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By JAMES AL HIGGS

he creation of the South

African National Defence

Force (SANDF) is arguably

one of the success stories in
the history of the Republic of South
Africa. But questions persist about its
role, budgetary allocations, personnel
structures, and equipment procure-
ment. Over the last decade, SANDF has
had to deal with radical downsizing and
restructuring like the militaries of many
other nations. It also had to adapt to a
domestic revolution that brought an
end to apartheid. The demands placed
on the armed forces ranged from inte-
grating tens of thousands of members
of regular and guerrilla formations
under democratic control to participat-
ing in peace operations.

Establishing a new force is prov-
ing an immense undertaking. First, the
military must develop a shared institu-
tional culture that is both acceptable
to diverse ethnic backgrounds and
generates the esprit necessary for unit
cohesion. Second, it must recruit,
train, and deploy this force as defense
competes with other government sec-
tors for budgetary resources. Third, it
must build legitimacy among those
mistreated by the security forces under
the previous regime.

Transforming a Military

During the early 1990s the Sub-
council on Foreign Affairs of the Tran-
sitional Executive Council developed
an understanding of the factors that
would influence the future political
and security environment. It recog-
nized that close links would exist be-
tween regional and national interests
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442; and military health service, 652.

battle tanks (128 in storage); a navy
with 5,190 sailors and 2 submarines, 9
patrol/coastal craft, and 8 mine war-
fare vessels; an air force with 9,640
airmen and 87 combat aircraft; and
medical health service of 5,550.

Source: International Institute for Strate-
gic Studies, The Military Balance, 2000-2001

(Oxford: Oxford University Press for the Interna-
tional Institute for Strategic Studies, 2000).

Republic of South Africa

Defense Budget: Estimated at $1.9 billion for 2000; the gross domestic
product in 1999 was $128 billion ($5,800 per capita).

Manpower: With a population of 40,300,000, South Africa has a total of
6,049,000 men between 18 and 32 years of age. Active military strength is
63,389. Reserve forces number 87,392—army, 85,228; navy, 1,070; air force,

Armed Forces: South Africa has an army of 42,490 soldiers and 168 main

which could be threatened by deterio-
rating relations stemming from refugee
migration, drug trafficking, arms trans-
fers, and cross-border ethnic, national-
ist, and extremist activities. Following
this analysis measures were proposed
“to prevent conflict, the monitoring of
events, becoming involved in preven-
tive diplomacy, and ways to influence
the emergence of a constructive new
order on the continent in a positive
and significant manner.”

South Africa also drafted an in-
terim constitution outlining six func-
tions for the defense force: services in
protection of the nation; international
obligations; preservation of life,
health, and property; provision of es-
sential services; upholding the law;
and social upliftment.

A white paper released in 1996,
Defence in a Democracy, further speci-
fied requirements for the future.
Among other concerns it addressed the
strategic situation in which South
Africa must operate, human resources,
and civil-military relations. It also
noted that South Africa

is no longer isolated internationally. It has
been welcomed into many international
organizations, most importantly the . ..
[ United Nations,] the [Organization of
African Unity], and the Southern Africa
Development Community. South Africa is
in fact expected to play an active role in
these forums, especially with regard to
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peace and security in Africa and Southern
Africa in particular. . . . South Africa does
not now, and will not in the future have
aggressive intentions towards any state. It
is not confronted by any immediate con-
ventional military threat, and does antici-
pate external military aggression in the
short to medium term (+/- five years).
...[The] size, design, structure, and
budget of the SANDF will therefore be de-
termined by its primary function.

This vision for the armed forces
brought with it new fiscal realities. The
fact that the defense budget as a per-

the former military was
closely identified with the
policy of apartheid

cent of gross domestic product fell
from 4.7 in 1988 to 1.6 in 1996, for ex-
ample, meant that spending was cut
by almost two-thirds. Some might re-
gard this adjustment as a fitting price
to extract from an institution that for-
merly held a privileged position and

commanded substantial resources. On
the other hand, fiscal constraints in-
troduced by such a decline make the
expensive process of reform particu-
larly demanding.

As a high profile institution on
which state survival may depend, the
armed forces have a tremendous re-
sponsibility. It is well that reform is
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underway given that the process of
transformation may take decades.

The Ghost of Apartheid

The former military was closely
identified with the policy of apartheid.
The creation of SANDF has thus been
a most delicately balanced process of
institution-building and one that in
some ways represents the task con-
fronting the whole country.

