May 4th 2010:

Submission to the Standing Committee on Appropriations (in re the Defense Budget):

Chair person, thank you for the opportunity to express my concerns. I am not a defense professional, nor am I an expert in the fields of parliamentary procedures or defense matters. So please bear with me for short while.

As we all know the Honorable Minister of Finance tabled his budget in this house during February. It is a particularly tough time to steer a country financially, in these times of global recession, that could have so easily developed into global depression.
South Africa is a developing country with a myriad of social, economic and developmental needs. We have so many poor people, all vying for the finite resources of the state. It is obvious that all needs, cannot be magically met, all at once.

Getting to the point now. Over the last decade and a half, the South African National Defense Force (SANDF) has been systematically starved of funds. Now you might say this is how it should be, since we are not at war and as far as can be ascertained there are no enemies lurking on the horizon, guns at the ready, waiting to invade… and you might be right.

However, the SANDF is far more than just a force, standing ready to repel an invasion. If we look at the yearly annual reports of the Department of Defense (DoD), and if we look at the news media, we see the sterling work done by our men and women in uniform. Countless rescues performed by our Air Force helicopters and our sailors at sea. Also the help provided by the Military Health Service, during the public sector strikes and so on.

We are approaching a truly momentous period in the history of our country and indeed of our continent as a whole. The FIFA Soccer World Cup comes to our shores for the very first time. To host such a tournament is a great honor and responsibility. 

If we look at some of FIFA’s security requirements for the tournament, we see that without the South African Air Force(SAAF), for instance, the tournament would not have been possible, as no-fly zones have to be enforced over the match venues, during the games.

All of the above good things that the SANDF is indeed responsible for, go unnoticed by too many. Granted they are not a perfect organization, but what organization is?
The SANDF as an employer gives many young men and women the opportunity to serve their country and better themselves. Some are qualified as pilots, divers, doctors, lawyers, engineers and so on. We have in this force of professionals, a core group of highly trained, highly skilled people, whose usefulness to the SANDF and society as a whole, cannot and must not be overlooked.

In the current DoD strategic plan for the next three fiscal years, it is planned to cut flying hours for our brand new Gripen fighter fleet from 550 hours this year, to only 250 hours annually afterwards. Now the North Atlantic Treaty Organization requires about 200 flying hours per pilot per annum, to remain qualified. (That is for a single pilot)

These are facts that can easily be found on the open source internet.

We have from the fiscal year 2011/12 budgeted that amount of hours, for our entire fighter squadron. This is clearly a sad state of affairs that obviously puts peoples lives and extremely expensive equipment at risk, since pilots won’t fly enough to stay combat ready.
One needs not be an expert to ask oneself, why did we buy such expensive equipment if we don’t plan to make optimum use of it? Is this not a gross misuse of tax payers money? 

We must save this situation while we still can. Pilots want to fly. If you don’t give them flying hours they WILL resign and all the money spent training them will be lost. 

If we can’t increase the defense budget, then we should reprioritize funds within the defense budget to make sure that the niche capabilities that we possess, and many other African states do not possess, are not lost. (e.g. our pilots and combat divers)

The Constitution of the Republic mandates the SANDF to defend the country against aggression as its primary function. It is the secondary and more used functions of the SANDF that is often overlooked and forgotten about.

This is an organization that uplifts the youth. That performs civil security and rescue functions. That makes us proud during tournaments such as the FIFA World Cup. That provides security, so that all of us can sleep better at night.

Also a country with First World defense capabilities has a lot more diplomatic clout at the negotiating table, than a country without these capabilities. This is a very undiplomatic thing to say, but it is true and only a fool will deny this. With South Africa playing a bigger and bigger part in the international community and on the African continent, we need a capable defense force that can back up our initiatives. South Africa is highly praised for her peace keeping role on the continent. I put it to you chair person that this would not have been the case had it not been for the SANDF.
A country with an economy the size of that of South Africa’s economy, should have a well trained, well equipped Defense Force. As a middle income country, we can afford it without breaking the bank.

NATO recommends that a country should spend 2% of Gross Domestic Product on Defense. The SANDF has been doing without this kind of money for a long time now. They have proven that they can indeed do without it. They have proven that they do their part in saving money for social upliftment programmes. Why are we now bringing them to the point where capabilities will be lost? Capabilities that can not easily be replaced. (such as those of the fighter arm of  the Air Force)

We have such rich and proud military traditions dating back hundreds of years. From the Zulu Impi’s, to Regiments such as the Cape Town Highlanders. Also the flying Cheetah’s Squadron, that fought so bravely in Korea on United Nations duties. These traditions are a part of who we are. Where, we come from. We dare not let it disappear into nothingness.

I urge the members of this committee to use any and all means at their disposal to make sure that if no extra money for defense is available, niche capabilities of the Forces are properly funded through reprioritization from within the defense budget. We must make sure that the special capabilities of the SANDF are not lost for us and for our children. 

We will allow this to happen at our own peril.

 I thank you.
Neil Galvin
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