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INTRODUCTION

Recent Policy Directions

In the past year South African defence manpower policy has changed 

significantly. This has taken place in the context of a dramatic shift in 

the trajectory of South African politics. Many preconceptions of the 

past no longer apply. Defence policy planners have replaced a rigid 

perception of threat which informed their thinking in the seventies and 

eighties with a greater flexibility. Yet, despite the changes, key 

problems remain with National Service policy. This report addresses the 

key concerns in an international, historical and future policy orientated 
manner.

Policy planners of the 1960 s could not have envisaged the consequences 

of the system of conscription then initiated as the basis of National 

Service. Compulsory military service has provided more than adequately 

for the Defence Force’s manpower needs, in the period 1960 - 1980, but 

at the same time, created a series of unintended consequences so great 

in South African political and economic life that policy needs to be 

fuither reviewed. Policy developed in the sixties, despite being 

positively amended, is increasingly irrelevant as we move into the 

nineties. Indeed the political environment has changed to such an extent 

that all earlier policy premises should be constantly under review. 

Defence policy should also be subject to this principle.

In any period of transition, policy analysts must balance an often 

dizzying sense of the pace of change", with a sober assessment of 

what remains unchanged, and a realistic measurement of what the limits 

to change are. We should remind ourselves that the full powers and 

circumstances of policy and legislation on National Service, as described 

in Part Two, remain on the statute book. Changes made are purely 

administrative and (as we have already seen in May 1990), subject to 

strict statutory requirements. A serious analysis of conscription policy 

must bear in mind, both the statutory reality and the trend to re
consideration.

Civilian National Service

In this report, which is the result of a Research Project conducted at 

the Centre for Policy Studies of the Witwatersrand University Graduate 

School of Business Administration, we propose a system of Civilian 

National Service as a means of addressing many of the problems and 

limits of current policy. The concept of Civilian National Service 

introduced in the report is seen as a fully-fledged wing of the National 

Service system. It would enable some conscripts to make a constructive 

contribution to the country by providing civilian, non-military service. 

We see it as building on current policy directions and moving defence 

policy into a more appropriate form for the future, without defeating 
defence objectives.

We base our approach to the development of a new policy on two inter
related criteria:

* policy must provide for the perceived defence need; and



* policy must not perpetuate the high costs caused by the present 

system of conscription; in particular it should accord with key 

national political and economic goals, and adapt as they do.

We believe a system of Civilian National Service would address many of

the unintended consequences of present conscription policy and practice

revealed by our research. The negative consequences of present

National Service policy include the following issues:

* The severe political repercussions of the current system of 

National Service which have encouraged racial polarisation and 

damaged race relations could be exacerbated as South Africa 

moves into a period of negotiation and national reconciliation.

* There has been, and still is, widespread opposition to and evasion 

of military service among young South Africans.

* Conscription has contributed significantly to the "brain drain", 

which in turn is having detrimental economic repercussions, 

especially as regards South Africa’s key manpower resources.

* Certain statutory conscription provisions in South Africa are 

amongst the harshest in the world. Alternative service, applicable 

only to religious pacifists, is highly punitive and among the 

longest internationally. The penalty for "refusal to serve" is the 

harshest in the world.

Structure of the Report

The report is structured as follows:

* we explore the current system of conscription, the motivation for 

it, as well as the unintended negative consequences it has given

rise to;

* the proposed Civilian National Service policy option is considered 

in relation to other major policy alternatives;

* the specific benefits which could flow from a system of Civilian 

National Service are explored;

* we consider local and international precedents for Civilian National 

Service;

* we debate specific relevant issues to practical policy development 

on Civilian National Service for South Africa;

* we present a framework for developing a new National Service 

policy.

* the research methodology is described in an Appendix.



Our research findings clearly delineate where South Africa should be 

moving, although we acknowledge that there are a range of issues which 

we have not considered, but which other studies may have defined. In 

particular, several studies have been conducted by the South African 

Defence Force which are unfortunately not available to the general 

public and as such could not be drawn on in our research.

It is important to note that the bulk of the research carried out for 

this report predates the amendments to conscription provisions at the 

end of 1989 and the beginning of 1990. Survey material based on the 

perceptions and experience of two year national service period is clearly 

identified in the text. While this may appear to "date" the statistics, we 

suggest that attitudes will only be temporarily modified by the 

introduction of a shorter term of service. An administrative decision to 

retreat to two years would make all our statistics revealing once again.

Conclusion

This report contributes to crucial current debate around defence 

manpower procurement policy. In the long-term, conscription policy is 

tied up with the overall path of national political developments. In the 

short- to medium-term, we propose that Civilian National Service would 

meet current defence manpower needs, and not only deal with many 

current policy problems, but could also create an important stepping 

stone toward a National Service policy appropriate to a future South 

Africa.

THE CURRENT SYSTEM OF NATIONAL SERVICE

In this section an overview of the current provisions for National 

Service is given, the arguments for current policy outlined, and the 

unintended consequences of that policy investigated.

Provisions for National Service

Conscription

In terms of the Defence Act (Act 44 of 1957) all white males between the 

ages of 17 and 65 are liable for service in the SADF.

