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Abstract
South African military-technical co-operation with Israel continued and intensified 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s, despite the goal of achieving defence industrial autarky 
as stated by South Africa. During this period of increasing international isolation – 
marked by the United Nations arms embargo, regional destabilisation, and the loss of key 
allies – South Africa faced critical capability gaps, particularly in its air force and navy. 
Collaboration with Israel provided not only weapon systems but also the technological 
know-how to strengthen domestic production. Israeli support enabled the development 
of drones, ballistic missiles, and upgrades to tanks, aircraft, and naval platforms, aligning 
with the South African autarky ambitions. Employing RL Schweller’s neoclassical realist 
framework, the study on which article is based explored how domestic limitations and 
international pressures influenced South African arms procurement strategies. 

The current study found that states do not pursue defence industrial autarky at all 
costs; rather, co-operation is evaluated based on the urgency of defence needs, external 
exclusivity of offered technology, and relative military advantage gained over regional and 
international competitors. States with limited mobilisation capacity may rely on selective 
external partnerships to counterbalance structural constraints. The article therefore also 
highlights the limits of international sanctions when enforcement mechanisms are 
undermined by geopolitical alliances, such as Israeli backing from the United States as 
a United Nations Security Council veto power.
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Introduction
In December 1990, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly condemned the military 
co-operation between Israel and South Africa. The focus was particularly on projects in 
missile and nuclear technology, which the UN body considered to be a violation of the 
mandatory arms embargo against South Africa at the time.1 In November 1989, the General 
Assembly had already formulated the request, ‘that Israel desist from and terminate 
forthwith all forms of collaboration with South Africa, particularly in the military and 
nuclear fields’.2 These statements seem to have confirmed the characterisation of the 
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relations as an ‘unspoken alliance’3 during apartheid. At the same time, this stands in 
stark contrast to the current soured relations. In December 2023, the preliminary low 
point was marked by the South African (SA) institution of proceedings against Israel 
at the International Court of Justice due to alleged violations of international law in the 
Gaza Strip.4

The issue therefore remains as to which approach is suitable for explaining the bilateral co-
operation between South Africa and Israel during the Cold War, in which the SA military 
saw active action against its northern neighbours as part of the South African Border War 
(SABW). First, already in the 1960s, South Africa faced increasing international isolation, 
which foreshadowed the mandatory 1977 sanctions by the United Nations.5 Anticipating 
severe difficulties in the international acquisitions of arms, South Africa began to pursue 
independence from foreign arms manufacturers as early as the 1960s by expanding its 
own defence industrial base; thus, ostensibly closing off areas for possible defence-
technology co-operation with other countries. Numerous technical similarities found 
in Israeli and SA weapon systems from the 1970s and 1980s nevertheless prompted the 
assumption of intensive bilateral co-operation despite the aim of defence autarky.6 Second, 
it remains unclear why two geographically distant regional powers with no immediate 
common enemy or neighbouring territory should establish close co-operation.7 Third, it is 
unclear to what extent the aforementioned statements of the General Assembly on nuclear 
proliferation can be upheld. In 1993, the then State President, Frederik Willem de Klerk, 
denied that South Africa had ever co-operated with other nations on nuclear technology.8 
Existing explanations provide only limited insights into these three mysteries.9 

The study on which this article reports, therefore examined, from an SA perspective, 
foreign and domestic policy incentives that influenced the initiation of defence-technology 
projects with Israel. The article also sheds light on why co-operation was consolidated 
despite international sanctions and the goal of arms self-sufficiency. The outlined research 
interest was reflected as follows: Why did arms co-operation with Israel consolidate until 
the end of the 1980s despite the SA goal of arms self-sufficiency?

This question is addressed based on RL Schweller’s neoclassical realism, a grand theory 
of international relations (IR). The core assumptions on the primary drivers of foreign and 
security policy are briefly outlined and applied to the geopolitical and domestic context 
of Southern Africa during the Cold War (1945–1991). Particular attention is given to the 
SABW, which South Africa fought for more than twenty years (1966–1990) against its 
northern neighbours. On this basis, a theoretical expectation was developed concerning 
whether, and to what extent, potentials for arms co-operation with other states – including 
Israel – remained as a result of the domestic political reaction to the external geopolitical 
pressures.

The comparison of this theoretical expectation with the actual SA policy follows, where 
the extent to which armament needs were met by domestic and third-country producers is 
analysed. This facilitated the assessment of why arms projects with Israel were initiated 
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and the extent to which South Africa benefitted from them at strategic, operational, and 
tactical level. Finally, the conclusion addresses the research question and discusses the 
strengths and limitations of neoclassical realism in the current case. Based on the findings, 
implications of the circumvention of international arms embargoes through bilateral state 
co-operation are also discussed.

The current study pursued the research hypothesis that the pursuit of co-operation with 
Israel did not contradict the ultimate goal of defence autarky10 but instead placed South 
Africa on a path to attaining it. In the context of ever-growing incentives to rearm caused 
by the increasing international isolation, this approach permitted strategic capability 
developments in the industry and tactical-operational advantages in the combat missions of 
the South African Defence Force (SADF) in the northern neighbouring states, in particular 
in Angola, Zimbabwe and Mozambique. For South Africa, external co-operation was 
imperative given major qualitative and quantitative deficits in the industry caused by 
lost innovational potential as a result of apartheid policies, arms embargoes, subsequent 
technological isolation, and the deliberate exclusion of the non-white11 population from 
higher education.

A key research challenge is the apparent withholding of planning documents and bilateral 
correspondence from the time by Israeli archival authorities. In contrast, South Africa 
has already made substantial archival releases, providing access to crucial reference 
documents related to the co-operation. Additionally, there are extensive publications by 
academic journals and research institutes that have already addressed specific aspects of 
South African–Israeli relations during the apartheid period. In contrast, comprehensive 
analyses in monographs, such as The Israel Connection: Who Israel Arms and Why by 
Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi or The Unspoken Alliance: Israel’s Secret Relationship with 
Apartheid South Africa by Sasha Polakow-Suransky, tend to take a broader approach in 
terms of time and scope. The latter, making impressive use of archival documents, is the 
most recent comprehensive reflection of the bilateral arms co-operation with a research 
horizon starting as early as the 1930s.12 No publication on the bilateral relations has 
however used IR theory to examine geopolitical drivers and their domestic transmission 
in bilateral armaments projects. In this regard, the current study sought to contribute to 
a refined understanding of the field.

