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The South African Military 
Reassesses Its Priorities 

by RobertS. Jaster 

South Africa's senior military strategists are still taking stock of the implications 
of the end of the P.W. Botha era, of Namibia's imminent change from a South 
African-controlled buffer zone to another unpredictable sovereign neighbor, of 
the contradictions between Gorbachev' s glasnost and the dogma of "total 
onslaught," and of the as yet undefined domestic and regional political 
agendas of newly elected State President F.W. de Klerk. 

An Independent Namibia 
In December 1988, the governments of South Africa, Cuba, and Angola 
agreed upon a process that is scheduled to lead to internationally recognized 
independence for Namibia by April1990. This development contains some 
clear pluses for Pretoria. The imminent departure of the 40,000 Cuban troops 
from Angola will remove what South African Defense Force (SADF) analysts 
have viewed as the most significant military threat to the Republic, and will 
remove any doubts about South Africa's status as the dominant military power 
in the region. The end of the SWAPO insurgency, and the closing down of 
camps in Angola operated by Umkhonto we Sizwe (the African National 
Congress's military wing), eliminates one guerrilla threat and weakens another. 

South Africa's military planners also see the accords as involving a number 
of costs and new risks: 

(1) The end of 74 years of South African rule in Namibia means the loss of 
a buffer region some 800 miles deep that has separated the Republic from 
Angola. Apparently with few exceptions, South Africa's military strategists 
would prefer the present defense line along the Cunene River separating 
northern Namibia from Angola to one along the Orange River separating 
southern Namibia from South Africa. Despite the much longer supply route 
required for the Cunene line, planners drew comfort from the fact that this line 
kept "the enemy" (or at least the latter's regular military forces) far away from 
South Africa proper. Some strategists argue that the desert landscape of the 
Orange River valley is far less defensible than the Cunene area against a 
conventional attack. 

(2) Above all, the leadership is concerned that both dissident South Africans 
and foreign observers might see the Namibia deal as a sign of weakness, 
especially military weakness-the fall of the penultimate domino following the 
collapse of white minority rule in Mozambique, Angola, and Zimbabwe, 
leaving South Africa as the final , isolated white redoubt to be toppled . 
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. (3) Paradoxically, there is also apprehension in the 
SADF about the possibility that the settlement may lead 
to premature euphoria on the part of some whites 
inclined to see the departure of the Cuban troops as 
marking the end of any real security threat. This worry 
was summed up by Major General P.J . Pienaar, the 
army's chief of staff for personnel, in the May 1989 
edition of Paratus, the official journal of the SADF: 
"[The settlement) has lulled many people into a false 
sense of security. They are convinced that peace is in 
the air with the result that military service can be 
shortened and the Defence Budget pruned." 

(4) Some senior members of the military have 
privately expressed reservations about Pretoria's 
commitment to terminate support for its longtime ally 
and client, UNIT A's Jonas Savimbi. It would have been 
useful , it is argued, to retain UNIT A in southern Angola 
after Namibian independence to serve as a trip-wire to 
alert South Africa to any threatening moves by Angola's 
armed forces . 

Beyond "Total Onslaught" 
The military is considerably less certain (or unanimous) 
than it was a decade ago about just what external 
threats face the country, but some general observations 
can be made about the SADF's current outlook. 

Military planners now reject the notion of a "total 
onslaught," a term which they say "is no longer used. " 
They now define the threat as "multidimensional," 
which is taken to include the dangers of (1) military 
attack; (2) sanctions and secondary sanctions (i.e. , 
pressure on country B by country A to adopt tougher 
measures against South Africa) ; and (3) "revolutionary 
attack" in fields ranging from sports, entertainment, and 
official exchanges to trade and finance. 

The specific military threat is seen as having two 
interrelated elements: (1) the presence of a substantial 
stock of advanced weaponry in nearby states (and the 
prospect that more may be acquired) ; and (2) the 
supposedly unfriendly attitude of these states toward 
South Africa, particularly with regard to supporting or at 
least tolerating cross-border ANC operations against the 
Pretoria government. 

