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It doesn’t take much to find yourself behind bars in Singapore.  Singapore has, perhaps, the toughest customs laws in the world.  Unfortunately, two U.S. military personnel recently found out the hard way.  Their crime – not following the guidance set out in the DoD Foreign Clearance Guide.  

The first member, a DoD civilian mariner, picked up a couple of empty shell casings left over after mooring lines were fired between his ship and a replenishment vessel.  The civilian mariner slipped the empty shell casings into his bag as a souvenir of his time at sea.  Unfortunately, empty ammunition cartridges violate Singaporean law.  When the mariner attempted to leave Singapore through Changi International Airport, customs officials stopped him.  He was arrested and, if prosecuted, facing between 5 and 10 years in jail and the harsh punishment of being caned with a bamboo rod. 

Likewise, an Air Force staff sergeant was also stopped moments after the mariner.  The staff sergeant was on official orders returning him home from a lengthy deployment to Diego Garcia and was hand-carrying his flack vest and a pair of Air Force issued handcuffs the NCO uses when assigned as a security forces augmentee.  As with the empty shell casings, the possession of either protective armor or handcuffs violates Singaporean law.  He too was arrested and facing jail and a fine.

While U.S. authorities were able to negotiate the release of the military personnel without prosecution, it was not without cost to both members, who spent an agonizing week in Singapore awaiting their release from international hold.  In the case of the staff sergeant, his delay cost him a week with his newborn baby, who he had not yet seen.  The civilian mariner, on the other hand, was faced to take leave during the period to avoid being in an AWOL status.  

While both of these stories sounds extreme, they are not.  Nearly a dozen U.S. military members have faced this type of experience this year in Singapore alone.  Neither the US Government nor the Government of Singapore is happy about this fact.  The Foreign Clearance Guide sets out detailed guidance for what military members may bring with them as they transit through Singapore.  Carrying what seems like an innocent souvenir, or even a piece of official government equipment, can get you in hot water with the host nation if prior approval is not sought.  It is the responsibility of both supervisors and members alike to know the rules and follow them.  After all, nobody wants to spend time behind bars in Singapore. 

If you have questions concerning Singaporean customs laws, please refer to the DoD Foreign Clearance Guide, or contact Major Tom Herthel, Staff Judge Advocate, Paya Lebar Air Base, Singapore at DSN 421-2301 or commercial (65) 6750-2301 or by e-mail at Thomas.herthel@sing.af.mil.