The Road to Defence Industrial Co-Operation – RL 
Schweller’s Neoclassical Realism
Although realism as an IR theory has produced several competing strands, there are 
specific assumptions that can be identified as characteristic of realism: 

	̾ States are the main actors in the anarchic international order; 
	̾ This results in the necessity to ensure state survival through military, political, 

and economic capabilities; 
	̾ Under conditions of anarchy, the build-up of capabilities (balancing) typically leads 
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to a security dilemma between nations, which in turn triggers counterbalancing; 
and 

	̾ Institutions and norms play at most a secondary, primarily instrumental, role in 
interstate relations.13

Schweller’s neoclassical realism uses defensive neorealism, as developed by Kenneth N 
Waltz, as a reference point for his theory. Waltz views balancing as a structurally determined 
automatism and therefore a necessary response within the anarchic international system.14 
In contrast, Schweller assumes that such a balancing reaction may fail to occur if inhibited 
by national decision-making processes. By examining the domestic transmission of 
external impulses, Schweller seeks to explain why states have repeatedly responded 
inadequately – or sometimes excessively – to threats throughout history.15 

Unlike the broader scope of capabilities found in neorealism, Schweller focuses mainly 
on military capabilities, ‘[b]alancing means the creation or aggregation of military power 
through internal mobilisation or the forging of alliances.’16 The outcome of such process 
depends on the extent to which domestic actors are willing and able to support this course 
of action. According to Schweller, willingness is primarily determined by the elite cohesion 
and the elite consensus on the existence of a threat. The ability to mobilise resources, 
on the other hand, is contingent on the vulnerability of the government or regime and 
the degree of social cohesion.17 When facing a fragmented society, an illegitimate and 
therefore vulnerable leadership will, for instance, find it difficult to establish domestic 
consensus on the existence of an external threat. In such situations, it is likely that the 
elite will resort to co-operation with other states to counterbalance the threat instead 
of engaging in a domestically risky resource mobilisation.18 From the perspective of 
neoclassical realism, bilateral armament projects can thus be interpreted as a possible 
indication of domestic mobilisation deficits.

From a realist perspective, an anarchic international order creates a persistent incentive to 
avoid external dependencies, including those generated by arms imports. Relying on such 
imports from abroad may negatively affect the ability of a nation to ensure its survival in 
the international arena, especially if these imports are later discontinued by the supplier 
for political reasons. In this regard, the international system creates a natural impetus for 
achieving arms autarky.

Arguably, the impetus is not absolute but weighed by the political decision-making elite 
against the expected benefits of the respective armament co-operation. The researcher, 
drawing on Schweller’s logic, argues that arms imports from abroad are likely to be 
particularly beneficial to the state in cases where –

	̾ Such arms imports meet urgent military needs (urgency criterion); 
	̾ Arms imports provide substantial military advantages in terms of quality and/or 

quantity relative to another state (relative benefit criterion); and
	̾ There are no suitable domestic suppliers available (external exclusivity criterion). 
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It can thus be expected that such imports from abroad are unlikely if the goods are not 
urgently needed, offer no relative benefits, and can readily be supplied by domestic 
producers.

A state may, for instance, find itself compelled to procure air defence systems from 
abroad if:

	̾ A neighbouring state regularly carries out air strikes (urgency); 
	̾ Such air defence systems are realistically capable of repelling such attacks 
(relative benefit); and 

	̾ No domestic producer is available (external exclusivity).

If the air defence systems can be readily produced by domestic suppliers in a comparable 
quality and quantity, no pressing need for acquisitions from abroad arises.

South African Push towards External Co-operations
This section reports on the drivers that incentivised South Africa to pursue defence-
industrial co-operation with foreign partners. Particular attention is given to the threat to 
the SA regional hegemony and to domestic mobilisation deficits.

Foreign Policy: Regional Hegemony in Southern Africa 
During the 1980s, Southern African states showed distinct disparities in economic 
performance, as measured by the gross domestic product (GDP). The combined GDP 
of all member states of the Southern African Development Coordination Conference 
(SADCC) – Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Eswatini, Tanzania, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe (formerlyRhodesia)i – never exceeded 43 per cent of the SA economic 
output. Angola, consistently the second-largest economy in the region, achieved less 
than 16 per cent of the GDP of its dominant southern neighbour, even at the time of the 
smallest gap in 1988.19

This economic gap was also evident in military funding, with South Africa consistently 
spending at least three times more annually than the combined defence expenditures of 
all SADCC countries in the 1980s. The SA defence budget nearly quadrupled between 
1970 and 1988, underscoring its capacity to maintain a substantial military advantage 
over its regional neighbours.20 This allowed the SADF to increase its manpower from 
50 000 in 1970 to 200 000 by 1985.21 Despite this significant expansion, South Africa 

i		  Unlike most other states in the list, which underwent a simple postcolonial name change upon 
independence, Rhodesia is a special case. The territory did not undergo a mere change of name. 
From 1965 until 1980, the territory existed as the unrecognised Republic of Rhodesia under 
white-minority rule following its Unilateral Declaration of Independence from Britain. The 
territory achieved internationally recognised independence as the Republic of Zimbabwe on 
18 April 1980. When this study refers to Rhodesia as a co-operating entity, it uses the term 
“Rhodesian regime” to reflect this distinct historical context.
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retained substantial reserves in the scalability of its military expenditures, with defence 
spending as a percentage of GDP fluctuating between 2,33 per cent (1970) and 5,26 per 
cent (1977) over the period between 1970 and 1990. In contrast, the Angolan defence 
budget reached a peak of 22,25 per cent of its GDP in 1987, while that of Tanzania peaked 
at 10,11 per cent in 1978.22 

These high shares did not alter the stark differences in combat power. In 1986, the 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) noted, ‘[i]n military terms, South 
Africa is vastly superior to its neighbours in the region. Substantial arms deliveries by the 
Soviet Union in the past have not reduced this superiority.’23 The strategic advantage of 
South Africa was further solidified by its status as the only nuclear power on the continent, 
with a highly secretive arsenal of six nuclear warheads. Until the end of apartheid, a 
public disclosure of the existence of the weapons was reserved for deterrence purposes 
in the event of an existential threat that could not be countered by conventional means.24

In summary, the regional polarity reveals an SA hegemonic position during the Cold War. 
Consequently, there were no systemic incentives for counterbalancing or any significant 
deviation from the status quo in armament policy. It would thus be difficult to explain the 
initiation of new armament projects with Israel between 1970 and 1990 based purely on 
the regional polarity. Accordingly, the next section reports on how SA regional hegemony 
was challenged by regional and international developments.

