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The revision of the South African 
defence review and international 

trends in force design
Implications for the SA army

Len le Roux

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

INTRODUCTION

Post-apartheid defence policy in South Africa developed in an open and 
consultative manner. It developed in phases, starting with the negotiations 
for the Interim Constitution of South Africa (1993), which included a 
chapter establishing the South African National Defence Force (SANDF). 
Shortly after the 1994 elections the Government of National Unity 
started with the development of the White Paper on Defence (completed 
in 1996) and the Defence Review (completed in 1998). The latter was the 
culmination of the defence policy development process. These documents 
established the national defence posture, defined the functions and tasks 
and the required force design of the SANDF and described the overall 
structure of the Department of Defence (DOD). They also laid down the 
principles for the governance of defence in a democracy and the basic 
framework for the management of the DOD. They have subsequently 
served as the foundation for the further development of defence 
legislation (including the new Defence Act, Act 42 of 2002), policy and 
doctrine and have been the primary frame of reference for the initiation 
of the much-debated strategic defence acquisition projects.

Despite the open and collaborative process that was used to develop 
this defence policy framework, a significant discrepancy has developed 
between the outcome of the Defence Review process (stated policy) 
and the current situation regarding the employment and funding of 
the SANDF (practice). This is mostly because some of the assumptions 
underlying South Africa’s defence policy have not fully realised.
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The ending of apartheid brought with it a vision of peace and stability 
in Africa and of growth and development. Nationally the focus was on 
the reconstruction and development programme (RDP), which was to 
produce internal stability and growth. For this reason the White Paper 
and Defence Review argued that South Africa could significantly reduce 
defence spending and concentrate on the establishment of a small (core) 
conventional regular force and a large part-time force that could be 
mobilised when required. It was anticipated that the SANDF would 
progressively withdraw from the internal policing function and that a 
force of about 1 000 soldiers, with air, maritime and medical support 
units, would be sufficient for the country’s international and regional 
peace support obligations.

These planning assumptions, combined with budgetary restrictions, 
led to the approved establishment of a defence force of some 55 000 
uniformed regular soldiers focused on the maintenance of a core 
conventional capability. This figure includes the army, air force, 
navy and military health service, as well as all uniformed support 
and headquarters personnel. The total strength of the Department of 
Defence, civilians included, was set at 70 000. The regular force was 
to be backed by a sufficiently large part-time component to ensure 
expansion capability when required.

In looking back, and considering current developments and realities, 
it is clear that some revision of South African defence policy is required. 
It is submitted that the major issues that should be addressed are:

• The definition of the primary and secondary roles of the SANDF
• The new demands being placed on the SANDF by Africa’s emerging 

defence and security architecture
• The role of the part-time component of the SANDF

THE PRIMARY/SECONDARY ROLE DEBATE

According to the South African Constitution (Act 108 of 1996: Chapter 
11, Section 200(2)), the ‘primary object of the defence force is to 
defend and protect the Republic, its territorial integrity and its people 
in accordance with the Constitution and the principles of international 
law regulating the use of force’. The Constitution does not name 
any secondary objects or functions of the Defence Force but through 
Schedule 6 (Transitional Arrangements, Section 24(1)) provides for 
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the retention of Section 227(1) of the Interim Constitution (Act 200 of 
1993), which provides that the Defence Force may be employed:

a)  For service in the defence of the Republic, for the protection of its 
sovereignty and territorial integrity

b)  For service in compliance with the international obligations of the 
Republic with regard to international bodies and other states

c)  For service in the preservation of life, health or property
d) For service in the provision or maintenance of essential services
e)  For service in the upholding of law and order in the Republic 

in co-operation with the South African Police Service under 
circumstances set out in law where the said Police Service is unable 
to maintain law and order on its own

f)  For service in support of any department of state for the purpose of 
socio-economic upliftment

The provision that the Defence Force ‘may be employed for’ does not 
imply that the Defence Force ‘must be designed for’ or ‘exists for the 
reason to’ but rather that because the Defence Force exists and has certain 
inherent capabilities it may be employed for other tasks over and above its 
‘primary object’. In later policy development it was therefore concluded 
that the SANDF should be designed for its primary object and that it must 
provide other services through its collateral utility. This statement, if true, 
requires a closer examination of the ‘primary object’ of the SANDF.