Senior military officials acknowledge that the closure 
of the ANC camps in Angola under the terms of the 
1988 accords and the expulsion of ANC guerrillas from 
other neighboring states in recent years have dealt a 
serious blow to the ANC's infiltration capability, but they 
remain apprehensive about the countries that still 
provide material assistance and/or allow the ANC safe 
passage. They allege that Zambia and Zimbabwe 
continue to assist armed ANC contingents en route to 
South Africa, and that Botswana turns a blind eye to 
ANC cross-border movements. Zimbabwe is viewed as 
the most hostile neighboring country-the "center for 
southern African propaganda and militancy directed 
against the RepubUc" in the words of one official 

·. interviewed in April 1989. 
Worst-case scenarios, however, focus more on future 

military capabilities and action options of neighboring 
states than on the ANC per se. Any sizable upsurge in 
cross-border guerrilla attacks during the next decade, it is 
reasoned, would force South Africa to revert to the 
recently suspended policy of carrying out preemptive and 
retaliatory strikes against guerrilla sanctuaries in nearby 
countries. This response would, in turn, raise the prospect 
that the affected countries would either upgrade their 
defense capabilities or seek intervention by external 
military forces . 

Indeed, SADF planners believe that some neighboring 
states may have already contemplated (but not acted on) 
such moves. They cite reports that Zimbabwe has 
considered the purchase of Soviet MiG-29s, advanced 
fighter aircraft which "would change the whole strategic 
balance" in the region . They also allege that in early 1989 
Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Nigeria were offered substantial 
numbers of Cuban troops (10,000 in the case of Zambia) , 
presumably to be drawn from those scheduled to leave 
Angola. Although SADF intelligence officials say the offers 
were declined, they remain convinced that surrogate 
forces would be readily available to any regional state 
requesting them. U.S. intelligence sources report that they 
have seen no evidence of Cuban troop offers to other 
African states, and express strong doubts that Castro made 
such an offer. 

The 1989-1990 Defense Budget 
Although the situation a few years hence may be different 
(see "Longer-Term Implications" below) , the Namibia 
accords did not result in an immediate reduction in the 
defense budget. Indeed, the defense budget approved for 
FY 1989-1990 totaled $3.6 billion-more than 20 percent 
above the previous year's figure . 

Military leaders point out that this sum represents less 
than 16 percent of total state spending and only 4.4 
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percent of GDP, and offer several reasons why defense 
spending should not be slashed. For example: (1) The 
financial costs of military operations in Namibia and 
Angola accounted for a relatively small share of the 
defense budget. SADF sources put the figure at $50-55 
million a year, or less than 2 percent of defense outlays in 
1988-1989. Independent military analysts have estimated 
the overall costs of the war as high as a million rand 
(roughly $360,000) a day. Assuming that this higher 
figure is correct and that it includes only those costs 
normally falling within the SADF budget, it would still 
amount to less than 5 percent of SADF outlays in 1988-
1989. (2) The peace accords themselves have resulted in 
added expenses for the SADF over the short run-$6 
million in 1989-1990 "to implement UN Security Council 
Resolution 435," and $54 million to remove South African 
troops and equipment from Namibia and relocate them at 
home. 

A more significant budgetary area not greatly affected 
by the Namibia accords is the development, production, 
and importation of new weapons. Some $2.2 billion 
(about 60 percent of the total projected 1989-1990 
defense budget, and an increase of more than 20 percent 
over the previous year's figure) is earmarked for the 
Special Defense Account, used primarily for clandestine 
acquisition of foreign weapons. 

Armscor' s Role 
South Africa's strategic military planners acknowledge that 
uncertainty about future external security threats makes it 
difficult to assess priorities regarding the procurement of 
new weapons systems. Planning is further complicated by 
the effects of a mandatory global embargo on the supply 
of weapons, weapons technology, and related materials 
invoked by a unanimous vote of the UN Security Council 
in November 1977. 