Hegemony in Danger: Loss of Regional Allies and Growing 
International Hostilities
Until the mid-1970s, trilateral co-operation with the Rhodesian regime at the time and 
Portugal in its erstwhile colonies, Angola and Mozambique, was the temporary key 
element of SA security policy to preserve a cordon sanitaire25 surrounding its borders. 
Supporting Portugal in its counterinsurgency operations therefore received paramount 
priority, with South Africa allocating half of its defence budget to this cause in 1970, and 
providing air force support to Portuguese and Rhodesian forces from 1968 onwards.26 
In order to reduce the geographical freedom of movement of liberation fighters, this 
approach was complemented by offers of support to states on the northern periphery, with 
decent success, as evidenced by the establishment of diplomatic relations with Malawi 
in 1967 and the signing of a security agreement with Swaziland (Eswatini) in 1982. The 
overarching goal of these efforts was to weaken African liberation movements.27

After the end of Portuguese colonial rule in Angola and Mozambique in 1975, the goal of 
preserving the remaining cordon sanitaire was pursued in co-operation with the Rhodesian 
regime until the end of the 1970s. Even without diplomatic recognition, South Africa 
regarded the Salisbury-based government under Ian Smith as a military partner in the fight 
against the armed wing of the exiled African National Congress (ANC) fighting against 
the apartheid rule in South Africa.28 Between 1967 and 1979, South Africa provided 
nearly half of the arms supplied to Rhodesia free of charge. From 1978 onwards, the 
SADF also intensified its land- and air-based operations against both the Zimbabwe 
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People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA) and the Zimbabwe African National Liberation 
Army (ZANLA).29 The 1980 electoral victory of Robert Mugabe, following the Lancaster 
House Agreement, brought this co-operation to a sudden end. Intervention plans aimed 
at preventing Zimbabwean independence were abandoned, particularly to avoid the 
imposition of stricter UN sanctions.30

The loss of the Rhodesian regime as a regional partner for South Africa continued the 
trend of increasing bilateral and multilateral isolation of South Africa. As early as 1975, 
the United Kingdom terminated the Simon’s Town Agreement, which had been in place 
since 1955. This not only led to the closure of the last British naval base in South Africa 
but also ended the role of Britain as the main arms supplier to the South African Navy 
(SAN).31 To make matters worse, London and Washington supported the mandatory 
arms embargo imposed against South Africa by Resolution 418 in 1977, which went far 
beyond the voluntary arms sanctions of 1963. In the Security Council, both veto powers 
also supported tightening the embargo in 1984 and 1986.32 

The isolation was further entrenched by South Africa’s own failures. Although economically 
connected to Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini through the Southern African Customs 
Union (SACU), South Africa was neither able to establish a common currency within 
the framework of the Rand Monetary Area (RMA) permanently nor to attract new 
member states.33 This was exacerbated by the fact that the other SACU member states 
(Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini) tried to reduce their dependency on the SA economy 
and infrastructure for trade.34 

The proposal by South Africa in 1979 to act as a protector state for the nations of Southern 
Africa – offering economic benefits in return – was also met with widespread rejection 
by neighbouring states.35 As a response against the SA regional hegemony, the SADCC 
was established in 1980, comprising Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Eswatini, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.36 Although the SADCC primarily focused 
on economic and political coordination and did not include mutual defence obligations, 
both Zimbabwe and Malawi decided by the mid-1980s to deploy troops permanently 
to Mozambique to protect land routes against forces of the South African-supported 
RENAMO (Resistência Nacional Moçambicana [Mozambican National Resistance]).37

By supporting insurgent movements in Mozambique and Angola in the 1980s, South 
Africa pursued the goal of sustained destabilisation by territorial control and disruption 
of energy supplies. To this end, the SADF mainly conducted commando operations 
targeting transport routes and power lines in neighbouring countries.38 A particular focus 
was Angola, which became the theatre of several large-scale SADF operations beginning 
in 1974. The SADF thereby hoped to eliminate Angola as a safe haven for insurgents 
operating against SA forces in Namibia.39 A significant achievement for South Africa was 
that the vigorously supported UNITA (União Nacional para a Independência Total de 
Angola), the Angolan nationalist movement, managed to maintain control over roughly 
one third of the country by 1987.40 
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The increasing build-up of Cuban forces in Angola – in support of the socialist Movimento 
Popular de Libertação de Angola (MPLA or Popular Movement for the Liberation of 
Angola), which assumed leadership of the newly independent state in 1975 – proved to 
be a growing challenge for the SADF. The Cuban efforts started even before Angolan 
independence in 1974 with an initial detachment of only 650 special forces, and reached 
its peak in 1988 with the operational deployment of two full divisions.41 According to 
estimates, there were already 25 000 to 30 000 Cuban forces in the country in 1987.42 
An advantage for Cuban detachment was its access to an increasingly extensive arsenal 
of tanks, artillery pieces, and radar-guided air defence systems. The latter significantly 
restricted SA air operations against hostile ground forces and Cuban fighter jets.43 

Unlike the Cubans, the Soviet Union – supporting the socialist Angolan government 
against South Africa – kept to the sideline and confined its support to advisory services, 
technical support, logistics, and arms deliveries – including modern tanks, aircraft, surface-
to-air missiles, and helicopters – to the official Angolan forces.44 To make matters worse, 
South Africa was confronted with a significant increase in the number of Angola-based 
insurgents from the Namibian South West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO) and 
the South African National Congress (ANC) until the mid-1980s.45

In summary, under the condition of increasing bilateral and multilateral isolation, the 
altered regional system provided considerable incentives for South Africa to rearm and 
defend its hegemony. This was particularly due to the loss of Portugal in 1975 and the 
Rhodesian regime by the end of the 1970s as central partners in the temporary preservation 
of the cordon sanitaire and the considerable increase in Cuban forces in Angola. Both 
developments generated a growing demand for arms across a wide range of capabilities. 
Not only did the SADF need to maintain increasing quantities of weapons systems and 
ammunition for land-, air-, and sea-based operations, but there was also a rising need to 
supply non-state actors – primarily RENAMO and UNITA – in order to destabilise the 
northern neighbours. The extent to which South Africa was both willing and able to rearm 
is considered in the following sections.