While most dictionaries describe the two words defend and protect 
as synonymous, the fact that both are included in the constitutional 
description of the primary object of the SANDF indicates a clear 
distinction in the intent of their use. To defend the Republic, its 
territorial integrity and its people would imply defence against some 
form of external belligerent/military threat to these entities. To 
protect the same would seem to have a wider meaning, which includes 
protection from abnormal eventualities such as natural disasters, crime 
and violence beyond the control of the police, other non-state violence 
and internal threats to the constitutional order, among others.

The protection function of government is, however, not restricted 
to the SANDF. The Constitution (Chapter 11, Section 205(3)) also 
provides that, ‘[t]he objects of the police service are to prevent, combat 
and investigate crime, to maintain public order, to protect and secure 
the inhabitants of the Republic and their property, and to uphold 
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and enforce the law’ (my emphasis). Chapter 3 (Section 41(1)) of the 
Constitution states, ‘All spheres of government and all organs of state 
within each sphere must … secure the well-being of the people of the 
Republic’. It is clear that for many of the functions mentioned above, the 
primary responsibility rests with governmental structures other than the 
Department of Defence. It is for this reason that the words ‘co-operation 
with the SAPS’ and ‘support of any department of state’ are used. In fact, 
all of the secondary functions of the SANDF are supportive of other 
government departments and/or civil society organisations. As examples, 
the protection of the citizenry against the elements lies, among others, 
with the Department of Housing and against sickness and disease with 
the Department of Health. But even in these the SANDF can play a 
supportive role through its inherent capabilities such as engineering 
units and military health infrastructure and personnel.

How then does the SANDF defend and protect the Republic, its 
territorial integrity and its people? This is well argued and described 
in the White Paper on National Defence (1996). Chapter 4 of the White 
Paper clearly spells out South Africa’s strategy for the protection of the 
state and its people through the hierarchy of:

• Political, economic and military co-operation with other states
• The prevention, management and resolution of conflict through non-

violent means
• The use or threat of force as a measure of last resort

The White Paper argues that government’s preferred and primary course 
of action is to prevent conflict and war. South Africa will therefore ‘only 
turn to military means when deterrence and non-violent strategies have 
failed’. Deterrence requires defence capabilities that are ‘sufficiently 
credible to inhibit potential aggressors’ (White Paper on National Defence 
1996). The hierarchy for the defence of South Africa is thus clearly (i) the 
prevention of conflict and war, (ii) the containment of conflict and war 
and (iii) the employment of military force as the last option.

Despite the above, the White Paper goes on to define the primary 
function of the SANDF as ‘to defend South Africa against external 
military aggression’ and determines that the SANDF should be designed 
mainly around the demands of its primary function. It determines, 
incorrectly and in contrast to its own defence strategy logic, that the task 
of peace support operations is ‘secondary and should ideally be executed 
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largely by means of the collateral utility inherent in the design for the 
primary function, defence against external military aggression.

The overemphasis on the primary function of the SANDF as the 
defence of South Africa against external military aggression and the 
primacy of designing the SANDF for this function only came about for 
two reasons. Firstly, the new ruling party was painfully aware of the 
results of allowing the apartheid SADF to become involved in political 
and internal stability matters. The ANC accepted the need for a defence 
force, but wanted one that would be truly non-partisan and professional; 
therefore one that was restricted to purely conventional military tasks. 
At the same time, the military command structure of the new SANDF 
(overwhelmingly officers from the old SADF) was concerned about the 
aging of conventional military equipment and the loss of capabilities 
and saw the strong focus on the primary function as an opportunity to 
motivate for the re-equipping of the SANDF. This was in fact a marriage 
of convenience between two unlikely parties. In the second place, the 
utopia of the ending of apartheid brought an unrealistic vision of the 
end of conflict in Africa and a dream of continental peace, stability and 
development. There was therefore not much thought about the role that 
the SANDF might have to play in shaping the conditions of peace and 
stability on the continent for the realisation of the African Renaissance. 
The current demand for the SANDF in African peace missions was 
simply not envisaged. This boiled down to the following: if we accepted 
the need for a defence force owing to the uncertainties of the future but 
wanted this defence force to remain disengaged from internal stability 
matters and did not foresee a significant role for it on the continent, we 
could only build a defence force based on the logic of ‘defence against 
external aggression’ and as this was a remote possibility we needed to 
build a defence force on the concept of a small conventional core force 
with the ability for rapid expansion based on a sufficiently large reserve 
component. Such a force would be able to execute any ‘secondary 
functions’ using the collateral utility available in its primary design. This 
policy framework fundamentally influenced the later development and 
acceptance of the Defence Review force design.