The most dramatic of the country's "sanctions-busting" 
initiatives has been the phenomenal growth of an 
indigenous arms industry (led by the state-owned 
Armaments Development and Production Corporation of 
South Africa Ltd., known as Armscor). South Africa is 
widely believed to be among the world's 10 major arms 
producers. With exports to at least a score of countries 
estimated to be on the order of several hundred million 
dollars annually, Armscor is the Republic's largest exporter 
of manufactured goods. Although Armscor's successful 
development has made possible a drastic reduction in the 
proportion of arms that must be imported, the embargo is 
still a serious problem with regard to certain crucial arms 
categories such as aircraft. 

The bulk of investment in arms over the past few years 
has been targeted on filling this aircraft gap. In 1986, 
Armscor and the SADF unveiled a locally crafted 
refurbishment of the country's existing French-made 
Mirage III fighters (irreplaceable because of the UN 
embargo) . The upgrade is intended to extend the 
operational life of the plane (renamed the Cheetah) by 10-
15 years. This stopgap solution does not, however, 
eliminate the perceived long-term need to acquire a new 
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generation of combat aircraft to replace the aging Mirages. 
A March 20 article by Gavin Bell in The Times (London) 
outlined some options: 

"We can't buy a new aircraft, so we have to build 
one," an informed source said. "The airframe and 
most of the electronics can be produced locally, but 
the problem is the engine." One option would be a 
version of the Israeli-made Kfir which is similar to the 
Cheetah, but the Israelis would be unable to provide 
its American engines without incurring America's 
wrath. An answer might be a discreet transfer of 
technology. "South Africa buys less equipment from 
Israel than you might imagine, but there is a lot of 
knowhow flowing both ways," the source said. 
Another possibility could be to copy a twin-engine, 
single-fin fighter which came into production in 
Taiwan last year. The engines were developed in the 
[United States], but are now being manufactured 
locally . ... 
Besides the Cheetah upgrade, South Africa in recent 

years has produced a small combat helicopter, upgraded 
its Puma helicopter gunships, and acquired two tanker 
aircraft from Israel. According to The Star 
(Johannesburg}, the SADF was (as of March 1989) 
equipping its Cheetahs with a new engine to extend their 
operational range and possibly developing a troop
carrying helicopter. 

The Washington Times (June 20, 1989) cited 
anonymous "U.S. intelligence officials" as having said that 
South Africa would soon test an intermediate-range 
ballistic missile developed with Israeli assistance that could 
theoretically be used to deliver a nuclear weapon to a 
target 900 miles away. (Whether or not South Africa has a 
nuclear capability remains unconfirmed. See "Pretoria's 
Nuclear Diplomacy" by Robert S. Jaster in CSIS Africa 
Notes no. 81, January 22, 1988.) Such a missile could 
also be used to deliver nonnuclear warheads or to put a 
photographic reconnaissance satellite into orbit. 

The army's stock of tanks consists of 250 Centurion/ 
Olifants, some of which were purchased in the mid-1950s. 
Although the SADF has made some upgrades (e.g., fitting 
them with late-model gunsights) , their armor and firepower 
are inferior to those of Soviet-made T-62 tanks (with 
which Angola's forces are equipped) . A priority SADF 
goal is to develop a domestically made tank to replace the 
Centurion/Olifant and match the T-62. This appears 
feasible, but if over the next decade any neighboring 
country should acquire tanks more advanced than the T-
62, South Africa could find it difficult to keep pace. 