Those called up for service are currently obliged to complete an initial 

period of one year of training in the Defence Force as National 

Servicemen. The Defence Act makes provision for a two-year initial 

period which can be implemented if conditions demand it. After 

completion of National Service, conscripts are allocated to the Citizen 

Force or Commandos. Here they are eligible to serve a maximum of 720 

days of camp duties over a twelve year period. On completion of this 

obligation, they are placed in Reserve Forces and may be eligible for 

duty for up to ten days per year until the age of 55. In May 1989 the 

SADF announced that Citizen Force members, while still being eligible 

for 720 days of camps, will in future have their formal commitment 

halved (1). The Chief Director of Manpower Provisioning and 

Development for the SADF has indicated that current policy will mean 

that men facing camps will effectively be liable for 12 camps of one 

month each, i.e. a total of twelve months (2). It is only in very rare



circumstances that a member of the Citizen Force is called-up for his 

last two camps. In a recent announcement, frequency of camps has been 

re-increased for certain category of conscripts.

Exemptions

While women and blacks (3) are permanently exempted from compulsory 

military service, there are further exemption possibilities available to a 

very limited number of conscripts such as officers of Parliament and the 

Supreme Court, judicial officers, certain ministers of religion, members 

of the Prison service, policemen and lighthouse workers, as well as to 

heads of state departments and provincial administrations (4). Those 

declared medically unfit for military service, as well as those exempted 

by the Exemption Board for factors which include study, trade and 

professional or business obligations, are also not liable for service. The 

Exemption Board falls under the authority of the Minister of Manpower 

(5).

Religious Objection

The Defence Act does make provision for the recognition of 

conscientious objectors, although the scope of this recognition is very 

narrow. Recognition is given only to universal pacifists whose beliefs 

are based on their faith, i.e. only to "religious pacifists" (6).

* The Board for Religious Objection: A Board has been established 

which evaluates claims to religious objection. It is chaired by a 

presiding or retired judge of the Supreme Court and comprises 

three theologians of different religious denominations, and two 

members of the Defence Force, one of whom is a chaplain. In 

cases where an applicant’s faith is not represented on the Board, 

a theologian of his denomination is required tb be invited onto 
the Board.

* Grounds for Classification: The board hears applications and 

grants classifications in three categories for those applicants for 

whom rendering service would be in conflict with their religious 

beliefs. The categories are for conscripts who wish to be either:

non-combatants in the Defence Force;

un-uniformed non-combatants in the Defence Force;

or,

non-militarists.

An applicant must establish two points: that he is both religious and a 

universal pacifist. The Board reserves the right to call applicants before 

it. The onus is on the applicant to prove that he is a religious pacifist.

* Community Service: While placing certain applicants in uniformed 

and un-uniformed non-combatant positions within the SADF, the 

Board has placed the great bulk of applicants in community 

service (7). These are those religious objectors in the third 

category above. They are liable for non-military community 

service for a period one-an-a-half times as long as their 

outstanding military service and to be served for a continuous



period, e.g. a religious objector who has not completed any 

service in the Defence Force is liable for two years of Military 

National Service. As a category three religious objector, he will 

therefore become liable for three years of non-military community 
service.

Once classified, religious objectors fall under the authority of the 

Department of Manpower which can decide to place them in central, 

provincial and local government institutions. It is within the discretion 
of these institutions to employ religious objectors.

Attachment to a Civilian or Government Employer

Provision is made within the Defence Act for a select group of National 

Servicemen to complete their service outside the SADF (8). The 

Minister of Defence has the power to authorise any professional 

undergoing his National Service to complete his service in another 

government department or in civilian employment if this is deemed to be 

appropriate. Under this provision, National Servicemen with professional 

qualifications have been seconded to Armscor and hospitals (9). In 

addition, a certain number have been placed in key economic institutions 

such as the Small Business Development Corporation.

Such service is carried out at the request of the employer who is 

responsible for determining hours and for providing remuneration, 

accommodation and transport for the conscript.

In addition to these Servicemen, provision has been made, in co

operation with the accounting profession, for chartered accountants to 

do their National Service in the office of the Receiver of Revenue. In 

1988 there were 187 Chartered Accountants engaged in this form of 
National Service (10).

Refusal to Serve

There are harsh penalties for refusal to serve in the Defence Force. 

Sentences are equivalent to one-and-a-half times the length of the 

refuser s outstanding military obligation. There is a minimum sentence 

of 18 months and there is no provision for suspended sentences. In 

January 1990 the Minister of Defence announced that jailed conscientious 

objectors would become liable for remission of sentences of up to 50% 

(11). It should be noted that this is not a statutory provision but is 

subject to the decision of the prison authorities. Sentenced objectors 
remain liable for their full sentence.

Short Service System

With the reduction in the length of initial National Service announced 

in December 1989 an improved short service system for the SADF was 

announced. In terms of this system conscripts can sign up for an 

extended period of service of up to three years in the SADF. In return 

they would receive an annual gratuity and exemption from all future 

camp commitments. The purpose of this system is to make up for a 

short-fall in junior leaders which will arise from the reduction in the 
length of National Service (12).



Arguments for Conscription

Current Defence Force thinking holds that conscription is still necessary 

to achieve the force levels required to meet the perceived threat to the 

country.