Domestic Transmission: Lost Potentials and Limited Mobilisation
During the 1970s, the threat perception of the SA political–military elite and their 
consensus on the necessary course of action were not fully aligned, as epitomised by 
the significant dissent between Prime Minister BJ Vorster and his defence minister, PW 
Botha. Unlike Vorster, Botha advocated for a substantial expansion of military engagement 
in neighbouring countries following the end of Portuguese colonial rule in Angola and 
Mozambique in 1975.46 This tension only eased after Botha became prime minister in 
1978 and consolidated his power through a process characterised by institutional and 
intra-party centralisation.47 This success was also reflected in the implementation of the 
“Total Strategy”:
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During the 1980s Pretoria48 fashioned a ‘total strategy’ that was meant to mobilize 
the combined political, economic, and military resources of the state against what 
it perceived as a Soviet-planned ‘total onslaught.’49

According to a 1982 letter addressed to his Israeli counterpart, Ariel Sharon, Botha’s 
defence minister, MA Malan, shared a concurring perception of the threat, ‘[m]y country 
has continually been under pressure for many years […] as a result of this onslaught by 
the Soviet Union.’50 It also proved advantageous that the ruling National Party (NP), based 
on whites-only elections, consistently held an absolute majority in the House of Assembly 
during the 1970s and 1980s. This gave the NP free rein, particularly in the area of foreign 
and security policy, which meant that it was not forced into restraint or compromise by 
any coalition partners.51 Alongside the previously described consolidation of Botha’s 
power, this can be regarded as an indicator of a strong ‘elite cohesion’.

Despite their recognisable willingness, the SA political–military elite were unable to 
mobilise domestic economic resources fully, given the unequal labour market participation, 
which, on the one hand, resulted from the apartheid legislation banning non-whites from 
higher education as well as certain occupations and, on the other hand, stemmed from 
educational disparities between English-speaking and Afrikaans-speaking whites. This 
negatively affected economic development.52 

In 1980, for instance, despite making up nearly 82 per cent of the population, non-whites 
accounted for only 14,4 per cent of university graduates. A similarly bleak picture emerged 
at non-university level: in 1981, only 13,4 per cent of those enrolled at technikons were 
non-white. This striking imbalance was particularly evident within the workforce already 
in employment, especially in professions of considerable importance to the arms industry. 
In 1981, although non-whites made up 70 per cent of the SA working-age population, 
only 7 per cent of posts for industrial chemists were held by non-whites – and among 
engineers, the figure was even lower, at just 1,4 per cent.53

The SA arms industry played a significant role in opening the labour market to non-
whites starting in the early 1980s, aiming at increasing production capacities to meet the 
steadily growing demands of the SADF. In effect, technical colleges and technikons saw 
a nearly 435 per cent increase in the number of black students between 1980 and 1988,54 
which distinctly evidenced the vast untapped human resources and the lost technological 
potential in the era before 1980 that could have been used for cutting-edge military 
innovations. Even after apartheid, in a 1995 publication, the National Commission on 
Higher Education stated:

Not only is South Africa’s output in natural science, engineering and technology 
low by international standards, but about 80% of South Africa’s present human 
resources in these fields are white. These distortions, a direct result of the failure 
of the educational system led to a severe shortage of graduates in natural science, 
engineering and technology, considered to be the intellectual engine of economic 
development.55
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The internal structure of the military also reflected a fragmented society that only 
inadequately tapped into existing potential. Conscription, introduced in 1967, applied 
only to white males.56 Additionally, Afrikaans-speaking whites were over-represented 
in both the army and the air force.57 Despite increasing demands – the SADF manpower 
grew from 50 000 in 1970 to 200 000 in 1985 – the government did not undertake a large-
scale opening of the armed forces to non-whites. Instead, the government extended the 
conscription period for white males to 24 months, including subsequent annual call-ups 
of three months each. Despite this emphasis on white mobilisation, owing to manpower 
shortages, the army formed regionally oriented units for black soldiers in 1975. These 
units were regularly deployed in counterinsurgency operations in neighbouring countries, 
mostly in Angola and Mozambique.58 

In contrast to the army, the SAN only allowed “coloureds” and Asians and Indians to 
enlist but barred black soldiers from serving until 1991. These selective openings mostly 
applied to enlisted ranks and non-commissioned officers (NCOs), while non-whites 
remained under-represented in the SADF officer corps, and were promoted less frequently 
by design. Even after apartheid had ended, a 1996 personnel statistic showed that 84 per 
cent of all general and admiral posts were held by whites; in the air force and navy, the 
figure was even 100 per cent.59

In summary, Schweller’s assumption – that states with low social cohesion and high 
regime vulnerability find it difficult to mobilise their resources fully against an external 
threat – has essentially proved true in this case but should be put in a broader context. In 
this case, mobilisation issues stemmed from the deliberate exclusion of non-whites from 
academic education, thereby hampering the innovational potential of the population that 
could have brought about additional cutting-edge military technology. This lost potential 
– both in quantity and quality – further deepened in the arms industry and the SADF, 
where South Africa placed disproportionate emphasis on whites.

Implications for Arms Policy: Compensating the Limited 
Mobilisation
In sum, the elite, primarily driven by PW Botha’s “Total Strategy”, were willing but unable 
to fully mobilise domestic resources for conventional rearmament against their northern 
neighbours as well as insurgent movements and their international allies. This required 
alternative forms of balancing, most notably after losing the key allies, Portugal and the 
Rhodesian regime, by the end of the 1970s.