An Expanded Role for the Navy? 
In the May 1989 issue of Strategic Review for Southern 
Africa (Institute for Strategic Studies, Pretoria} , the SADF's 
senior naval planner, Captain E.P. Groenewald, raised the 
possibility that unfriendly neighboring countries might 
attempt small-scale attacks on key South African maritime 
installations. He expressed particular concern about 
actions against the deep-water port and naval base at 
Walvis Bay, a South African exclave on the coast of 
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Namibia. 
Groenewald also saw an important offensive role for 

the navy beyond its more limited traditional function of 
protecting the Cape of Good Hope sea route and keeping 
the country's ports open. Reasoning that SADF ground 
operations will become more difficult given the 
increasingly sophisticated air defenses of neighboring 
states, he noted that many of the major cities of nearby 
coastal countries, as well as much of their economic 
infrastructure, are concentrated along the coast, a fact 
which makes it both feasible and necessary for the navy to 
develop "the capability to project power ashore." 

Since 1986 a number of reports have surfaced that 
Armscor is engaged in constructing submarines modeled 
after Germany's U-209, using German blueprints and 
engineers, to replace its three aging French-built Daphne
class craft by the mid-1990s. Meanwhile, the navy 
launched its first six amphibious landing-craft, the locally 
designed Delta 80, in late 1988. 

Manpower 
As of mid-1988, the SADF had some 103,000 active 
personnel (75,000 army, 7,500 navy, 13,000 air force, 
8,000 medical service), backed by 455,000 reservists. The 
military relies on approximately 68,000 white male 
conscripts for the bulk of its active duty force. Some 
25,000-30,000 a year are called up for an initial two-year 
"national service" stint, followed by up to 720 days of 
service in Citizen Force "camps" spread over 12 years. 

Besides being a massive intrusion into the lives of the 
country's youth, this system has a negative impact on the 
economy. Because the draftees are drawn from what is at 
once the smallest and the best educated ethnic group in 
the country, the SADF is siphoning off skills badly needed 
by the private sector. 

The draft is also coming under pressure from an End 
Conscription Campaign sparked by the unwillingness of 
prospective draftees to serve as enforcers of apartheid in 
the domestic black townships. The ECC has recently been 
gaining adherents despite stiff jail terms imposed on a 
number of conscientious objectors. 

Given this tug-of-war over young whites, it is not 
surprising that one of the first major changes in SADF 
procedures following the December 1988 Angola-Namibia 
accords was a de facto cut in military service. On April 20, 
Minister of Defense (General) Magnus Malan announced 
that although the country's draft law would remain 
unaltered, after July 1989 annual camps should last no 
longer than 30 days. More recently, General Jannie 
Geldenhuys, chief of the SADF, suggested that further 
reductions in national service might be in the offing. 

The SADF has attempted to alleviate the manpower 
bottleneck by making increasing use of nonwhite 
volunteers, of whom there are more than the military is 
willing to accept. (In May 1989, Malan told Parliament 
that the SADF took 3,511 of the 7,011 nonwhites who 
volunteered for national service in 1988.) Military officials 
dismiss the suggestion that they are worried about the 
political reliability of nonwhite soldiers, and claim that the 

major constraint on their recruitment is the shortage of 
available training personnel. · 

Longer-Term Implications 
Any large bureaucracy requires time to adjust to major 
change. The process of trying to understand the nature of 
what has happened and determine its implications for the 
organization is seldom orderly or quick. Elements within 
the bureaucracy will offer differing assessments, while 
normal bureaucratic inertia and resistance to innovation 
will slow the process of adjustment. 

South Africa's military establishment is no exception to 
this rule. Responses to the changed situation have been 
rapid and substantial in such areas as redeployment of 
troops and weapons, demobilization of the South West 
Africa Territory Force, and reduction of national service 
obligations-in part due to deadlines imposed by the 
peace accords. In other areas, especially assessment of 
the next decade's military threat and formulation of a new 
strategy to meet it, the pace has been much slower. In 
part, of course, this reflects the sudden changes that have 
occurred in the region, which is in a state of transition and 
will remain so throughout the 1990s as the Namibia 
accords are implemented, the ANC debates new 
strategies, and Angola and Mozambique lurch toward 
some resolution of their internal conflicts. 