This balancing act is illustrated by
two potentially conflicting imperatives
for change. First, social needs for
greater legitimacy required combining
eight statutory and nonstatutory forces,
transforming an institutional culture
from an apartheid state agency to a
more transparent, accountable, and
representative force, and cutting de-
fense spending in accord with domestic
priorities for reconstruction and devel-
opment. Primarily focused on person-
nel issues, this process has concen-
trated on integrating a regular,
white-led, high-technology conven-
tional force with irregular, guerrilla,
and predominantly black revolutionary
forces. Furthermore, the importance of
this process has made it necessary to
conduct the transformation quickly.
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Participating in peace
operations.

One major structural difficulty
confronting SANDF was the shift in
budget allocations from what might be
characterized as typical of industrial-
ized military in 1990 to an unbalanced
distribution by the end of the decade.
The proportion of resources devoted to
personnel tripled while that allocated
to the capital costs of equipment re-
placement fell by two-thirds.

The rationale for reallocating re-
sources provided by political and social
imperatives for integration will be ex-
amined later. But such a policy has a
severe impact on the capabilities of the
armed forces to fulfil their constitu-
tional responsibilities. The effect on
the navy is that the entire fleet will
reach obsolescence simultaneously. To
rectify this situation, a ministerial plan
has been issued to restore the balance
of spending for operational and per-
sonnel outlays, in the process reducing
SANDF to a total level of about 70,000.

Underlying this effort are needs
for a structure, lines of command, con-
stitutional relations, and management
of civil supremacy over the military
that are the basis of good democratic
practice and constitutional govern-
ment. Democracy was a prerequisite
for the establishment of SANDE.

Obstacles to Integration

The ethos of the South African
Defence Force derived from a variety of
sources: Afrikaner culture, the irregular
warfare experience of the Boers,
African cultures within the ranks, the
regular force ethos of the British mili-
tary, and colonial experience. Notwith-
standing the odious activities of some
elements of the armed forces between
1985 and 1993, examining the old
ethos can inform the current situation
surrounding the integration process.

The old ethos is traced to the for-
mation of the Union Defence Force fol-
lowing the British victory in the Anglo-
Boer war of 1898-1902. It drew on both
British and Boer military traditions. The
Boers stressed hierarchy, respect for au-
thority, team spirit, Christian values,
self-reliance, and a capacity to prevail
against the odds. This ethos required
that in times of emergency citizens
must take up arms and commit horses,
servants, and their lives to defending
the nation. That spirit was institutional-
ized in the commando system.

During the Cold War many mem-
bers of the armed forces considered
communism as anti-Christian, partly
because of teachings propagated by
the Dutch Reform Church, whose
dicta were accepted uncritically by
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Afrikaners. Although such beliefs were
confined neither to Afrikaners nor
South Africans, they built a cohesive
esprit as the military closed ranks to
deal with a perceived threat. The cul-
mination of this perception was adop-
tion of the idea of total onslaught and
the state response—total strategy.

The old military followed the
British model: a regimen enforced
without qualification and symbols of
discipline such as drill and ceremony,
dress regulations, and good timekeep-
ing. While these traditions still prevail
in Britain, efforts made over the last
thirty years ensure that discipline is
not the principal motivation for obey-
ing orders. Effective leadership of a
more informed, socially aware soldiery
has increasingly been introduced by
communicating reasons underlying or-
ders. As a result there was a major di-
vergence between British and Afrikaner
military cultures. Part of the South
African attitude was linked to the con-
script-based forces found in the United
Kingdom of the 1950s more than to
the highly technological all-volunteer
force in Britain today.

The origins of this military ethos
were not exclusively European.
Though the leadership was undeniably
dominated by whites, black Africans
constituted a large segment of the rank
and file. There were Zulu battalions
and Bushman units as well as those
members who predominantly spoke
Afrikaans. Maintaining a language dis-
tinction was likely derived from the
British, who believed that troops fight
hardest when they operate as an en-
larged family, and this notion is most
easily generated among those of com-
mon ehnic stock.

Nonstatutory Forces

The ethos of nonstatutory forces
(NSF) is derived from their irregular na-
ture, the anti-apartheid revolutionary
struggle in which they were engaged,
and the stage of history in which they
became politically active. Also signifi-
cant were the ideological basis of their
struggle, the extent of their training in
foreign states, and their cultural origins.