A number of arguments are put as to why conscription, as currently 

defined, is the most appropriate defence manpower procurement policy. 

These are based both on a determination of force level needs made in 

terms of threat and environmental analyses, as well as a consideration 

of alternative manpower procurement approaches.

Recent statements by Defence thinkers indicate a clear orientation in 

current policy (13). Two major themes emerge from a "threat" and 

"environmental" analysis made by the SADF:

* Despite developments towards peace in the region, there is still 

a perceived threat to South Africa posed by a politically, 

economically and socially unstable region; and,

* The internal situation within the country is seen as unstable and 

therefore constituting another security and military threat.

There is the belief that in order to maintain the requisite force levels, 

the policy of conscripting white males will need to be continued. A 

number of arguments are put for the maintenance of this policy, 

including:

* It is the most cost efficient means of procuring a large force 

required for the Southern African conflict, which is seen as being 

"manpower intensive". Paying for a professional force of the 

same size is not economically viable. The current tax base cannot 

support a fully professional force;

* A professional force will not ensure that requisite force levels are 

met. This situation would be exacerbated where, in the absence 

of a system of National Service, there would not be reserve forces 

to play a back-up function (14);

* Conscription will ensure that the SADF procures its skill 

requirements, whereas in an open market it would not be able to 

compete with the private sector for the same skills. It is 

furthermore argued that a professional force would not attract 

the calibre of individual required to fill technical and leader 

roles.

* Conscription allows for the greatest flexibility in fixing force 

levels.

Recent cuts in military service are based on the belief that the security 

situation permits these relaxations. In a way, the economic and other 

disruptions to civil society by conscription, are implicitly acknowledged 

by that very move. Military leaders point out that the cuts will apply 

for only as long as the security situation prevails. The security 

situation referred to, is the diplomatic initiatives in the region and 

attempts to forge a political settlement within the country. It should



therefore be noted that the statutory provisions for conscription remain 

unchanged and that the practice can at any time revert back to the 

provisions as set out in the Defence Act.

The Unintended Consequences of the System of National Service 

Conceptualising the Problem

Present conscription policy has had numerous consequences which have 

placed a severe burden on the economic and political life of the 

country. The problems of conscription arise out of the detrimental 

political and economic effects it has on the individual and society. This 

can be seen to be the result of two broad processes:

* Non-compliance and evasion of compulsory military service has 

incurred costs. These include the economic costs associated with 

conscripts leaving the country or evading National Service, as 

well as the polarising effects of political opposition to conscription 

within white and black communities;

* Compliance with conscription has meant the forced removal from 

the labour market of skilled individuals. Not only does the 

economy bear the burden of this, but the individual conscript is 

also disadvantaged in a range of ways.

Extensive opposition to the current system of National Service has 

arisen from conscript and non-conscript alike. This opposition has been 

directed at both the concept of compulsory National Service, as well as 

the current form it takes in the South African context.

The following sections further explore the consequences of the current 

system of National Service in it’s statutory form as at the end of 1989 

and excluding the "relaxations" which may/can be withdrawn or amended 
at any time.

Opposition to Conscription

There has been extensive opposition to the current system of National 

Service in South Africa. This opposition has been of an overt, as well 

as a low-key and non-confrontational nature. Opposition has been 

political, as well as non-political. Surveys conducted in 1988/9 for this 

report indicate the extent of opposition to the system of conscription 

among key social sectors, including the business and professional 

communities, students, university teachers and administrators, and the 

black community. The research conducted for this section was 

undertaken at a time when the length of National Service was twice that 

which it is at present. As a result, opposition to conscription was to 

a certain degree directed both at the length of time it entailed, as well 

as other more general grounds of opposition.

* In surveys of the business and professional communities, as well 

as university staff (15), severe concern was expressed with the 

current system of conscription. The responses in these surveys 
will be considered below.



* There is extensive opposition to conscription in the black 

community. This will also be considered further below (16).

Student Attitudes

A survey conducted among final year male students in key fields of 

study at both English and Afrikaans universities in mid-1989 (17), 

showed that there is, in general, a negative attitude to the current 

system of conscription. This attitude is strongest among the English 

student population. More particularly, those English speakers who have 

not done any SADF training - which make up 82% of the English 

students surveyed -are most strongly opposed to serving in the SADF.

The reluctance to serve in the SADF could be seen in two ways:

* there has clearly been a widespread evasion of SADF duty among 

students (18).

* the most significant indication of opposition to the current form 

of service can be seen in the numbers of students, both English 

and Afrikaans, who would prefer to do some form of civilian 

service instead of the present military commitment. This was the 

case for 78% of the English students and 56% of their Afrikaans 

counterparts.

There was widespread dissatisfaction with the two-year length of SADF 

service. Roughly equal proportions of English and Afrikaans students 

believe that the current length of service is too long (56% of English, 

and 57% of Afrikaans).

It is significant to note that as many as 34% of the English speakers 

and only 6% of the Afrikaans students expressed opposition to the very 

notion of military service when questioned on their attitude to the 

length of service. The English speaking group holding this view was 

made up of 35% of those who have not done any service in the SADF, 

and 24% of those who have. The fact that close to a quarter of English 

speakers who have served in the SADF remain opposed to such service 

is indicative of the extent of opposition that exists to this form of 

National Service.