THE DEFENCE REVIEW FORCE DESIGN

Based on the White Paper policy direction, the Defence Review (1998) 
developed the concepts of the primary function of the SANDF, its 
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secondary tasks and the core force logic into more tangible defence 
doctrines and a force design for the future SANDF. The force design 
eventually approved, as reflected in Chapter 8 of the Defence Review, 
became the blueprint against which the development of the SANDF 
has been undertaken since 1998 and against which the acquisition of 
the so-called ‘strategic defence package’ was conducted. Unfortunately, 
in so doing, some important provisions of the Defence Review were 
overlooked. These are captured in paragraphs 8 to 13 of Chapter 8 of 
the Defence Review (1998) and state:

8.  The approval of a force design by the parliamentary defence 
committee, Cabinet or Parliament does not constitute blanket 
approval for all implied capital projects or an immutable contract 
in terms of the exact numbers and types of equipment. At best, 
it constitutes approval in principal for the maintenance of the 
specified capabilities at an approximate level. There are several 
reasons for this.

9.  The affordability of the force design, which is central 
to its implementation, is subject to certain assumptions and 
qualifications. The long-term sustainability of the design requires a 
continuous investment in the periodic upgrading and replacement 
of equipment. The costing of the design thus incorporates 
annualised upgrade and replacement costs over the life span of the 
equipment. This is based on realistic assumptions, under present 
conditions, of the anticipated life span and cost of such equipment. 
Since the life span of major equipment is measured in decades and 
many replacement projects will commence many years hence, it is 
impossible to predict with absolute accuracy the actual annualised 
cost of equipment.

10.  The process further assumes that the current imbalance in the 
so-called ‘tooth-to-tail ratio’ of the SANDF will be corrected by 
the transformation process, thus releasing a greater portion of the 
budget for combat capabilities. The ratio on which the calculations 
are based is an estimate of the anticipated result of transformation.

11.  The numbers and costs of equipment in future replacement projects 
will also be affected by technological developments, which may 
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improve future equipment capabilities. On the other hand, less 
capable equipment may be available at a lower unit cost. During 
each procurement project a trade-off will thus have to be made 
between the required overall capability, the equipment available 
to the SANDF, cost, and available funds. These details can only 
be determined under the conditions prevailing at the time, and all 
major acquisition projects will thus be subject to the processes and 
levels of approval provided for in the White Paper on Defence.

12.  The processes and assumptions on which the force design is based 
will be reviewed in successive planning cycles. This is bound to 
produce new insights that will require a periodic revision of the 
force design. The planning assumptions also reflect perceptions of 
the geopolitical environment, which will inevitably change. While 
no major discontinuities are anticipated, even gradual, relatively 
orderly change will require adjustments to defence planning on a 
continuous basis.

13.  The force design thus reflects a dynamic environment and is itself 
dynamic. It represents the best present indication of the type and 
scale of defence capabilities that South Africa should establish and 
maintain, but its future orientation makes deviations inevitable. 
The transformation process in particular will impact directly on 
the force structure required to support the force design: force 
structure is subject to the Department’ s transformation project, 
which will be discussed in detail in the course of the Defence 
Review process.