Considerable diversity existed in
NSFE, with generational differences dis-
tinguishing those who became active
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SANDF Officer Corps: Racial Composition

Army Navy Air Force
Grade African Asian Mixed White African Asian Mixed White African Asian Mixed White
GOs/FOs
010 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
09 4 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
08 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 6
07 29 0 2 49 2 0 1 20 3 0 0 23
Field/Company
06 52 0 4 258 6 1 0 94 10 0 0 147
05 167 0 34 495 2 5 6 125 40 0 3 352
04 279 2 80 532 24 2 8 96 64 1 4 244
03 479 4 82 705 7 3 6 67 91 4 14 299

Source: South African National Defence Force.

in the early 1960s, mid-1970s, mid-
1980s, and 1990s. Whether their polit-
ical radicalism truly increased with
each generation is unclear, but the ir-
regular nature of their military service
gave them an entirely different back-
ground than their conventional force
contemporaries. Indeed many entered
the nonstatutory forces during the
waning months of the struggle with
little or no training and were disdained
as klipgoeier (stonethrowers).

many entered nonstatutory forces
during the waning months of the
struggle with little or no training

Whether it was a result of revolu-
tionary fervor or cultural inheritance,
many of the older NSF members felt
that young recruits were intolerant of
authority in general and state agencies
such as the police and armed forces in
particular.

The ideological basis of the strug-
gle often included a strong element of
Marxism, which was reinforced by
training in communist countries.
Twenty-three nations hosted NSF
training, from nearby Lesotho to the
Soviet Union and Cuba. The diversity
of experiences gathered was both an
advantage in terms of skills and a chal-
lenge when it came to standardized
procedures.
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The commissar or political officer
was an integral part of the force in the
struggle against apartheid and there is
considerable evidence that it is affect-
ing the command ethos of SANDE. This
issue provokes controversy between
proponents of the Western and com-
munist systems. General Andrew
Mosondo has pointed out that the
commissar has undermined the author-
ity of commanders since Marxist-
Leninists inaugurated the concept of
party in the army. The proper
role of a commissar is acting as
second in command, knowing
troop attitudes, being accessible
to members of the unit, and giv-
ing advice to the commander.
But military professionals remain suspi-
cious of this practice of advising the
chain of command in matters such as
morale.

Despite these concerns, one re-
tired general has still suggested that
there is potential for applying the
commissar system to African troops.
He was shocked to accompany a gen-
eral on unit inspections and hear the
three-star cross-examined by private
soldiers on his decisions and even told
that one was unsound. But on reflec-
tion he found that the practice was not
only useful for communication up the
chain but also a safety valve for per-
sonnel to let off steam.

The struggle against apartheid
sensitized many people to race as a po-
litical issue. Under such circumstances

the African National Congress had to
avoid reverse racism, whereby whites
in general rather than the regime were
cast as enemies. There was consider-
able success toward this goal, partly be-
cause of the rhetorical skills of Nelson
Mandela and the utilization of whites
within the organization and subse-
quently in government. Attitudes har-
bored toward whites by Umkhonto we
Sizwe (MK), the military wing of the
African National Congress, and Azan-
ian People’s Liberation Army (APLA),
the military wing of the Pan-Africanist
Congress, would be influential in their
approach to integration into a force
undergoing transformation but domi-
nated by members of the old military.

The Induction Process

The administrative induction of
the former NSF components is a potent
symbol of the art of the possible. If the
individuals who had opposed each
other with force could reconcile them-
selves, virtually anything is possible in
the rest of society. Even before the elec-
tions of 1994, planning for SANDF was
well under way. The interim constitu-
tion provided for future armed forces
through the Transitional Executive
Council (TEC) and Subcouncil on De-
fence. In this way various political par-
ties and their armed wings would have
confidence in the conduct of the mili-
tary during the election and some sense
of what would happen afterwards.
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The subcouncil drew its members
from the African National Congress,
government, and National Party in the
person of the deputy minister of de-
fence. The Pan-Africanist Congress
(PAC) was not represented because it
was not party to TEC, having rejected
the idea of nonviolence. This situation
would later cause considerable admin-
istrative difficulty.

glivering relief
upplies to flood

The Joint Military Coordinating
Council JMCC) was established by
TEC and reported to the Subcouncil on
Defence. The chairmanship rotated
and participants came from all major
political factions. JMCC formed six
workgroups: personnel, intelligence,
operations, logistics, finance, and
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other. They were dominated on the
military side by ranking officers from
the statutory forces because of their
technical expertise, and on the NSF
side by MK because of its political ex-
perience. The council tasked work-
groups and required that results be de-
livered every three or four weeks. The
groups would produce a proposal
about a particular problem and ad-
journ, then individuals would report
the consensus achieved to the princi-
pals of their respective organizations.
The principals would often disagree
with decisions taken by junior col-
leagues, but workgroups were not al-
lowed to change their positions. When
groups presented views to the council,
various representatives would at least
be forewarned of agenda items. JMCC
would then decide whether to accept,
amend, or reject workgroup proposals.
It became the task of the chairman to
present the conclusions to the Sub-
council on Defence.