The pattern of English speaking students strongly opposed to doing 

their National Service in the SADF was confirmed in a survey conducted 

among conscripts at the University of Cape Town (19). A figure of 

60% were of the view that conscription should be scrapped and only 27% 

felt it should be maintained.

In this survey, students were given the hypothetical possibility of 

Military National Service being of an entirely voluntary nature. Only 

12% indicated that they would definitely volunteer, with a further 19% 

saying that they might consider it. An indication of the reluctance with 

which these students embark on a stint of military duty can be seen 

from the reasons given by the 69% who indicated that they were 

considering doing military service. Of this figure 65% said they were 

doing it not because they feel it is the morally correct thing to do. As 

many as 68% were considering doing it only because of a lack of a



preferable alternative. There was a 53% overlap between these 
categories.

There is a marked distinction between language groups on attitudes to 

the system of camps. Afrikaans students appear to be more tolerant of 

the camp system than their English counterparts. A majority of 

Afrikaans students (54%) believe that camps are necessary but that the 

time period should be reduced. A figure of 73% of English students as 

against 23% of the Afrikaans student population believe that camps are 

an unnecessary disruption of peoples’ lives.

*  A national survey conducted among male matric pupils indicated 

a large measure of dissatisfaction with the current National 

Service system (20). Respondents were asked to rate their 

feelings towards serving the country. A figure of 59% indicated 

that they felt it was their duty to serve the country by going to 

the army; 26% felt they should serve the country by helping the 

community; while 9% felt no obligation to serve the country.

A further indication of the reluctance of matric pupils to serve was 

evident from the fact that 41% of the total said they would do their 

national service "only because the law says so". The remaining 59% were 

looking forward to doing military National Service. There was a clear 

language distinction on this point. The positive attitude to National 

Service was shared by 71% of Afrikaans pupils, while 53% of their 

English counterparts would serve reluctantly.

A majority of the pupils (69%) agreed with the idea of National Service 

as defined at the time of the survey but felt that it should be for a 
shorter period (21).

A further indication of the degree of reluctance to serving in the SADF 

was evident from the support given to the idea of abolishing 

conscription and implementing voluntary service in the SADF. Support 

was expressed by 41% of the respondents (53% of English pupils; 27% of 

Afrikaans pupils). The idea was opposed by 44% of the respondents (58% 

of the Afrikaans pupils; 32% of English pupils). The remaining 15% 

expressed neither support nor opposition.

Freedom of Conscience

Conscription, by definition, imposes on an individual a duty to serve 

even if this is against his personal views. It is wrong for the state to 

require the individual to perform such service if it is against the 

individual’s conscience to do so, unless the case for compulsory service 

can be morally and politically justified. It follows that there should be 

respect for the individual’s conscience in the case of conscription.

The South African system of National Service makes provision for 

recognising the conscientious objections of only a limited category of 

persons. Those who are not universal religious pacifists are not 

recognised as conscientious objectors and their refusal to serve is dealt 

with on a punitive basis. It is imperative that this failure of present 

policy be addressed so that it makes provision for individual conscience. 

This would be in keeping with stated national goal of equal rights for 
all.



Conscription wherever it applies places a compulsory obligation on the 

individual to whom it applies. Certain moral principles can be developed 

on the basis of this essential feature of compulsory service (22).

To penalise individuals who refuse to carry out the obligation to serve

- or to deny them the right to some form of alternative service at least

- can not be justified "unless there is a defensible moral basis for 

imposing the obligation to serve in the first place" (23).

Conscription and Reconciliation

The political environment has been detrimentally affected by the current 

National Service system. It is not only because it denies freedom of 

choice that conscription has led to social and political conflict, but also 

because of the effect that it has had on race relations. Increasingly 

the system of whites-only conscription will come to be both an anomaly 

in the South African context, as well as potentially threatening efforts 

at national reconciliation.

There has been concern that conscription is detrimental to race 

relations for two reasons. The first is that, as conscription at present 

applies only to white males, it is contended that this promotes racial 

polarisation. Conscription in South Africa is therefore a racial policy. 

This is increasingly anomalous in the context of the current shift 

towards national reconciliation and equality for all.

Secondly, it has been suggested that the role of the SADF in unrest 

situations within the country, especially in the townships, has led to the 

system of conscription being caught up in a highly polarised racial 

conflict (24). The deployment of individual conscripts in this context, 

it is argued, has led to the system of conscription being seen as 

contributing to the denial of personal freedoms and human rights by 

black communities.

National service is by definition a system carried out to the benefit of 

all in a society. As such it is a system which imposes a burden on 

some to the benefit of all. It can be concluded that duty to serve 

should be as fairly distributed as possible.

On the basis of these principles we can develop certain criteria against 

which to evaluate conscription in South Africa. These are:

Can the system of National Service be justified?
Is it a fair system?

Conscription is being applied in South Africa in order to provide an 

essential manpower base for the SADF. Until recently the SADF was 

deployed in a number of very controversial capacities both in the 

region and within the country. Recent developments have seen a 

considerable reorientation in the role of the SADF. In announcing the 

reduction in National Service, the Minister of Defence indicated that the 

cut back should be seen as a sign that the phase of conflict in the 

region was now at an end. He said:



"In  its place we must put a new era of co-operation, based 

on realism and the necessity of human development,'that is 

the improvement of the quality of life and the daily needs 
of people" (25).

