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Country Advice 

Singapore  
Singapore – SGP37776 – National Service – 

Penalties for defaulting – Legal provisions 

17 November 2010 

1. Please provide information on national service obligations in Singapore. 

The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) advised in June 2010 that “[m]ale 

citizens and permanent residents [of Singapore] between the ages of 16 and 50 are liable 

for two years of national service and further periods of training”.
1
 Males over the age of 

16 and a half are required to register for national service.
2
 Upon reaching the age of 18, 

they required to perform at least two years of national service.
3
 Men are unable to 

renounce Singaporean citizenship until they have completed at least two years of national 

service.
4
  

Singapore‟s Enlistment Act 1970 stipulates that every person who is enlisted and fit for 

national service is required to complete two years full-time service. After completing full-

time service, every person fit for national service is liable to be called up for 

„operationally ready national service‟ every year until the age of 50 (for officers) or 40 

(for others).
5
  

Under Section 14 of the Enlistment Act, men called up for „operationally ready service‟ 

are liable to serve “for one but not both, of the following sets of periods”:  

(i) for a period of 14 days and 8 hours per week during the first 6 months of service, and for a 

period of 7 days annually and 3 hours per week or 6 hours per fortnight or 12 hours per month 

after the first 6 months of service; or  

(ii) for periods not exceeding in the aggregate 40 days annually.  
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 (2) Nothing in subsection (1) shall preclude any person who is liable for operationally ready 

national service from serving for a period or periods longer than the period or periods 

specified in subsection (1) (b) (i) or (ii) if authorised by the proper authority.
6 

Section 27 of the Enlistment Act states that “a national serviceman or a regular serviceman 

shall be released by the proper authority at the end of the period which he is liable to 

serve”. In calculating this period of service, no account is taken of “any period during 

which he was serving…a term of imprisonment”.
7
 However, it is unclear whether serving 

a prison sentence either postpones or cancels a person‟s national service obligations. A 

2009 article in The Straits Times reports that one 22 year old man “is waiting…to see if he 

will be enlisted for national service” after being released from prison.
8
 

A person enlisted for national service, known as an NSman, must notify the Ministry of 

Defence prior to overseas trips of more than 24 hours but less than six months. For 

overseas travel of more than six months, an NSman must apply for an exit permit.
9
 The 

US Department of State reports that “[p]ersons 13 years of age or older who have not 

completed national service obligations are required to obtain exit permits for international 

travel. To obtain the required permit, a prospective traveler must post a bond equal to 

S$75,000…or 50 percent of the combined gross annual income of both parents for the 

preceding year, whichever is greater. The bond requirement applies to travelers aged 16 

1/2 years and above for travel exceeding three months, and to travelers age 13 to 16 1/2 

for travel lasting two years or more”.
10

 

Disruption from national service can be approved if a person is “overseas for employment 

or studies for a period of one year or longer”. An exemption from national service can 

only be granted when a person is certified as medically and permanently unfit for service 

by the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) Medical Board, or when Singaporean citizenship is 

renounced.
11

  

2. Please provide information on the penalties for breach of national service 

obligations. 
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National service obligations are strictly enforced in Singapore.
12

 The penalty for 

defaulting on national service was increased in 2006 from $5,000 to $10,000, and carries a 

gaol sentence of up to three years.
13

 In calling for the increase, Minister for Defence Teo 

Chee Hean stated that the Ministry (MINDEF) considers the following penalties 

appropriate: 

Where the default period exceeds two years but the defaulter is young enough to serve his full-

time and operationally ready NS duties in full, MINDEF will press for a short jail sentence. 

Where the defaulter has reached an age when he cannot serve his full-time NS in a combat 

vocation or fulfil his operationally ready NS obligations in full, a longer jail sentence to reflect 

the period of NS he has evaded may be appropriate. 

Where the defaulter has reached an age when he cannot be called up for NS at all, a jail 

sentence up to the maximum of three years may be appropriate.
14

 

The Ministry of Defence website states that “[m]ales above 16½ years who travel and 

remain overseas without applying for an exit permit will be prosecuted under the 

Enlistment Act”. Initial offenders may receive “composition fines” while repeat offenders 

will be charged in a court and, upon conviction, liable for the same penalty as other 

national service defaulters, that is “a fine of up to $10,000 or imprisonment for a term not 

exceeding 3 years or both”.
15

 

It is unclear as to whether a penalty would be applied for any service missed whilst 

imprisoned either within or outside of Singapore. 

3. Please provide information on the defences to charges of breach of national service 

obligations. 

Limited information was found on defences to charges of defaulting on national service. 

In July 2010, a 48 year old national service defaulter who had been living in Malaysia 

since he was two years old was sentenced to 18 month‟s imprisonment; however, he had 

his sentence reduced to a $5,000 fine. His lawyers successfully argued that since he had 

left Singapore at the age of one and “had not enjoyed any benefits as a citizen”, the jail 
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term was excessive. Similar cases have also reportedly resulted in fines rather than jail 

sentences.
16

 

Limited information was found on whether imprisonment either within or outside 

Singapore would be a valid defence against national service obligations. As mentioned in 

the response to question one, Section 27 of the Enlistment Act states that “a national 

serviceman or a regular serviceman shall be released by the proper authority at the end of 

the period which he is liable to serve”. In calculating this period of service, no account is 

taken of “any period during which he was serving…a term of imprisonment”.
17

 This may 

indicate that serving a prison sentence would postpone a person‟s national service 

obligations. 
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