At strategic level, promising better chances of regime survival, the SA nuclear weapons 
programme presented an alternative to a personnel-intensive conventional armament. The 
technological demands involved in developing a nuclear arsenal simultaneously created 
opportunities for co-operation with states that already possessed relevant expertise, and 
accordingly incentivised collaboration with Israel in the nuclear field. At operational 
military level, additional co-operation potentials with the Israeli defence industry were 
apparent, particularly in meeting the outlined armament needs for the SADF offensive 
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combat operations in the northern neighbouring countries and the support of the insurgent 
movements, UNITA in Angola and RENAMO in Mozambique. 

It must however be take into consideration that recurring arms purchases create dependencies 
on other states, which contradicts the systemic impetus to avoid such dependencies. 
This impetus is not absolute, and must be weighed against the expected benefits of the 
respective arms projects. Based on the criteria of urgency, external exclusivity, and relative 
benefit outlined before, SA defence co-operation with Israel can be explained as follows: 

	̾ First, there must have been urgent needs that were impossible to be met either 
domestically or by third-party countries (also called “third countries”) abroad. 
The mandatory UN arms embargo of 1977 probably limited the number of 
potential suppliers greatly. 

	̾ Second, the arms and services obtained from Israel had to offer a relative 
advantage in regional operations and combat (e.g. greater effectiveness in air, 
naval and ground operations). 

	̾ Third, from a theoretical standpoint, it was expected that South Africa sought 
to minimise potential negative effects of dependence on Israeli imports, such as 
dependence on maintenance services and ammunition supplies.

South African–Israeli Armaments Co-Operation
The sections below first report on the domestic production deficits of the defence industry 
that paved the way for co-operation with Israel in the 1970s. In the subsequent analysis of 
the projects with Israel, a distinction is made between conventional and nuclear defence 
co-operation.

Limits of Domestic Armaments Production
As early as 1964, South Africa, under the initiative of PW Botha – then serving as minister 
of defence – established the Armaments Production Board as a coordination agency for 
the defence industry. The objective was to achieve close alignment between government 
authorities and the private sector.60 Simultaneously, extensive licensing agreements were 
signed to enable the domestic production of foreign military technology. This endeavour 
started from scratch, with notable production capacities being largely non-existent at the 
time, as South Africa had dismantled most of these capabilities following the Second 
World War and subsequently relied primarily on British weapon acquisitions.61 

Since the government was dissatisfied with its purely coordinating role, it established the 
Armaments Development and Production Corporation (Armscor) in 1968 as a state-led 
entity. Armed with extensive powers, Armscor operated in a dual capacity: coordinating 
private defence-technology companies while also independently developing state-owned 
production capacities. In 1976, the agency assumed additional responsibility for meeting 
all the armament needs of the SADF.62 
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This industrial and institutional expansion enabled South Africa, under the growing 
pressure of international isolation, to articulate the goal of defence-technological self-
sufficiency in its 1977 defence policy white paper.63 Already by 1980, the arms industry 
had recorded an inflation-adjusted increase in production value of over 826 per cent over a 
ten-year period,64 leading to a significant decrease in arms imports over the same period.65

To achieve autarky, it was nonetheless essential to acquire foreign technology, primarily 
through bilateral licensing agreements and arms purchases.66 Armscor also relied on 
captured weapons from Angola, industrial espionage, and foreign-recruited experts to 
enhance its own capabilities.67 This combined approach enabled the industry not only to 
replicate foreign weapon systems but also to increase their combat effectiveness through 
further developments. Costly domestic standalone development of weapon systems could 
therefore largely be avoided.68

By the late 1980s, Armscor had succeeded in consistently providing a broad product 
range to the ground forces, including combat vehicles, anti-tank missiles, small arms 
and corresponding ammunition, communication technology, and electronic warfare 
(EW) equipment.69 Even nominally, South Africa nearly reached its goal of defence self-
sufficiency. According to figures from 1988, domestic suppliers covered more than 95 
per cent of the SADF defence-technology needs at the time.70 

Irrespective of this quantitative measure, the domestic industry had considerable difficulties 
in producing spare parts and cutting-edge weapon systems for the air force, while the 
Soviet Union and Cuba increasingly provided air defence systems to the Angolans. As a 
result, the South African Air Force (SAAF) began to lose its air superiority over Angola 
by the mid-1980s.71 These innovational shortfalls in the air force are not unsurprising, 
given that development in this field involves high levels of technological complexity. 
Due to these complexities, new developments for the air force (fighter jets, air defence 
systems, missiles) could build less readily on existing civilian industrial capacities and 
required dense interdisciplinary concentrations of highly specialised expertise – which 
South Africa lacked painfully both in quality and in quantity.72

Negative repercussions from the lack of a sophisticated defence industrial base became 
evident not only at operational but also at strategic level. While South Africa continued 
to adhere to the nuclear weapons programme as a last resort against existential external 
military threats, growing deficiencies in the air force, owing to technological obsolescence, 
led to doubts about the suitability of the Buccaneer and Mirage fighter aircraft as delivery 
systems for nuclear warheads. Consequently, the Ministry of Defence designated ballistic 
missiles, still under development, as the future delivery systems for nuclear warheads.73 

In summary, ideal conditions for co-operation with Israel emerged in the mid-1970s 
because foreign technology was indispensable in nearly all areas to achieve defence 
autarky. At the same time, the pool of states willing to sell such technology steadily 
dwindled, and was effectively shut down by the mandatory UN embargo in 1977. Major 
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progress in military technologies was achieved only with foreign support. Even in the 
late 1980s, South Africa was still a far cry from developing sufficient production and 
maintenance capabilities for high-value weapon systems, such as fighter jets and ballistic 
missiles, although the country had an urgent need at both strategic and operational level.

Institutional Embedding: Coated in Secrecy
In April 1975, then Defence Ministers PW Botha and Shimon Peres, representing 
South Africa and Israel, signed the Security and Secrecy Agreement (SECMENT)74 
without specifying an expiry date. According to item 2 of the agreement, it covered 
‘information, know-how and materials, whether oral or written, and […] schematics, 
plans and drawings’.75 Already at a follow-up meeting, both sides agreed on procedures 
for the unidirectional purchase of defence equipment – by South Africa, but not by Israel. 
Notably, the provisions explicitly allowed the option to purchase such goods not only 
from but also through Israel from third countries.76 

Several reciprocal visits at the level of prime minister, defence minister and foreign 
minister marked the subsequent period. The respective chiefs of the SADF and their 
representatives also took part in the bilateral co-operation by travelling to Israel several 
times (see Table 1 below).