Regarding South Africa, he said that the SADF would continue to defend 

"essential values" such as the democratic process in the interests of all 
the country’s people (26).

In an address to a passing out parade for members of the Permanent 

Force in late 1989, Brig. KWJ van Heerden, Officer Commanding SAAF 

Training Command said that the SADF was "a  non—racial army fighting 

for a unified South Africa" and not a white army fighting for a white 
South Africa (27).

The second aspect of the detrimental effect of conscription on race 

relations is the view that the role played by the SADF in the townships 

has led to conscription being seen by residents as part of the problem. 

We tested this hypothesis by surveying the perceptions of a group of 
influential black opinion-makers (28).

With a single exception, there was absolute opposition expressed to the 

current system of National Service. Reasons given were that 
conscription:

* denies freedom of choice;

* is detrimental to good race relations;

* serves the SADF, which is seen to be playing a destructive role 
in society.

The perceived negative role played by the SADF within the country has 

led to white conscripts being viewed as enemies by many in black 

communities. The SADF was seen to be defending the interests of whites 

only, and not the majority of citizens. To the same extent, the current 

approach to national security was seen, not as reflecting the national 
interest, but rather the interests of a minority.

The effect of conscription on race relations within the workplace was 

also highlighted. Many black managers are aggrieved at the 

participation of their white colleagues in the SADF. This condition is 

exacerbated by the fact that the majority of economic concerns continue 

to pay the salaries of their white employees while they are away on 
camps.

The only "support" for conscription was on the grounds that it forced 

those conscripts who were opposed to serving in the SADF to make a 

sacrifice for their beliefs, i.e. through becoming conscientious objectors.

It should be noted that a number of surveys have been conducted 

concerning black opinion regarding the SADF. The conclusions in this 

report are based on our study of key opinion-makers who play crucial 

roles in providing leadership in black communities.



Political Context of the Conscription Debate

On the basis of these statements it can be assumed that the country’s 

military leadership perceives the SADF as serving and representing all 

South Africans. In addition, the current function of the SADF is a 

peace time one in which it is orientated towards protecting 

constitutional, economic and social development. This is in keeping with 

the overall direction of national goals as enunciated by the State 

President.

Against these stated goals it becomes difficult to assess the system of 

whites only conscription as either justified or fair.

There is a large measure of consensus that the political dispensation 

within the country neither truly represents all South Africans or is 

democratic. This view is shared by government. To be justified, 

conscription should have as it’s basis the defence of legitimate social 

and constitutional institutions. As these are not at present in place in 

South Africa, the system of conscription cannot be fully justified. At 

the very least under such conditions there should be a system of 

conscription which provides viable alternative forms of service for 

individuals for whom it is incompatible with their beliefs to serve in the 

military while such conditions prevail.

The system of National Service is not a fair one in that the burden of 

service falls entirely on white males. Neither blacks nor women share 

any of the load. Conscripting only whites in the context of a racially 

polarised society is likely to exacerbate rather than remedy this primary 

social and political problem. This concern may well become intensified 

with the process of negotiations to resolve the national political 

question. The process of national reconciliation may well be jeopardised 

by the continuation of conscription soley for whites.

Conflict over Conscription

As well as the low profile opposition to conscription expressed through 

various forms of non-compliance and evasion, overt opposition has also 

been expressed. This opposition has mobilised widespread support and 

has further politicised the issue of conscription.

Direct political opposition to conscription has been expressed in the 

conscripted and non-conscripted communities. The response of the 

black community has been covered above. Within the white community, 

overt political opposition to conscription has taken a number of forms. 

There have been the support campaigns for conscientious objectors, 

both individually and in groups (29). Public support has been 

mobilised both for the moral stand taken by conscientious objectors, and 

against the particularly harsh sentences of conscripts who refuse to 

serve in the SADF.

There have also been campaigns against the system of conscription 

itself, the most prominent example of which is the End Conscription 

Campaign, which received considerable public support (30).

The social base of the political opposition to conscription has, in the 

main, been in the middle-class and highly educated sectors of the white



community. While predominantly English speaking, there has been 

support for these campaigns from the Afrikaans communities. Of 

significance has been the extensive opposition to conscription expressed 

at the universities, in particular the English medium institutions (31). 

It is a crucial consideration that these institutions are also responsible 

for producing the bulk of the country’s high level manpower 

requirements.

Furthermore, it should be noted that the basis of opposition to 

conscription has in the main been related to the form of National 

Service, and not the principle of performing a service to the nation per 

se. Opposition has been expressed to serving in the SADF, but there 

has been support for other, non-military forms of service. The extension 

of the current system of National Service, and not its complete 

eradication, thus becomes a realistic medium-term policy option in this 

context.

South African National Service in International Perspective

The harshness of conscription provisions in South Africa can be seen 

by comparing them with trends internationally.

The statutory length of military service in South Africa is among the 

longest in the world, although the current application of policy brings 

South Africa more in line with international trends. Whereas in South 

Africa a conscript is presently liable for a total of 24 months of service, 

the international average is 18 months.