DEVELOPMENTS SINCE COMPLETION OF THE DEFENCE REVIEW

Since the completion of the White Paper and the Defence Review, 
much has happened to put strain on implementing defence policy as 
well as to indicate the need for a re-evaluation of the policy itself. The 
major shifts in the strategic environment and the non-realised planning 
assumptions include:

• The conflict situation in Africa and the demand that this has placed on 
the SANDF to support foreign policy initiatives through peace support 
operations
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• The developing African defence and security architecture and the 
move towards collective security processes and structures

• The internal crime situation in South Africa, which continues to place 
demands on the SANDF for deployments in support of the SAPS

• The deterioration in the capacity of the part-time component of the 
SANDF

• The strategic defence acquisition packages

These changes have caused a greater demand for SANDF services both 
externally and internally, while the budget provision has not kept 
pace, allowing for the simultaneous development of the SANDF in line 
with policy.

CONFLICT AND SECURITY IN AFRICA AND SANDF PEACE MISSIONS

Despite the post-Cold War and post-apartheid optimistic view of 
Africa, the continent is unfortunately still suffering from chronic 
underdevelopment, poverty, lack of human security and other social ills. 
This, together with poor governance and the competition for control 
and exploitation of resources, has led to the proliferation of intra-state 
conflicts on the continent. In recent years there have been UN and 
African peace missions in 12 African countries. These are Burundi, 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, the Central African Republic, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, 
Sudan and Western Sahara. Most of these peace operations are directed 
at solving internal disputes fomented by warlords and rebel groups 
motivated by ethnic or religious disputes, the control and exploitation 
of resources or political adventurism. These conflicts also lead to 
overflows into neighbouring states, as is evidenced in West Africa, the 
Great Lakes Region and the Horn of Africa. This high level of instability 
and conflict, coupled with the general state of underdevelopment on the 
continent, creates a vast potential breeding ground for polarisation, the 
rise of warlords, rogue regimes, terrorism and crime. It could also create 
favourable locations from which international terrorists can operate 
against other parts of the world. If this is not contained, the potential 
for unilateral external interventions will become very real.

In combating the threats associated with these ills, the SANDF 
has become increasingly engaged in peace support operations on the 
continent. At present the SANDF has about 3 000 soldiers deployed 
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in these conflict areas in Africa, with a demand for more. The major 
deployments are in Burundi and the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
with an increasing involvement in Sudan. The SANDF is not well 
equipped for these types of operations, as its force design is predicated 
on short logistic lines for highly mechanised mobile forces prepared to 
fight in defence of the territorial integrity of the country and not for 
out-of-area force projection and support in distant places, also referred 
to as expeditionary operations.

AFRICA’S DEVELOPING COLLECTIVE SECURITY ARCHITECTURE

Africa is rapidly moving towards becoming a collective security 
community. At continental level the African Union has accepted 
the Common African Defence and Security Policy (CADSP), which 
acknowledges that ‘each African country’s defence is inextricably linked 
to that of other African countries, as well as that of other regions and, by 
the same token, that of the African continent as a whole’ (AU 2004:2-3). 
One of the building blocks of the CADSP is the African Standby Force 
(ASF), which is mandated by the Protocol Establishing the Peace and 
Security Council of the AU. The concept of the ASF is based on standby 
brigades to be provided by the five African subregions. These brigades 
will be established in two phases, to be completed by the year 2010, with 
the attendant strengthening of capabilities at both the AU and regional 
levels. The ASF will have military, police and civilian components and 
will operate on the basis of various scenarios under African Union 
mandates, ranging from observer missions to peacekeeping operations 
and intervention in conformity with the Constitutive Act of the AU. 

At subregional level, SADC has made great progress on issues of 
collective defence and security. This manifests itself through the Organ 
for Politics, Defence and Security (OPDS) and its substructure, the 
Inter-State Defence and Security Committee (ISDSC). Furthermore, 
through these structures all SADC countries have agreed to a Mutual 
Defence Pact and are working on the modalities of the SADC regional 
brigade as an element of the ASF. Operationalising and strengthening 
these regional and subregional mechanisms will undoubtedly contribute 
greatly towards providing the wherewithal for collectively combating 
the threats to African peace and security.