Year Country visited Guest Position at the time of the visit
1973 Israel MA Malan Chief of the army 
1974 South Africa S Peres Minister of defence 
1976 Israel BJ Vorster Prime minister
1976 Israel SP Botha Minister of labour and mining 
1977 Israel CL Viljoen Chief of the army
1978 South Africa S Ehrlich Minister of finance, deputy prime minister
1979 Israel IR Gleeson Chief of army staff operations
1980 South Africa E Weizman Minister of defence
1981 Israel CL Viljoen Chief of the SADF
1981 South Africa A Sharon Minister of defence
1984 Israel RF Botha Minister of foreign affairs

Table 1: Selected high-level visits apart from regular meetings77

This high-level exchange was flanked by semi-annual technical discussions at working 
level.78 According to SA calculations in 1983, the total value of arms imported from Israel 
over a decade had already exceeded one billion US dollars (US$). In 2024 purchasing 
power terms, this would correspond to a value of between US$3,23 billion and US$7,93 
billion.79 
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Despite the mandatory UN sanctions against South Africa since 1977, Israel maintained its 
co-operation. This intention was also underlined by the then minister of defence, Moshe 
Arens, in a letter to his SA counterpart in 1983, referring to ongoing projects: 

Let me assure you that I fully recognize the importance of pursuing reciprocal 
purchases with respect to mutual programs of this nature and that I actively 
support all efforts undertaken to this end.80

Except for the foreign ministry, the Israeli cabinet did not support a potential termination 
of the bilateral defence co-operation. A limited change of position only took place after 
Israel ran the risk of being cut off from US military aid due to its arms sales to South 
Africa as a result of new legal anti-apartheid regulations in the United States from October 
1986.81 In March 1987, the decision was therefore taken not to conclude any new contracts 
with South Africa. The fulfilment of existing contracts remained unaffected.82 It can be 
inferred that the bilateral state-level knowledge exchange between the two states was also 
allowed to continue, as the 1975 agreement governing this co-operation, as mentioned 
earlier, had no expiry date.

In conclusion, the co-operation at the time did not constitute a conventional alliance 
with mutual assistance obligations. Instead, the 1975 agreement precisely reflected the 
nature of the mainly commercial co-operation, which was largely shaped by the leaders 
of both countries. Remarkably, Israel continued this co-operation despite mandatory UN 
sanctions, and actively sought to consolidate it, even in the face of growing opposition 
from the United States starting in 1986. 

Conventional Defence-Technology Co-Operation
In the section below, the extent to which the army, air force, and navy benefited from 
co-operation with Israel is discussed. Particular consideration is given to whether this 
brought South Africa closer to the goal of defence autarky.

South African Navy: Off to New Shores with Israeli Assistance
In August 1974, South Africa signed a purchase contract for an initial six Reshef-class 
missile fast boats, which were to be produced in Israel and under licence in South Africa 
(three units each), involving Armscor. Despite their small displacement of 450 tonnes, 
the strength of the boats lay not only in their maximum speed of 34 knots but also in their 
armament with six to eight Israeli-made anti-ship missiles. Within the SAN, the purchase 
decision was controversial and much criticised because, unlike the ageing British-origin 
frigates and destroyers, the boats lacked anti-submarine warfare capabilities.83 

As no viable alternatives existed due to the international isolation, the internal criticism 
remained inconsequential: the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Portugal (since 
the Carnation Revolution in 1974) all refused to sell ships to South Africa. The purchase 
contract for two A69-class frigates, already concluded in February 1976, was cancelled 
by France immediately after the United Nations imposed mandatory sanctions on South 
Africa in 1977.84 
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In contrast to the growing community of states unwilling to supply naval technology to 
the pariah of Africa, Israel initiated extensive technology transfer even before delivering 
the boats to enable SA shipyards to produce them without continuous foreign support. The 
transfer included information about the weapon systems of the boats, related ammunition, 
and EW equipment. South Africa also received support in developing its naval bases.85 The 
delivery of the boats manufactured in Haifa, Israel, took place as early as 1977, while the 
Sandock Austral shipyard in Durban, South Africa, only reported the commissioning of 
the third boat built under licence in 1980. By 1986, the technology acquisition eventually 
enabled South Africa to produce and commission three additional boats of the same type 
domestically.86 

All units were pooled in the designated flotilla in Durban, which conducted amphibious 
operations in conjunction with specialised maritime land forces, including at least 
21 operations against Angola and 31 against Mozambique until the end of apartheid. 
Compared to the army and air force, the SAN played a relatively small role in the SABW.87 
Nevertheless, the flotilla carried out several successful long-distance operations against oil 
storage and transportation facilities in Angolan and Mozambican ports.88 Naval operations 
against such infrastructure formed a key link to attacks by the SADF and the allied UNITA 
and RENAMO insurgents on the railway network used by the SADCC states. As a result, 
these states were continuously forced to divert their trade routes to SA harbours, which 
provided economic benefits to South Africa.89

In conclusion, Israel made a valuable contribution to the urgently needed preservation of 
the operational capability of the SAN against Angola and Mozambique. This is all the more 
significant since the last British-built frigate was decommissioned in 1985, and without the 
acquisition of the missile fast boats, it would likely have marked the end of naval combat 
operations.90 At the same time, the technology transfer facilitated the development of the 
naval capabilities of the defence industry, bringing it closer to the goal of self-sufficiency, 
thereby avoiding future dependency on foreign suppliers.