Together with San Marino, South Africa keeps its conscripts for the 

longest period. The South African conscript is liable for service for a 

39 year period, from the age of 16 to 55. The international average is 

for conscripts to be liable for duty between the ages of 19 and 42, ie. 

for 23 years.

While it is to South Africa’s credit that it is one of 24 countries which 

do provide for some form of alternative service, 17 of these 24 allow for 

broader categories of objection than does South Africa. In these 

countries grounds for recognition as a conscientious objector extend to 

non-religious, non-pacifist and in some cases, explicitly political reasons 

(32).

South Africa is one of 16 countries which offer some form of alternative 

service outside of the military. Of these countries, 11 have a wider 

range of alternative service options than South Africa, and offer 

alternative service outside of state institutions. The period of 

alternative service in South Africa is the longest in the world.

The penalties for refusing to do military service in South Africa are 

longer than in any other country in the world. The six-year prison 

sentences given to two South African conscientious objectors in 1988 are 

longer than any others recorded elsewhere over the past fifteen years. 

Since January 1990 it has become possible for jailed objectors to 

military service in South Africa to receive up to 50% remission in 

sentences.



It can be concluded that the situation of those refusing to serve in 

the SADF who are not religious pacifists is among the most difficult 

in the world. In addition, the lot of the religious objector doing 

alternative service is among the most severe in the world. These 

conditions contribute to the large degree of non-compliance, evasion 

and reluctant compliance with the current system of National Service 

in South Africa.

Economic Costs of Conscription

Among the many unintended consequences of current policy are the 

economic costs of conscription. The costs of conscription can be 

defined as having two components:

* the budget costs, i.e. the costs to the fiscus of sustaining a 

conscripted force; and,

* the indirect and opportunity costs of conscription.

These direct and indirect costs are comprised of a variety of factors:

* the direct taxes paid by the general population to maintain the 

Defence Force;

* the indirect costs arising from the income lost by conscripts;

* the costs to the society of non-compliance and conscription 

evasion;

* the costs associated with the inefficient allocation of labour 

which arise due to conscription;

* the effect of conscription on career development;

* the costs of conscription to the private sector.

The following section explores those costs sustained outside of the 

military, ie. the indirect and opportunity costs. The budget costs, ie. 

the costs to the fiscus of sustaining a conscripted force, as well as 

the costs of non-compliance and evasion to the Defence Force in, eg. 

following-up of evaders, will not be considered.

* The Conscription "tax"

Conscription may be seen as an unfair tax imposed on a section of 

the society. The service provided by the Defence Force is a "public 

good" to the extent that it cannot be appropriated or purchased by 

an individual yet is of benefit to all within the society. Like other 

public goods, it is necessary to finance it through some form of 

compulsory taxation. In this sense conscription is a tax imposed in 

an inequitable and selective way in that the burden of national 

service falls in the main, on young, white men. According to Atkins:

"Although this "tax" does not appear in any budget speech or 

on any IRP5 form, it is nevertheless very real for those 

persons who are compelled to pay it".(33)



The conscription tax may be defined as the difference between the 

wage a conscript would accept to volunteer for military service - or 

his market rate - and the actual wage he is paid by the SADF. 

Effects on career development as a whole are discussed in another 

section.

* Conscription and the Brain Drain

A major cost associated with conscription is that of the brain drain. 

While the brain drain can be seen to be linked to such factors as 

the condition of political instability within the country, as well as the 

career aspirations of prospective emigrants, conscription has played 

a key role as well. Emigration, whether formal or not, among 

prospective con-scripts is one of the major means of non-compliance 

with the con-scription laws. In the past it could be assumed that 

a significant proportion of those leaving the country for 

conscription-related reasons were doing so because of the two year 

length of service. In addition, a considerable number would have 

done so because of principled objections to doing National Service in 

the SADF. As the new period of National Service has only recently 

been introduced it is impossible at this stage to draw any firm 

conclusions as to the effect that the reduction in service length will 

have on the brain drain. When reading this section this factor 

should be borne in mind.

In the research we posed the following questions:

* What is the extent of the brain drain?

* What is the cost to the country of this export of human 

capital?

* What is the contribution of conscription to the brain drain? 

The Extent of the Brain Drain

From research conducted for this report (34), it is clear that a 

distinction needs to be drawn between "formal" and "informal" 

emigration:

* The "formal" component is comprised of those who formally 

inform the authorities of their leaving the country as emi

grants. This is necessary to take money and other assets from 

the country. Such formality is not an incentive for younger 

people without assets who, it would appear, are leaving the 

country in many cases as students and tourists.

* The "informal" route does not presuppose these requirements. 

Emigrants make use of return air tickets to this end as this 

allows them to leave the country without going through formal 

emigration procedures.

There has been much speculation as to the extent of informal emi

gration. Our research shows that the rate of unofficial emigration 

is of a similar order to that of official emigration. Over the decade 

to 1988:



* there was an average of 11 000 formal emigrants per annum

(35);

* unofficially there has been an estimated annual loss of a 

further 10 000 people per annum, over the same period (36).

A disproportionate number of emigrants are evidently graduates. In 

the period between 1980 and 1985, when about 100 000 people left the 

country, it appears that 23 000 of these were white graduates (37). 

