ARM SCOR

THE LEADING EDGE
'.
~

• •

'•

'

•I '

.
---·--=--~
~
----·-·

...,

-- "'"..

-·
-r~1-L il-1 ,

;. - ..::::...l.. ;. r-"-'- f

•

I_._i.

--+'--+-+-''--"- •

I

J

-'

•

I

I

'J

LP (Bertus) Ce//iers
PO 801 50179
WIERDAPARK
Centur ')n 01.t 9
South Ahle

Tel (+2712) 65'j 1130

Fo1

()fjfi

t;4 2 34 93

lcelli 1 (Whul111G l.(;om

L.J. VAN DER WESTIH'UIZEN
J.IH . LE ROUX

LP (Bertus) Celliers
PO Rox 5017fJ
WIEHD/\PARK
Centurion, 014Q

ao1.11/l ~ftjQa

Tel. (+2712) 653 1330
FoY.: 086 542 3493
fCZC!lltPrt@hetm0l11Qgm

ARM SCOR

THE LEADING EDGE

LJ. VAN DER WESTHUIZEN
J.H. LE ROUX

INSTITUTE FOR CONTEMPORARY HllTOllY

UOFI

BLOEMFONTEIN
1117

206

Early in 1976 the Armaments Board received a very alluring offer from two Belgian
arms traffickers, Valerian Kuzniak and a certain Hartman, for the supply of 170
centurion tanks to the SA Defence Force. The offer was investigated in Belgium by
two Armaments Board representatives, F. Engelbrecht and p. Snyman and they
recommended the continuation of the transaction. The code name Tjokka was
allotted to the project, financing was arranged and the money transferred to the
European American Banking Corporation in New York as payment for the tanks.57
At that stage the Armaments Board learnt that the integrity of the two arms traffickers
was not quite above-board. Kuzniak was allegedly bankrupt, while Hartman was
described as a villain living on an allowance from the Belgian government. There
were also doubts about the availability of the equipment to be traded. It transpired
that thirty of the tanks actually belonged to the Netherlands government, having
been acquired on a loan or rent basis from America. The Armaments Board realised
that the transaction was far from being above suspicion. 58

The transaction as well as the financing was_immediately cancelled, and none too
soon. In August 1976 Kuzniak and a German, Manfred Knueffelmann, were arrested
in west Germany as Russian spies. That fact that they were arms traffickers, was
merely a smoke screen. 59
During the seventies, at the time of Project Boas, the development of the G5, 155
mm howitzer, there was considerable liaison with the Belgian front company, Space
Research Corporation International founded in 1972,60 which was used only as a
go-between and not in connection with the supply of Belgian armaments and
technology.

6.3

FRANCE

As was the case with Great Britain, the relationship between South Africa and France
in respect of weapon and armament issues had already commenced during the
fifties. Documents prove that South Africa had as early as 1951 shown interest in
French activities. In a report on a visit to military institutions in France, R.C. Hiemstra
(then still commandant) mentioned the excellent (although small in number) new
57
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59

AS : Commercial Archives Group, file 22/5/6/261. Registration of code words, 23.2.1976;
Ibid. P. Smith to the Assistant General Manager of the Armaments Board, 4.3.1976.
Ibid. Memorandum : Purchase of tanks from Kuznlak, 3.5.1976.
Ibid. Cdre. P.E. Bitzker to the Chief of Staff Information, 9.9.1976; Oggendblad, 17.8.1976.
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Cf. chapter 6. 7.4 for a detailed description of the events; Aktlekomttee Zuldell)ke Afrlka,
Belgle bewapent de Apartheid: een schandaal toegellcht, 1981.
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weapons produced by France at that early stage. 61 At the beginning of the sixties
more and more voices in South Africa were raised in favour of co-operation with
France. The perception was that France would be prepared to supply South Africa
with armaments because of the similarity of their problems in Algeria to those of
south Africa.
The first few Alouette 11 helicopters purchased from France arrived in November
62
1960 already.
In the years to follow so many armaments were added to the list of
purchases that the Quartermaster-General of the SA Defence Force, Maj. Gen. RC.
van der Bijl, envisaged as early as November 1965 that France would become the
foremost supplier of weaponry to South Africa. During the preceding five years
millions of rands worth of large equipment had been purchased from France. The
intention was to further utilise this source in the long term for new projects and for
the replacement of outdated equipment. At that stage it seemed as if France would
be the only country willing to sell military equipment to South Africa. Efforts were thus
made to obtain manufacturing rights, drawings, blueprints and general technical
data from France, not necessarily only for immediate, but also for future use. South
Africa also sought agreements with French companies in terms of which they
committed themselves to the future replacement of outdated equipment. Between
1961 and 1967 the following items were obtained from France:

61
62

Chief of the Army Archives Group, container.452. R.C. Hiemstra to the Chief of the General
Staff, 15.10.1951.
Pretoria News, 25.11 .1960; Chief of the General Staff Archives Group, file KG/KOM/25.