South African Air Force: Avoiding the Unavoidable End of Close 
Air Support
Since the 1960s, the SAAF had been using French-made Mirage III fighter jets, the 
number of which grew to 58 over the years. A key operational focus was close air support 
and reconnaissance for the ground forces.91 The end of this operational role seemed 
unavoidable, as France prohibited its own industry from concluding arms deals with 
South Africa at the beginning of the 1980s, thereby also ending French support for the 
maintenance of the SAAF Mirage fleet.92 

Israel immediately stepped in, and successfully offered extensive combat capability 
upgrades to the avionics and weapons systems in 1981. According to an estimate by the 
then chief of the SADF, Constand Viljoen, the total costs of these upgrades amounted 
to approximately US$2 billion.93 The SAAF planned to complete the modernisation 
process by 1995.94 Of the 58 SAAF Mirage III aircraft, 28 were ultimately upgraded with 
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extensive Israeli support and served under the designation “Cheetah”. In addition, 43 new 
Cheetah jets were manufactured based on almost identical airframes from Israel, which 
came from the production series of the national Mirage derivatives Kfir and Nesher.95 
Furthermore, an estimated 16 fighter jets were equipped with aerial refuelling probes to 
extend their range.96 

Providing entirely new capabilities, three Boeing 707 aircraft previously used by Air 
France were procured via a Belgian company and converted into tanker aircraft for 
use by the SAAF. These were additionally equipped with sensors for electronic signals 
intelligence, e.g. against radar-based air defence systems. The necessary work for these 
modifications is believed to have been carried out in Israel.97 

Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) – a technological novelty at the time – were also 
part of the defence co-operation. In the early 1980s, Israel supplied five Scout drones, 
on the basis of which South Africa developed its own versions (Seeker 2B and 2C). 
Lacking armament, their role was limited to battlefield reconnaissance in Angola and 
Mozambique. The key advantage of these drones was their ability to transmit aerial images 
in real time, allowing targets to be identified immediately and attacked by artillery and 
manned SAAF aircraft.98 In 1986, South Africa established a dedicated UAV squadron as 
an organisational framework for the Scout and Seeker drones. The latter entered active 
service starting in 1987.99 

In summary, SA dependency on Israel in the field of air operations increased from the 
1980s onwards. South Africa probably discounted potential drawbacks of this dependency 
due to the clear benefits of preserving and enhancing its aerial capabilities against 
the northern neighbours. Most importantly, the country could not forgo the use of its 
Mirage fleet, and gained new capabilities against its regional adversaries through the 
likely Israeli-led conversion of the multi-role Boeing 707. The co-operation therefore 
increased the operational range of the SAAF and provided the additional capability to 
conduct reconnaissance on radar-based air defence systems in Angola and Mozambique 
in conjunction with the newly acquired UAVs. Given the technological backlog at the 
time, it seems impossible that the SA defence industrial base would have been capable 
of comparable capability developments without foreign assistance. 

Army: The Overlooked Co-Operation
Three months after signing the 1975 co-operation agreement, South Africa and Israel 
concluded a contract for Israeli-made tank engines and ammunition with a total value 
of USD196,83 million.100 A further order for ammunition followed in 1977, totalling 
US$370 million.101 In addition to armaments purchases, several technology transfers 
also took place. The upgrading and retrofitting of Centurion tanks, originally of British 
manufacture, for instance, is said to have been based on Israeli blueprints.102 This seems 
plausible, as South Africa and Israel were already negotiating a licensing agreement for 
a tank designated by a code name as early as 1975.103 



45
South African Journal of Military Studies

Independently of this, the SA industry received the authorisation to produce the Israeli 
Galil assault rifle under licence and rebrand it as “Vektor”.104 The Army also benefitted 
directly from advisory and training services provided by the Israeli military, which placed 
a distinct emphasis on practical operational scenarios, such as counter-insurgency and 
airborne assault.105 

Overall, within the bilateral co-operation, army-related armament projects constituted a 
relatively small proportion, which can be interpreted as a form of transitional support until 
SA defence autarky was achieved by the early 1980s. Once accomplished, no sufficient 
incentives were left for South Africa to intensify co-operation with Israel and therefore 
deepen the dependency. 

Nuclear Co-Operation
Already in 1975, delivery systems for SA nuclear weapons were the subject of bilateral 
discussions. South Africa, particularly influenced by its air force command, expressed 
interest in Israeli Jericho ballistic missiles.106 In February 1979, Armscor and the chief of 
the SADF each sent a representative to Israel upon invitation, where an Israeli Air Force 
test launched a Jericho I missile to a range of approximately 500 km.107 Following the 
visit, the SADF representative, Major General Ian Gleeson, stated in his report in March 
1979 that the SADF had not yet identified an operational need for such weapon systems, 
but that a potential bilateral collaboration could be discussed during a follow-up visit.108 
As discussed earlier, the SADF eventually made the decision to designate ballistic missiles 
as the future delivery system of nuclear weapons in the mid-1980s.

Based on Israeli blueprints, South Africa made recognisable progress by the end of the 
1980s, when Armscor was able to produce a ballistic missile with an estimated range 
of 2 500 km for the first time in 1987, which would have been sufficient to strike all 
SADCC states. The technical specifications and design suggest that this was a variant of 
the Jericho II missile. South Africa conducted its first test launch over a distance of 1 450 
km in July 1989 at the Overberg test range.109 

The ban on new arms contracts with South Africa issued by the Israeli cabinet in Jerusalem 
in 1987 did not apply to the missile programme, as the corresponding agreement had 
already been concluded a few years earlier.110 Consequently, continuation of the programme 
could have been possible until well into the 2000s had it not been for the end of apartheid 
and the corresponding nuclear disarmament. Indeed, the nuclear capability plan, which 
included the missile programme, envisioned a planning horizon extending to 2006 and 
was approved by the SA minister of defence, Magnus Malan, in August 1987.111 

It remains doubtful whether Israel was directly involved in the production of nuclear 
warheads. In 1977, Israel allegedly lent 20 grams of tritium to South Africa, which, despite 
its suitability for producing thermonuclear warheads, was never utilised. Instead, South 
Africa focused on developing nuclear fission bombs, manufacturing a total of six between 
1986 and 1989. The seventh warhead was never completed due to the termination of the 
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nuclear weapons programme by President de Klerk shortly after taking office in September 
1989.112 The construction of enrichment facilities for weapons-grade uranium, initiated in 
1974, appears to have been primarily the result of scientific collaboration with the West 
German Society for Nuclear Research in Karlsruhe, given the technical similarities.113 

Although South Africa had already enriched 64 kg of weapons-grade uranium by 1979,114 
it still lacked the technological capability to design a low-yield bomb, and instead used 
the uranium for two warhead demonstration devices completed in 1979 and 1982.115 The 
suspected low-yield nuclear explosion of 2–4 kilotons over the southern Indian Ocean 
in September 1979 was therefore most probably not a detonation of a South African-
built warhead. Rather, as Peter Liberman points out, ‘[s]ince no other known nuclear 
power or threshold state had both the incentive and the capability to conduct such a 
test, suspicion has fallen largely on Israel.’116 The proximity of the detonation to the SA 
coastline, however, indicates the possibility that the test had a joint nature with logistical 
support by South Africa.