This implies a loss of perhaps 4 500 graduates per year; or 25% of 

all who graduate annually from South African universities. The rate 

of emigration of graduates is five times that of non-graduates. 

Furthermore, a disproportionate number of graduates are medical 

doctors. The rate of emigration for medical doctors appears to be 

some 50% higher than that for all other graduates. With doctors 

making up 10% of all graduates leaving, it can be assumed that the 

other lucrative professions, eg. accountants, lawyers, actuaries, 

engineers, etc., make up at least another 10% (38).

Of the 4 500 emigrating graduates annually, it is estimated that about 

500 are teachers, and another 900 belong to one of the lucrative 

professions (39).

These figures are supported by impressionistic accounts given by 

university administrators and teachers, as well as professionals. In 

a survey of English and Afrikaans university staff in key fields of 

study (40), it was found that the emigration rate of recent 

graduates from English universities was particularly marked in 

medicine, accountancy and engineering. A case study of the 

accountancy profession shows that large numbers of young 

accountants are leaving the country on conclusion of their period of 

articles (41). This is happening despite a limited form of alternative 

National Service being available to accountants in the office of the 

Receiver of Revenue. However, as this service is somewhat 

arbitrary in nature, it does not provide a secure, non-military form 

of service for young accountants. Many thus choose to leave the 

country.

A survey conducted among students in key fields of study which 

feed the professions and the business world provided similar results. 

Half of the English speaking students and 15% of the Afrikaans 

speakers indicated that they were considering emigration at some 

point in the future (42).

Surveys conducted elsewhere have produced similar results. A 

survey conducted among male students at Rhodes University in 1987 

showed that 53% were considering emigration (43). In a survey of 

white male students at the University of Cape Town in 1988, it was 

found that 63,6% were considering emigration or planning to emigrate 

at some point in the future (44).

It is very likely that a major source of the brain drain is young 

male graduates who have yet to enter the job market, or who are 

completing periods of internship or articles. This group, made up in 

the main of English speakers who face military duty, is likely to join



the ranks of informal emigrants. They are leaving the country before 

taking up productive places within the South African economy. It is 

interesting to note that many respondents in a survey of employer 

and professional organisations did not report great numbers of their 

members leaving the country as emigrants (45). It can be assumed 

that potential members of the business and professional worlds are 

leaving before they enter the job market.

It should be noted that an unknown proportion of both "formal and 

"informal" emigrants do in fact return to South Africa, and complete 

their national service.

Costs of the Brain Drain

The best means of determining the cost to South Africa of the brain 

drain is through the concept of human capital. It is assumed in this 

approach that labour embodies human capital which is treated on a 

par with physical capital. According to this schema, the brain drain 

is therefore seen as an outflow of capital. In order to determine the 

cost of this human capital, we estimated the discounted value of the 

future earnings of those who have emigrated.

We estimated that:

* the loss to domestic income of those who have emigrated 

amounts to approximately R15 000 million annually, or 9% of the 

GDP (46); and

* costs in terms of lost taxes and productivity have been 

estimated at R 4 900 million annually, or 5,5% of the GDP 

(47).

Put differently, each man, woman and child who has emigrated costs 

the country an average of R240 000 per annum in lost taxes and 

productivity (48).

As well as the quantified costs of the brain drain, the export of high 

level human capital from the country has other severe implications:

* the loss of skills leads to labour shortages;

* the price of labour increases;

* the management:labour ratio decreases; and

* there is a consequent decline in productivity.

It is estimated that, partly due to shortages of accountants in the 

period between 1986 and 1988, starting salaries for first year 

chartered accountants rose by 66% from R36 000 to R60 000 (49).

As well as welfare losses, the export of human capital has severe 

implications for the growth rate and the consequent development 

possibilities of the country. This is an issue of particular concern in 

South Africa where there are severe skill shortages (50). It is 

important to note that white men, or those who make up the 

conscripted population, are presently the largest single source of



high level manpower in this country. In 1985, this group was 

responsible for more than 50% of high level skills (51).

Academics at English medium universities believe that the emigration 

of graduates, in particular males, from their departments, is of crisis 

proportions (52). They experience the effects of this emigration in 

a number of ways:

* departments are deprived of potential teaching staff;

* it is difficult to pay competitive salaries for staff who are able 

to command inflated incomes in the private sector due to 

skilled labour shortages;

* there is a demoralisation associated with the lack of confidence 

in the country’s future expressed by emigrants.

There are also unquantifiable costs of the brain drain such as the 

effect it has on confidence and stability within the country.

It has been contended that immigration into the country offsets the 

losses sustained as a result of emigration. It is necessary, however, 

to see the losses associated with the brain drain as absolute losses 

which the country need not have to bear under normal conditions. 

Whatever the rate of immigration to the country, this does not negate 

the fact that large numbers of conscripts are leaving South Africa.

Conscription’s Contribution to the Brain Drain

It is evident from the range of surveys conducted for this research 

project that there are various factors encouraging the brain drain. 