These developments are heavily premised on political integration and 
co-operation on the continent and in the subregions, as is evidenced in 
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the AU and NEPAD. They, however, also require that African defence 
forces should be built around the concept of ‘confidence-building 
defence’ (also known as non-offensive or non-provocative defence) as 
well as those of confidence and security-building measures. Present 
South African defence policy stresses the need for confidence and 
security-building measures, but the approved force design is not well 
aligned to these principles. The Defence Review (1998) did present 
one option based on the principles of non-offensive defence, but in the 
conclusion of Chapter 8 stated, ‘[This] option involves major deviations 
from present capabilities and doctrine and will require more study before 
it can be recommended. If future tendencies are in this direction [the 
selected] option 1 will be an acceptable base for such development’. The 
developments in Africa are clearly leading in the direction of collective 
defence and demand more consideration of these principles in revisiting 
the Defence Review.

THE INTERNAL CRIME SITUATION IN SOUTH AFRICA

Despite the stated policy that the SANDF should disengage from the 
ongoing policing role, the pressures placed on the SAPS by the high 
crime rate in South Africa have kept the SANDF involved in supporting 
the police. Until recently, the SANDF had an average of around 3 000 
soldiers deployed on operations Intexo (borderline control) and Stipper 
(rural protection) on an ongoing basis. Currently the SANDF has started 
disengaging from such support and has also announced the phasing-out 
of the commando system (the territorial reserves of the SANDF). This 
has led to many concerns about the capability of the SAPS to be able 
to cope with the more organised and militarised forms of crime and 
the feasibility of the replacement of the commando system by an as yet 
undefined policing system.

THE PART-TIME COMPONENT OF THE SANDF

Another area in which little progress was made in the transformation 
process was the development of the part-time component of the 
SANDF. The White Paper and Defence Review argued for a defence 
force based on the one-force concept comprising ‘a relatively small 
regular force and a sufficiently large part-time force’ (White Paper on 
National Defence 1996, Chapter 4). The part-time component would 
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in turn consist of the conventional units (citizen force) and territorial 
units (citizen force and commandos). It was foreseen that the part-
time component (PTC) would be an integral and essential part of the 
SANDF. During mobilisation or times of war, it would be required to 
provide substantial numbers towards the personnel component of the 
defence force.

In reality, the part-time component of the SANDF has been severely 
neglected and is today nearly non-existent. The conventional reserve 
has not been sufficiently trained at an operational level for some years 
and little new blood is flowing into the system. It has few fully trained 
troops, has a grossly over-age leadership corps and has not participated 
in large-scale field training exercises in many years. There is still a 
core around which an effective or more efficient reserve force could 
be rebuilt, but as things stand now there is no viable reserve force to 
back up the regular force. The one exception is the territorial reserve, 
the former commandos, which still have reasonable strength levels and 
proficiency, although they are not trained for a conventional role and are 
in any event being phased out. This leaves a strategic gap in the design 
of the SANDF.

THE STRATEGIC DEFENCE ACQUISITION PACKAGES

Since completion of the Defence Review, the SA government and the 
Department of Defence have embarked on an ambitious project to 
replace obsolescent equipment in the SANDF force design with new 
acquisitions through the so-called ‘Strategic Defence Package’ deal. 
It provides for the acquisition of four corvettes, three submarines, 30 
light-utility helicopters, 24 lead-in fighter trainer (LIFT) aircraft and 28 
fighter aircraft. 

These acquisitions are aligned with the force design of the Defence 
Review but it can be argued that they did not take cognisance of real 
priorities and the trend in the defence budget and expenditure. They 
favour the air force and navy above the army, although it is the army 
that is at the forefront of deployments into Africa. They also tie the 
defence budget down to high expenditure on capital equipment, while 
the operating budget for force development, force preparation and 
force employment is shrinking. This has led to many problems in the 
maintenance of standards and general deterioration in the preparedness 
of the SANDF.
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INTERNATIONAL TRENDS IN FORCE DESIGN

While it is important to consider the SANDF force design based on 
national and regional realities, it would also serve this debate to look 
at international trends in force design. Since the end of the Cold War, 
and strongly influenced by the need for intervention in situations of war 
crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity, as well as serious threats 
to the legitimate order, defence planners have looked more and more at 
the need for rapid reaction expeditionary forces to prevent and contain 
these situations far from the homeland. The ‘war on terror’ has also 
emphasised this need for stopping threats where they originate.