Nor have SADF planners yet fully digested the 
implications of the dramatic shifts under way in U.S.
Soviet relations and in Soviet policy toward Third World 
conflicts, particularly those in which Moscow has no clear 
strategic interests at stake. (See "A 1988 Update on Soviet 
Relations with Pretoria, the ANC, and the SACP" by 
Winrich Kuhne in CSIS Africa Notes no. 89, September 1, 
1988; and David E. Albright, Soviet Policy toward Africa 
Revisited [Washington, D.C.: CSIS Significant Issues 
Series, 1987.) Although some officials have expressed 
optimism over the possibility that a reduced Soviet 
willingness to meddle in conflicts of marginal importance 
may be forcing the ANC to consider a shift from guerrilla 
war toward negotiations, others in the military see the 
Gorbachev phenomenon as a "giant hoax perpetrated on 
the West." 

South Africa's strategic planners also appear to have 
ignored the signs of a waning ideological fervor in the 
governments of neighboring states in the face of 
worsening domestic problems. The aggressive 
deployment of 15,000 heavily armed Cuban troops on the 
Namibian border in mid-1988 may have so traumatized 
SADF leaders that they are as yet unable to look beyond 
that episode toward what seems likely to be a less 
threatening regional environment in the 1990s. 

Such attitudes may be starting to change, however. In 
April 1989, Defense Minister Malan told Parliament that 
South Africa must revise its strategy in light of the shifting 
relationship between East and West-a development that 
called for "new thinking, preparation, and a new attitude 
to the problems, opportunities, and challenges" it presents. 
He noted the possibility of "an entirely new order in the 
last decade of this century" with "far-reaching implications 



[not spelled out] for South Africa." 
The military leadership is already sensitive to the likely 

impact of domestic political and economic constraints on 
future defense budgets. The departure of the Cuban 
combat brigade and the end of SWAPO's insurgency, in 
particular, will make it difficult for the SADF to convince 
whites of the need for large weapons outlays. Serious 
economic problems, and especially the critical need to 
repay several billion dollars of commercial debt to Western 
banks over the next two to three years, will also exert 
pressure on military spending. The SADF's strategic 
planners say that they do not expect further hefty budget 
increases, but will be content if future defense spending 
keeps pace with inflation, which in late 1989 was running 
at 15 to 16 percent. 

Another development that will involve some rethinking 
within the SADF is the departure from the political scene 
of P.W. Botha, a long-time friend of the military. During 
the 14 years he served as minister of defense (1966 to 
1980), Botha was a strong advocate of the military's 
agenda and helped push through a sequence of budgetary 
increases for the SADF. After becoming prime minister in 
1978, and carrying through his five years as state 
president from 1984 to 1989, he restructured the 
executive branch of his government in ways that assigned 
a primary role to a State Security Council in which military 
involvement in overall governmental decision making was 
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greatly increased. (See "The Process of Decision-Making 
in Contemporary South Africa" by Robert I. Rotberg in 
CSIS Africa Notes no. 22, December 28, 1983.) 

F.W. de Klerk, who was sworn in as Botha's elected 
successor on September 20, is by comparison a question 
mark in the eyes of the military. The first signals from the 
new state president were mixed. Although several cabinet 
and other organizational changes in the upper levels of 
government indicated a trimming back of the influence of 
the "securocrats" of the military and police in the making 
of national policy, the unexpected retention of General 
Malan as minister of defense suggests that de Klerk wants 
to retain an experienced military leader in that post. 

RobertS. Jaster is a seasoned analyst of political-m ilitary 
affairs in the southern Africa region . His most recent book 
is The Defence of White Power: South Africa's Foreign 
Policy Under Pressure (London: Macmillan/ International 
Institute for Strategic Studies, 1988, and New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1989). This issue of CSIS Africa Notes is 
a product of extensive interviews conducted in South 
Africa and Namibia in April 1989 in connection with a 
forthcoming study for the I ISS. A previous contribution to 
CSIS Africa Notes (issue no. 81, January 22, 1988) dealt 
with "Pretoria's Nuclear Diplomacy." 
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