The major causes of the brain drain are the general state of political 

instability within the country, the individual career aspirations of 

emigrants, and conscription (53). From the surveys of students, 

university staff, and business and professional bodies it was 

apparent that in many cases the reason for any one individual 

leaving could not be reduced to a single motivating factor. It is a 

compound and complex problem. Often one factor will influence 

another, eg. political instability and unrest may "raise" the cost of 

serving in the SADF for a conscript. In a case such as this there is 

a clear interplay between factors. Because of this overlap it is 

difficult to identify the exact contribution that conscription has made 

to the brain drain. It is possible, however, to draw certain tentative 

conclusions from our surveys. As was stated above, the findings 

contained here are premised on National Service being for an initial 

two year period. It is too early to draw conclusions on the effect of 

the reduced, one year period.

In the survey of students it was found that the major factor 

encouraging English speakers who have not served in the SADF to 

consider emigration was their opposition to conscription (54). (It 

should again be noted that they were tested on their responses to 

the then two-year period of military service). This category of 

students makes up 82% of the total English student population 

surveyed. The major factors causing a change in a decision to 

emigrate among this category of students are, in order of priority: 

an upswing or strengthening of the economy, the abolition of



apartheid and the abolition of military National Service, a reduction 

in the length of National Service, a lucrative job offer, less 

international isolation. Interestingly, there is an indication of a 

slightly stronger opposition to the concept of National Service than 

to the length of National Service in relation to the prospect of 

emigration.

In a survey of university staff, 75% of those at English universities 

identified conscription as the major reason encouraging the 

emigration of graduates. They also point to the disproportionately 

greater numbers of male graduates emigrating as compared to 

females. They suggest that this is due to conscription. Most 

informants indicated that opposition to conscription was both for 

personal and moral/political reasons. In the case study conducted of 

the accounting profession, senior partners in the firms interviewed 

identified conscription as the primary factor encouraging the brain 

drain from the profession. Those affected in this way include young 

professionals facing conscription, as well as senior partners in 

accounting firms who have emigrated in order to allow their sons to 

evade military service.

Similar results are evident from the surveys of students conducted 

at Rhodes University and UCT. The survey of Rhodes’ students 

showed that of those considering emigration, a total of 56% cited 

conscription as the single factor or a contributing factor to their 

thinking (55). A figure of 51% of the 63,6% of UCT students 

considering emigration cited the fact they were doing so in order not 

to perform military service. Those who were considering leaving were 

significantly more opposed in principle to the role of the SADF and 

the system of conscription than other respondents. They were also 

significantly more in favour of a civilian form of National Service. 

The survey showed that it is both moral and practical concerns with 

conscription which influenced the emigration decision (56).

It is clear from these surveys that conscription is a major factor 

encouraging the brain drain, especially among young graduates, many 

of whom are not likely to enter the South African job market. The 

research also shows that moral/political objections to military 

service are a significant factor in the reasoning of prospective 

emigrants. This is a factor which a reduction in the length of 

National Service (military) cannot address.

* Conscription Evasion

There is widespread evasion of military service, especially among the 

student population. This becomes evident from a survey conducted 

among students. It was found that the majority of final year male 

students had never served in the SADF, and were delaying doing 

their military service (57). A figure of 82% of English speaking 

students and 66% of their Afrikaans counterparts have never done 

any military training. As final year students in their respective 

fields of study, they all become liable for conscription in 1990. 

However, only 29% of the English speakers in this category, and 48% 

of the Afrikaans speakers, plan to go to the SADF. The rest will 

either study further, go abroad to travel, study or emigrate, or are 

not sure of their future plans. This large group should therefore be



seen to be evading military service. However, despite the obvious 

opposition to military service apparent among university students, it 

should be noted that plans for overseas travel, further studies, and 

other forms of "evasion" could be a form of "wish-fulfillment", rather 

than a determined intention of some of the student respondents.

It should be noted that these figures do not indicate the numbers 

who do not report for service. They simply provide an impression of 

the extent of the attitude among students which can be linked to 

conscription evasion.

Such evasion has significant effects. It not only contributes to the 

skills shortages in the labour market with it’s negative consequences, 

but also creates a situation in which many men, graduating from 

universities, are over-qualified relative to their workplace experience.

In the survey conducted among conscripts in matric, it is evident 

that many intend to delay the start of their National Service on 

completion of their school careers (58). Less than half of the total 

(47%), plan to go into the SADF on completion of their schooling. The 

remaining 53% either plan to study first and then go to the SADF 

(45%), or to go overseas on completion of their schooling (1%), or to 

study first and then go overseas (2%). The remaining 5% have other 

plans.

* Conscription and Career Development

Surveys conducted in the business and professional communities, and 

among university staff, show that conscription has had a detrimental 

effect on the career development of conscripts (59). Three trends 

emerged from these surveys:

Employment Practices

While the employer bodies and specific companies and firms surveyed 

indicated that they formally have a policy of non-discrimination in 

relation to persons who have not completed their initial period of 

military training, they also indicated that prejudice sometimes does 

exist (60). This view was confirmed by the responses of university 

lecturers, teachers and administrators who feel that employers prefer 

taking on staff whose careers are not going to be disrupted by 

National Service (61).

Technical Retardation

Careers are held back by military service. This is particularly 

damaging for professionals in fields with rapidly advancing 

technologies, such as computer science.

Further Training

University staff indicate that it is a problem that conscription, 

because it delays the entry of individuals into the job market, often 

has the effect of discouraging them from doing further postgraduate 

training (62).
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