In Africa, the Solemn Declaration on a Common African Defence and 
Security Policy declares the:

… right of the Union to intervene in a member state pursuant to a 
decision of the Assembly in respect of grave circumstances, namely: war 
crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity, as well as a serious threat 
to legitimate order, in order to restore peace and stability to the member 
states of the Union upon the recommendation of the Peace and Security 
Council. (CADSP 2004: Section II, Paragraph 11(f), my emphasis)

This emphasises the need for the creation of the ASF and the regional 
brigades to be able to act quickly, in combined operations far from home.

It is interesting to observe how the debate on force design has been 
influenced by these events. Nearly all defence forces of Europe and other 
developed states are today basing their force designs on a two-pronged 
approach: an expeditionary force and a homeland defence force.

Defense News states:

The four Nordic countries are changing the sizes, shapes and roles of 
their land forces, a transformation that began after the Cold War and 
gained focus in the post-September 11 global security environment. 
In the space of just seven months, all four will have unveiled plans 
to improve their ability to deploy forces overseas and deal with 
terrorists at home. … Denmark … is sharpening the role of the Home 
Guard to defend the country against natural or terrorist incidents. … 
Norway is moving its part-time soldiers into home defence units, while 
professional troops are going into a new, deployable brigade called 
Brigade North. … Details of the Swedish transformation scheme, due 
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to be revealed this week, were expected to follow the general trend 
away from conventional home defence towards internationally more 
capable forces. (Chuter 2004) 

Sweden’s Defence Ministry soon will ask lawmakers to approve a 
defence bill that would crystallise into cold budget figures the broad 
theme of Swedish military reform: moving from a Cold War, territorial 
defence force to a lean, sophisticated force that can help keep the peace 
around the world. And it sets out a plan for doing so with less money.  
(Tran 2004)

In Australia: 

The nation’s 1980s defence posture emphasised continental defence 
over strategic mobility. By contrast, today’s forward defence posture 
requires a more versatile, deployable force able to operate in the Asia-
Pacific region and beyond in a wider range of contingencies. (Ferguson 
2004) 

In Canada:

[The] service is switching to a predominately wheeled vehicle fleet. … 
The Army’s Leopard tanks and tracked M109 self-propelled howitzers 
will be removed from service as part of the transformation plan. … 
To improve its deployability, the army is looking at pre-positioning 
stocks of equipment near ports on Canada’s east and west coasts. 
(Pugliese 2004)

The same article mentioned that ‘[Prime Minister Paul] Martin promised 
to boost the Army’s reserve force from 15 500 to 18 500’. 

Most recently, on the question of how the Netherlands is reshaping its 
forces to be more expeditionary, Lt General Hans Sonneveld, the Vice 
Chief of Defence, replied:

We are making our armed forces more suitable to operate abroad. …. 
Of course, an expeditionary force is not just putting so many troops 
into an aircraft. It is a combination of elements, and we have taken 
measures to do that. For instance, we have good arrangements to get 
troops and armoured vehicles to ships. We have our own capabilities 
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with the Rotterdam and the airlift, and we proved that during Exercise 
Joint Caribbean Lion 2006 in the Dutch Antilles. (Defense News 18 
September 2006)

On the issue of homeland defence, in the US: 

The Pentagon is preparing a new homeland defence strategy that directs 
a major overhaul of US naval capabilities, increased spending on a wide 
range of technologies and more reliance on the reserve components. 
A draft version of the new ‘Strategy for Homeland Defense and Civil 
Support’ calls for a … [plan] to expand the use of the National Guard 
and other reserve component capabilities for homeland defence and 
civil support missions … [to support] local and state authorities to deal 
with a disaster’s aftermath. … To deal with the wide range of new 
missions, particularly on the water, the Defense Department plans 
to expand its reliance on the Reserve and National Guard in air and 
missile defence, maritime security and land defence’. (Sherman 2004) 