Report of discussion on future relationships between South Africa and France during the
meeting of the Foreign Trade Committee, 4.11.1965, pp. 1-2.
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QUANTITY

1961-1967

ITEM

AML 60/ 90 armoured
cars

1962

7

1963

16

Dassault Mirage 111
CZ aircraft

1963

96

Matra missiles

3

Dassault Mirage Ill

1964

REMARKS

Manufactured in South
Africa under licence

Sud Alouette II
helicopters

For the equipment of
the Mirage Ill CZ
aircraft

BZ Aircraft

1965-1966

54
20

1965-1966
1965-1966

60

1966
1966-1967

4
16

Sud Alouette Ill helicopters
Dassault Mirage Ill EZ Aircraft
Nord AS 20 /30 missiles

For the equipment of
the Mirage Ill EZ
aircraft

Dassault Mirage Ill AZ aircraft
Sud SA-321 Super
Frelon helicopters63

It is thus apparent that a special relationship in respect of traffic in arms was built up
between these two countries before 1968. This came to pass in the face of

uN

resolutions of 1962 and 1963, requesting member countries to support an arms
embargo against South Africa.64 The French Minister of Defence, P. Messmer,
summarised France's policy and attitude towards South Africa as follows: "France
would obviously have to take them [United Nations resolutions] into account but ...
France had never distinguished itself by its obedience to, or high respect for, the
resolutions of the United Nations. In broad terms, it would be French policy to supply

63
64

SIPRI, ARMS Trade Registers : the arms trade with the Third World, p. 93. It is Interesting
that the 1960 delivery of helicopters Is not mentioned In the publication.
The resolutions referred to are the General Assembly Resolution 1761 (XVII) (6 November
1962), the Security Council Resolution 181 (7 August 1963) and the security Council
Resolution 182 (4 December 1963), appealing to member states to voluntarily boycott the

supply of arms and raw materials for the manufacturing of arms. Cf. chapter 2 for a more
detailed description of the resolutions.
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any materials .required by S~uth Africa for its external defence, but not to supply
materials required for the maintenance of internal order."65

•
•
•
•

Messmer's attitude towards South Africa most probably stemmed from his feelings
towards the country· He was not only a proven friend of South Africa, but revealed
full understanding of and sympathy with the policy of separate development. This
could have been as a consequence of his many years' experience as governor of
the French West African regions where ethnic differences also occurred .
Messmer's view resulted in the expansion of French South African relations in the
years to follow into something more than merely trade relations. In addition to the
deliveries already mentioned, a number of co-operative actions were launched
during these years, such as acquiring manufacturing licences for the AMX series of
armoured cars, and developing the anti-aircraft defence guided missile system
(Project Cactus)66 and a guided missile practice circuit (Project Cricket).
From 1968 there was fruitful co-operation between France and South Africa and
quite a number of arms transactions were concluded. In the years to follow this trade
increased considerably. This was not widely publicised in view of the fact that, as a
result of UN boycott actions, future trade could be influenced by such publicity.
For France it was no easy task to supply South Africa with arms because of the
severe criticism of various countries, especially in Africa. President Kaunda of
Zambia took the lead in this respect. He wrote to Gen. De Gaulle, expressing his
disgust. At the same time he praised Harold Wilson, Prime Minister of Great Britain,
for his refusal to supply South Africa with arms.6? For this reason South Africa and
France tried to keep their negotiations secret. 68
Although there were distinct differences between France and South Africa, shared
interests weighted heavier than these differences. What was important, was that the
two countries did not interfere in each other's domestic affairs and honoured each
other's internal political sovereignty.
65

66
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AS : Reports Archives Group, file DR 1/ 3/ 1, vol. 2. Report of discussions between J.P. de
Villiers, J.P. Coetzee and P. Messmer on 25 October 1963, included in a memorandum titled
Armament purchases from France, 25.10.1963, p. 3.
This project is later on discussed in more detail.
Ibid. W. Dirkse van Schalkwyk (SA Ambassador In France) to the Secretary of Foreign Affairs,

68

Ibid.

22.2.1968.
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There is more than one explanation for French willingness to trade with South Africa
despite foreign pressure. In an rntervrew P.W. Botha ascribed it to De Gaulle's
affection tor the Afrikaner nation, as well as the special bond of friendship between
himself and Messmer.69 s amuels, on the contrary, was of the opinion that the
financial gain from the transactions carried the most weight with the French.70
French decisions on arms trade were taken at a very high level. During the fifties the
authority for these decisions was vested in a ministerial commission consisting of the
Ministers of Defence, Foreign Affairs, Finance and Economic Affairs, with the
.
.
.
President
having
a cast'1ng vote.71 The transactions
were almost fully sanctioned by
the government, thus they openly enjoyed preference, and illicit trade or trade by
means of mediators was minimised.
The organisational set-up in France was of such a nature that liaison on a personal
and high level would clearly play an important role in successful negotiations. In
addition to several technical missions to France, normally concerning specific
projects, trade relations were strengthened by several visits of Samuels, as President
of the Armaments Board, as well as visits by the Ministers of Defence of both
countries and even by the South African Prime Minister, B.J. Vorster.
one of the most important visits was certainly that of Min. P.W. Botha in March 1969.
Although the official reason stated for the visit was the launching of the first South
African submarine at Dubigeon-Normandy, Nantes, by his wife Mrs E. Botha, several
negotiations on defence issues were also concluded. Apart from official meetings
Botha inter alia had discussions with Pierre Messmer (Minister of Defence), Gen.
Fourguet (Chief of the French Defence Force), Adm. Paton (Chief of the French
Navy), Gen. Canteral (Chief of the French Army), Gen. Maurien (Chief of the French
Air Force) and Louis Blancard (Delegue Ministerial pour l'Armament).72 The
importance of the visit was confirmed by the status of the members of the South
African delegation, namely the Comdt.-Gen. of the SA Defence Force, Gen. R.C.
Hiemstra, the Chief of the Navy, Adm. H.H. Biermann,73 and Prof. Samuels of the
Armaments Board. The fact that the French Minister of Defence, Messmer, also
69
70
71
72