In summary, even in the nuclear domain, South Africa demonstrated strong tendencies 
towards avoiding dependency, consistent with theoretical expectations. Despite initial 
expressions of interest in Israeli ballistic missiles during the 1970s, the co-operation was 
only consolidated in the following decade. This delay likely correlated with the anticipated 
phasing out of the nuclear role of SAAF fighter aircraft, which became foreseeable only 
from the beginning of the 1980s, creating an urgent need for alternative delivery systems. 
From an SA perspective, forgoing co-operation with Israel in missile technology would 
have significantly restricted the deployability of its nuclear weapons against a potentially 
existential threat. Doubts remain whether the co-operation in nuclear weapons design 
and production extended beyond the Israeli provision of tritium to South Africa. This is 
particularly true concerning the domestic uranium enrichment programme, which was 
significantly supported, if at all, only by German expertise.

Conclusion
The study on which this article is based, followed the hypothesis that the pursuit of co-
operation with Israel did not contradict the goal of defence autarky but instead placed 
South Africa on a path to attaining it. During the 1970s and 1980s, the hegemonic position 
of South Africa in Southern Africa was increasingly challenged by the loss of Portugal and 
the Rhodesian regime as key partners in maintaining the cordon sanitaire, the termination 
of the Simon’s Town Agreement by London, mandatory UN arms sanctions starting in 
1977, failures in establishing regional co-operation formats, and the build-up of Cuban 
and Soviet forces, particularly in Angola, starting in the mid-1970s. South Africa therefore 
pursued the objective of defence autarky, as evidenced by the establishment of domestic 
industrial production capacities led by Armscor, significantly scaling up in the 1970s.
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Due to the deliberate exclusion of non-whites from higher education, South Africa was 
only partially able to utilise the human potential for the defence industry, leading to severe 
innovation and production deficits in cutting-edge military technology, especially in the 
air force and navy. This inherent quantitative–qualitative limitation made it impossible 
to mobilise the military-industrial base fully against regional enemies. 

Consequently, alternative forms of counterbalancing, such as foreign arms sales, were 
imperative but increasingly hampered by the reluctance of France, the United Kingdom 
and Portugal – erstwhile arms suppliers to South Africa. This placed Israel, having both 
the willingness and the capabilities to replace these nations, in a unique position. Projects 
were most likely in areas where South Africa had urgent unmet needs for arms that could 
be deployed effectively against regional adversaries. 

In parallel, autarky remained a key objective even during the intensified defence co-
operation with Israel following the signing of the 1975 agreement, which did not limit 
the signatories in terms of acquisitions. Instead, South Africa demonstrated a strong 
interest in developing industrial capabilities for independent production, upgrading, 
retrofitting, and maintenance. With Israeli support, the SA defence industry acquired the 
necessary expertise to manufacture, among other things, missile fast-attack craft, drones, 
and ballistic missiles, as well as to carry out capability upgrades on existing Centurion 
tanks and Mirage fighter-bombers.

The bilateral co-operation witnessed most of its dynamic in areas in which South Africa 
had urgent needs that Israel was able to meet. This logic mostly applied to the navy 
and air force, both of which faced an impending total loss of operational capability, 
particularly against Angola and Mozambique, caused by the technological obsolescence 
of the armament. This was largely due to the UN arms embargo from 1977 and the lack 
of industrial capacity to modernise ageing weapon systems. Additionally, the SAAF had 
originally assigned a nuclear role to its fighter aircraft, a role it had to abandon in the 
mid-1980s due to the increasing air defence capabilities of Cuban and Soviet forces. Only 
with the help of Israeli missile technology was an effective alternative found, which, 
according to SA planning, was intended to remain in use at least until 2006. 

The overall technological rationale extended beyond merely preserving capabilities of the 
air force and navy. The upgrading of the Mirage fleet and the conversion of 707 tanker 
and reconnaissance aircraft enabled the SAAF to operate over an extended range and 
to conduct reconnaissance on Cuban and Soviet air defence systems. The provision of 
drones gave the SADF exclusive advantages in land-based operations against regional 
adversaries, thanks to faster reaction times and improved reconnaissance outcomes. 
Additionally, maritime operations were enhanced through the inclusion of Israeli missile 
fast-attack craft, which mainly targeted port facilities in SADCC states.
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In contrast to the air force and navy, by the early 1980s, the SA defence industry was 
largely capable of meeting the needs of the army. This explains why, apart from the 
transitional support – Israeli ammunition and engine supplies – there was no significant 
intensification of collaboration in this sector. The innovational edge of the army was 
largely due to lower technological complexities. This contrasted with the air force and 
navy, where even an intensified focus on flagship projects, such as the missiles and 
the nuclear weapons, could not compensate for the significant innovation deficits, thus 
requiring substantial foreign support.

As the current study focused on the role of South Africa, future studies on the bilateral 
relations in the Cold War – possibly fuelled by Israeli archive declassifications – could 
further analyse the Israeli rationale and technological logic behind the co-operation. 
Research on the nuances of SA policy thinking about autarky has equally great potential, 
especially around long-term plans for the twenty-first century made in the late 1980s after 
formal imposition of sanctions by Israel in 1987. 

In the current case, RL Schweller’s neoclassical realism accurately explained the necessity 
for alternative forms of balancing as a consequence of limited resource mobilisation 
capabilities. The causal link merits deeper investigation, as the theory puts strong emphasis 
on the logic of mobilising against imminent threats (short-term mobilisation). The theory 
however rather neglectfully considers the causality between low social cohesion and lost 
technological potentials (medium- and long-term mobilisation). 

Finally, the case also demonstrates that, to circumvent arms embargoes, the support of 
a single state possessing relevant technological expertise may suffice. The enforcement 
of such sanctions violations is further complicated when the supporting state – such as 
Israel in this instance – has the backing of a veto power in the UN Security Council. This 
implies that enforcement of sanctions is insufficient when relying solely on the normative 
binding effect of international law; rather, the enforcement requires the multilateral and 
transnational use of political, economic and military instruments.
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