All these tendencies clearly demonstrate current thinking on defence in the 
present geo-strategic environment. Major threat patterns to both human 
and national security are terrorism, internal conflicts leading to war 
crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity and with dangerous spillover 
potential and the actions of rogue states. All of these require swift response 
and expeditionary forces capable of conducting both conventional and 
asymmetric operations far from home base. This requires specific force 
design considerations driven by a re-think on defence policy.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The White Paper on Defence and the Defence Review were important 
steps in establishing the rationale for defence in the ‘new South Africa’ 
and contributed greatly to the stability in the SANDF and as such in 
South Africa after 1998. They provided direction, allowed for a common 
vision for the SANDF and determined the basis for the transformation 
of the SANDF in a democratic society. Without these policy documents, 
the SANDF would not have been able to achieve the levels of success 
that it has done in the fields of peace support operations, support to 
the police and support to civil society in general. Despite this, as was 
discussed, certain assumptions on which they were formulated and 
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certain conclusions that were drawn are out of line with reality and 
need to be revisited. In the light of the analysis of these assumptions 
and conclusions as contained in this paper, the author arrives at the 
following policy recommendations:

TO REVISIT THE DEFINITION OF THE PRIMARY FUNCTION OF THE SANDF

As has been argued, the primary function of the SANDF was very 
narrowly defined in the White Paper on Defence as ‘defence against 
external military aggression’ (Chapter 3, paragraph 32). This definition 
has also strongly influenced the force design of the SANDF and has led 
to an overemphasis on conventional capabilities and a lack of provision 
for the important functions that the SANDF is executing in peace 
support operations in Africa and will be required to execute in support 
of the collective defence and security mechanisms on the continent.

It is therefore submitted that the primary function of the SANDF 
should be redefined to include the following tasks:

• The provision of credibility to government’s diplomatic initiatives
• The provision of capabilities for expeditionary intervention and peace 

support operations
• The provision of capabilities for military diplomacy and contributing 

to collective defence in Africa in line with the Common African 
Defence and Security Policy

• The provision of military deterrence through credible operational 
capabilities

The primary function of the SANDF can be postulated as to act as an 
instrument of force for government in conflict prevention and conflict 
intervention.

It is recommended that the definition of the primary function of the 
SANDF be revisited and brought into line with current realities and 
demands.

TO INITIATE IN-DEPTH STUDIES ON THE APPLICABILITY AND FEASIBILITY OF THE 
PRINCIPLES AND CONCEPTS OF NON-OFFENSIVE DEFENCE FOR SOUTH AFRICA

Current South African defence policy includes certain elements of 
the concepts of non-offensive defence (NOD) (also known as non-
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provocative defence or confidence-building defence). At the time of 
the development of the Defence Review, consideration was given 
to a more substantial NOD posture, but as stated in the Defence 
Review this option involved major deviations from present capabilities 
and doctrine and would require more study before it could be 
recommended.

It is submitted that the developments in Africa and the SADC 
subregion regarding collective defence and security measures and 
mechanisms call for a re-evaluation of the applicability of these concepts 
for the SANDF.

It is therefore recommended that consideration be given to including 
studies on non-offensive defence in the current review process.

TO INITIATE A RE-CONSIDERATION OF THE ROLE OF THE PART-TIME COMPONENT 
OF THE SANDF, INCLUDING THE TERRITORIAL RESERVES (COMMANDOS)

Part-time forces are an important component of a defence force 
designed around the principles of confidence-building defence as well 
as for improved efficiency in defence spending. They allow for the 
maintenance of a relatively small regular (expeditionary) force during 
times of peace and stability and the rapid expansion of such a regular 
force in times of crisis and conflict. Limiting the size of the regular 
force acts as an important confidence and security-building measure. 
The existence of a territorial reserve (such as the commandos) is one of 
the most crucial elements in the concept of a defence force built on the 
principles of NOD. The present and emerging threats to South Africa 
and the region come more from the areas of terrorism, warlordism, rebel 
groups, piracy and other forms of organised crime. Territorial reserves 
provide essential early warning and quick reaction to such threats. 
They are also the mainstay of the SANDF supporting the SAPS and for 
reacting to emergencies and disasters as well as in the maintenance of 
essential services during such emergencies.

