armor exercise,” MINDEF News, 29 March 2011.
32 “Singapore and Indian navies conduct maritime exercise,” MINDEF News, 24 March 2011.
33 “Singapore and Indian air forces conduct joint military training,” MINDEF News, 7 December 
2011.
34 “Chinese defense minister meets counterpart on Singapore visit,” Xinhua, 16 May 2011.
35 “China, Singapore conduct joint counter-terrorism training exercise,” Xinhua, 19 November 
2010.
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an integrated training exercise in Australia. Exercise Wallaby 2011 took place at the 

Shoalwater Bay training Area in Queensland. The media reported: “The live firing 

involved RSAF AH-64D Apache helicopters, as well as Leopard 2A4 Main Battle 

tanks and Bionix II Infantry Fighting Vehicles from the army. … This year’s Exercise 

Wallaby, held from 23 September to 26 November, involves about 5,500 personnel 

and over 400 assets, including armored vehicles, helicopters and unmanned aerial 

vehicles from the SAF.” 36

Bilateral and multilateral cooperation: diplomacy and security

Singapore supports the following ASEAN-centric regional security architecture 

(to supplement its realist-oriented security policies): the ASEAN Regional Forum, 

the East Asia Summit and the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM-

Plus). The city-state also hosts the annual Shangri-La Dialogue organized by IISS 

(International Institute for Strategic Studies) which brings together defense ministers, 

senior officials and academics from the region for an exchange of views.

Marking the 40th Anniversary of the Five Power Defense Arrangements (FPDA), 

Singapore hosted Exercise Bersama Lima involving air, maritime and land forces 

from Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore and the United Kingdom from 

17 October to 4 November 2011. The exercise involved about 4,000 personnel, 68 

aircraft, 18 ships, two submarines and various support elements from the FPDA 

member states.37

The SAF also cooperated bilaterally and multilaterally with ASEAN members. 

This included the first ASEAN humanitarian and disaster relief exercise, co-hosted 

by the Singaporean and Indonesian armed forces in July 2011. More than 100 

military personnel from the ASEAN states took part in the three-day exercise.38 

In 2011, Singapore also participated in the Malacca Strait Patrols (MSP) initiative 

with Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand, the “Eyes-in-the-Sky” air patrols and the 

36 “Exercise Wallaby boosts SAF capabilities,” Channel News Asia, 20 November 2011.
37 “Singapore hosts FPDA Joint Exercise,” MINDEF News, 17 October 2011.
38 “First ASEAN disaster relief exercise ends,” Straits Times, 15 July 2011. See also “Better disaster 
relief within ASEAN,” Pioneer, September 2011, p. 5 and “ASEAN militaries conclude humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief exercise,” MINDEF News, 14 July 2011.
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Intelligence Exchange Group to enhance the security of the Straits of Malacca and 

Singapore.39 The Singapore Air Force dispatched a C-130 aircraft and a KC-135 

aircraft with relief supplies when Thailand was severely flooded in October 2011.40

When a severe earthquake struck Christchurch, New Zealand in February 2011, a 

116-strong SAF team assisted the New Zealand Defense Force and local authorities 

with rescue operations and provided humanitarian aid to victims. In addition, the 

city-state also dispatched a 55-member Civil Defense Force (SCDF) urban search 

and rescue team, and an SAF command team to assist in the disaster relief to 

Christchurch in two RSAF C-130s and one KC-135 military aircraft.41

Epilogue: post-Lee Kuan Yew era and “hard truths”

88 years old in 2012, Singapore’s founding father Lee will depart from the political 

arena soon. However, it is unclear whether the “hard truths” mentality personified 

by Lee will be transmitted to the political leadership beyond his son Prime Minister 

Lee Hsien Loong. While Lee will depart, a number of “hard truths” will remain 

in Singapore. First, the city-state and its people are becoming more pluralistic in 

values and politics. This is evident in the 2011 General Election when the ruling 

PAP obtained only 60 percent of the popular votes. It does not appear that the ruling 

party has been able to turn around the slide in its popular support. Second, Singapore 

is already a developed and ageing nation, which makes it difficult to achieve high 

economic growth unless it ramps up immigration. But such a strategy will breed 

resentment among Singaporeans who are already living in one of the most densely 

populated countries in the world and will further strain the public infrastructure 

including roads, trains, housing and hospitals.

According to a 2011 study by the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS), a TFR (total 

fertility rate) at 1.24 births per woman and zero net migration would mean that 

Singapore’s population will decline from 5.2 million in 2011 to 3.03 million in 2050. 

39 “SAF participates in Hari Nusantara to mark Malacca Strait Patrols Cooperation,” MINDEF News, 
13 December 2011.
40 “Ministry of Foreign Affairs statement: Singapore’s humanitarian relief assistance to Thailand,” 
MINDEF News, 21 October 2011.
41 “SAF assists NZDF in Christchurch,” MINDEF News, 23 February 2011 and “150 SAF personnel 
honored for contributions in Christchurch,” MINDEF News, 8 April 2011.
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Such a scenario would mean that the country will not be able to sustain economic 

growth and provide a generous defense budget for the SAF. According to the IPS 

study, with 30,000 migrants added annually, the population projection is 4.89 million 

in 2050. The same study also predicted that with 60,000 migrants added annually, 

the population projection is 6.76 million in 2050.42 Commenting after the 2011 

General Election (in which immigration was a hot topic), Lee Kuan Yew lamented 

that Singaporeans can currently “digest” only about 20,000 a year.43

Conceivably, the following scenario may emerge in Singapore in the long run, with 

implications for Singapore’s security outlook and national defense. As Singapore 

democratizes (with more and more opposition party MPs in parliament) and its 

population ages rapidly, there might well be greater voter demand for more generous 

social services and welfare coupled with cutbacks to its hefty defense budget. And 

given the fact that Singaporeans are no longer prepared to accept massive waves 

of immigration, the country, in the long run, must accept lower economic growth, 

an ageing labor force and fewer conscripts for the SAF. If such an outcome is not 

unthinkable, then Singapore must seek to deepen its friendship with its immediate 

neighbors, leverage on ASEAN’s institutionalization as a political, economic and 

security community, and stay on good terms with all great powers. But it is not 

unthinkable that Singapore will be caught in a dilemma if relations between a rising 

China and a more assertive US superpower were to deteriorate sharply in the next 

decade or two. It will then become increasingly difficult for Singapore to walk the 

strategic tightrope between the two contending great powers.

42 “Low fertility rate, no immigration will lead to Singapore’s population decline,” Channel News 
Asia, 7 September 2011.
43 “Lack of immigrants will ‘hurt’ Singaporeans in future,” Straits Times, 15 September 2011.
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Appendix One: Exercise Forging Sabre 2011  
(MINDEF News: 10 December 2011)