The diversity of views in JMCC
led to difficulty in reaching decisions
at the early stage. The process was de-
scribed as utterly frustrating by one
participant because so much work
went into achieving consensus in
workgroups only to have issues re-
opened by the council. But this layered
process also had the advantage of
binding individuals from different ori-
gins with divergent views.

One example was the appoint-
ment of the British Military Assistance
and Training Team. The decision was
made to select a neutral body to moni-
tor implementation of council deci-
sions. JMCC decided on foreign help
and the suggestion was made to the
Subcouncil on Defence to choose a mix
of representatives from both NATO and
African states. The subcouncil accepted
the proposal for overseas assistance but
rejected the idea of a mixed team as too
cumbersome. In the event the United
Kingdom emerged as an acceptable
candidate to the statutory force side be-
cause it was a Western power and to
NSF members because of the favorable
impression that MK members formed
of British efforts in the front-line states
during the struggle.

A certified personnel register
(CPR) was established as one basis of
negotiation for the implementation of
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Providing medical
assistance.

the integration process. Once on the
register the personnel would eventu-
ally become members of the new force.
The element of compulsory conscrip-
tion might explain in part why 14,000
on the register declined to report to
the assembly points.

integration required assessing individuals
for placement, including their rank

Inevitably NSF failed to keep ade-
quate files, which made devising CPR a
painstaking process. For instance, indi-
viduals often had a nomme de guerre as
well as a given name with different
spellings. Thus a person could have
multiple registrations. Some individuals
had one or more ID numbers while oth-
ers had none. Because CPR was com-
puter based, it would not accept entries
without a number, which caused delay
and anguish.

The induction process began even
before the 1994 elections, with the
military merging with forces from
nominally independent homelands—
Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Venda,
and Ciskei—and armed wings of the
Pan-Africanist Congress and African
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National Congress. The success of
Mangosuthu Buthelezi in including
the Inkatha Freedom Party in the elec-
tions also resulted in the induction of
an element of the KwaZulu Self Protec-
tion Forces.

Integration required assessing in-
dividuals for placement, including their
rank. Paper qualifications normally
would be the basis of an assessment,
but NSF claimed with justification that
such an exercise would be biased in
favor of the statutory forces because the
opportunity to administer exams was
limited during the guerrilla campaign.

Military medics and MK psycholo-
gists debated the virtues of various psy-
chometric tests to determine the po-
tential of individuals to reach the
standard necessary for entry, either
into the ranks or as officers. Eventually
the British team produced a test ac-
ceptable to all parties. The challenge
then became persuading personnel
that it was not an attempt to exclude
former NSF members.

Demobilization and Integration

The interim constitution of 1993
allowed all MK and APLA members on
the register to enter SANDF under cer-
tain conditions. For those who were
deemed unhealthy,
uninterested, or too
old, a law was en-
acted in December
1996 which author-
ized demobilization benefits.

A racial shift took place during the
first three years. The African cohort in-
creased from a third of the old military
to a half of SANDE. White representa-
tion dropped from just under a half to
less than a third, while Asians re-
mained at around 1 percent and so-
called coloured personnel to less than
12 percent.

Fewer than half of this force are
drawn from the former military.
SANDF personnel with no previous af-
filiation are joining at a recruitment
rate of roughly 1,850 per year. Person-
nel with experience only in SANDF are
projected to outnumber former MK
members by 2001.

Such a complex process inevitably
encountered difficulties, especially
when induction meant entry into an
Afrikaner-led organization. An early

issue arose when MK advisers began
proposing ranks for their personnel. It
should not be surprising that their cri-
teria differed from the formal qualifica-
tions of the statutory forces. For exam-
ple, MK might rank an individual as a
lieutenant colonel because of his stand-
ing in the organization while the statu-
tory forces might assess his experience
as that of a lieutenant—the difference
between commanding a platoon of
thirty soldiers and a unit of six hun-
dred. In compromise, an officer might
be given the rank of major, but bridg-
ing training would be necessary to
make him effective in his new position.

Language also presents a range of
training, fairness, and leadership issues.
Some stem from lack of formal educa-
tion while others are attributed to lan-
guage difficulties, even though SANDF
officers have referred to the latter ex-
planation as an attempt to cover failure
in training. The question of language is
not confined to the former NSF since
some retraining of statutory force offi-
cers was required to be conducted in
English. This practice has been an ob-
stacle for those Afrikaner officers whose
spoken English is less fluent than their
ability to comprehend. In concert with
the other issues and with continued al-
legations of racism within the ranks,
the debate over the importance of lan-
guage proficiency suggests that much
work remains.

The transformation of the South
African military has been a huge and
unprecedented task. It will be widely
studied by those interested in funda-
mentally changing the ethos, composi-
tion, and purpose of military institu-
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