It is therefore recommended that the decision to phase out the 
territorial reserves of the SANDF be revisited.

CONCLUSION

The redefinition of the primary function of the SANDF and any 
changes to defence doctrine will automatically require a redefinition 
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of the force design of the SANDF and the SA Army. Defence 
against external military aggression implies a conventional focus 
on equipment, operations close to and around one’s own borders, 
internal lines of communication and relative proximity of support 
structures. Expeditionary missions and other operations in compliance 
with international obligations as well as the provision of elements 
to contribute to the African Standby Force, on the other hand, have 
different demands. These include:

• Protracted deployments over vast distances
• High mobility and air and sea transportability
• Long-range logistics support
• Interoperability with other national forces
• Flexibility for operations in different geographic area, climates and 

terrain
• The ability to conduct operations against asymmetric threats

The emphasis therefore shifts from heavy ground mobile forces to light 
air and sea mobile forces.

Currently the SANDF is designed around the requirements of a mobile 
conventional force for homeland defence and the new acquisitions 
strengthen those capabilities. It is obvious that this cannot be changed 
overnight. There is a large degree of flexibility in the present design and 
some level of compatibility with the new and emerging demands. The 
major issue facing the SANDF in the short term is therefore not a total 
redesign but rather adapting the use of what it has in terms of force 
development and force preparation for optimal support to peace support 
operations in Africa and the development of the African Standby Force. 
In this context it is submitted that the SANDF should utilise its strengths 
optimally in support of its crucial roles in Africa.

In the short term it is important to:

• Reprioritise the force development and force preparation of the SA 
Army in line with its crucial role in Africa

• Build the capacity of the SA Army’s reserve component for homeland 
defence and stop the phasing-out of the commandos as a matter of 
priority

• Ensure maximum efficiency in the expenditure of the defence budget
• Ensure alignment of the defence budget with policy
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In the longer term the results of this review process should directly 
inform the future force design of the SA Army and any future army 
acquisitions.

LIST OF REFERENCES

AU 2004. Solemn Declaration on a Common African Defence and Security Policy. 
Formulated at a meeting of the Heads of State of the Member States of the 
African Union in Sirte, Libya, on 28 February 2004.

Chuter, A 2004. Nordic nations gain transformation ground. Defense News, 13 
September 2004 [online]. Available at http://www.defensenews.com/sgml
parse2.php?F=archive2/20040920/atpc14517153.sgml [accessed 1 November 
2006].

Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1996 (Act 108 of 1996). Cape Town, 
Parliament of the Republic of South Africa. 

Ferguson, G 2004. Australia, New Zealand march on with upgrades. Defense 
News, 20 September 2004 [online]. Available at http://www.defensenews.com
/sgmlparse2.php?F=archive2/20040920/atpc14517125.sgml [accessed 1 
November 2006].

Interim Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1993 (Act 200 of 1993). Cape 
Town, Parliament of the Republic of South Africa.

Pugliese, D 2004. Troop increase likely to benefit Canada’s army. Defense News, 
20 September 2004 (b) [online]. Available at http://www.defensenews.com
/sgmlparse2.php?F=archive2/20040920/atpc14517492.sgml [accessed 1 
November 2006].

Sherman, J 2004. US drafts homeland strategy - Significant spending seen on 
technology, reserves. Defense News, 27 September 2004 [online]. Available 
at http://www.defensenews.com/sgmlparse2.php?F=archive2/20040927/atpc
14795630.sgml [accessed 1 November 2006].

South African Defence Review 1998. 1 Military Printing Regiment, Pretoria, South 
Africa, 1998.

Tran, P 2004. Swedish forces go mobile, Net-centric. Defense News, 13 September 
2004 [online]. Available at http://www.defensenews.com/sgmlparse2.php?
F=archive2/20040913/atpc14300071.sgml [accessed 1 November 2006].

White Paper on National Defence for the Republic of South Africa. Defence in a 
Democracy. 1 Military Printing Regiment, Pretoria, South Africa, 1996

The revision of the South African defence review and international trends in force design