73

INCH, tapeK968/10/ 1. lnterviewwithP.W. Botha, 18.10.1989.
Ibid., tape K 968/5/ 1. Interview with H.J. Samuels, 11 .5.1989.
S. Landgren, Embargo disimplemented, p. 208.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, container 35 (b). Program of visit to
France, 16.3.1969.
The Cape Times, 5.3.1969.
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attended the launching of the South African submarine, indicated that France
publicly identified itself with the sale of armaments to South Africa. The motivation for
this attitude was that South Africa illustrated that it did not intend to use the
armaments for deeds of agress1on, but mainly for the defence of the sea-way round
74
the Cape.
At the beginning of June 1969 Minister Botha again visited France as the personal

guest of the French Minister of Defence, this time specifically with a view to arms
trade. On this occasion he was once more accompanied by a strong military and
75
armament contingent. The objective of the visit was to inspect new military aircraft
at the French air show, the International Aeronautics and Space Show, as well as the
French Defence rorce Equipment Exhibition at Satory, with a view to purchases for
the extension of the South African Air Force.76 At the air show the potential of the
latest French aircraft, for example the Mirage I, the new models of the Mirage Ill and
the Nord Aviation Super Transall C 160 would be demonstrated for the first time.
Eventually a transaction was concluded for the delivery of 42 Mirage Ill and three
77
Mirage Ill B fighter aircraft.
A facet of this French visit, which was casually mentioned in the press, was the
group's visit on 9 June to the firing centre, Centre D'essais Des Landes, to observe a
cactus missile test. This project (discussed in full later on) was developed by the
French firm Thompson CSF in collaboration with South Africa.78 This joint
development was of particular importance to the South African armaments industry
in view of the country's dependence on those few suppliers of armament who were
willing to trade with it despite the arms embargo. It afforded South Africa the
opportunity to act as arms dealer. Directly after the Cactus tests the Natal Mercury
quoted the following statement of Botha in Paris: "I am not in France to buy arms. I
am interested in selling arms. We are ready to sell the Cactus missile to any country,
including the United States". 79
74
75

76

n
78
79

Die Vaderland, 1.4.1969; Die Volksblad, 1.4.1969.
Military representatives accompanying Botha were Gen. R.C. Hiemstra, Gen. JP Verster
(Chief of the Air Force), Gen. W.P. Louw (Chief of the Defence Force) and several other
Defence Force representatives. The armament Industry was represented by Prof. Samuels
and Dr T.J. Hugo (Director of the National Institute for Defence Research of the CSIR).
Hoofstad, 31 .5.1969; PV 203: P.W. Botha Collection, file 1/W1 / 4. Guest list, 8.6.1969.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, file MV 56/4, vol. 1. J.N. Adenot to P.W.
Botha, 20.5.1969.
Hoofstad, 31 .5.1969.
PV 203 : P. W. Botha Collectlon, file 1fW1/4. Program of visit to the firing centre, "Centre
D'essals des Landes", 8-10 June 1969.
Natal Mercury, 11.6. 1969.
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French-South African relations particularly came under cross-fire during the French
presidential election of June/July 1969. Rumours in the press that Botha's visit to
France was related to armament sales to South Africa, were given prominence. The
interim President and candidate for the presidency, Alain Poher, declared that he
would terminate all sales of armament to South Africa if elected. The other
presidential candidate, Georges Pompidou, was more moderate in his utterances in
this connection. When he was confronted on the issue, he reacted evasively, saying
that he intended to study all documentation on the issue before making a
. . 80
decrsron.

•

As a hardened politician with a solid financial background, Pompidou looked much
further than the small political gain which he would derive for himself from such
decisions. The almost A344-million which France had at that stage already earned in
foreign currency as a result of the arms trade with South Africa, was not at all to be
scorned. It could thus be assumed that Pompidou would address the arms issue
only after the election.
Messmer, the French Minister of Defence, repeated the official stand of the
government on the delivery of arms to South Africa in the National Assembly in
answer to a sharply worded question of a communist member. This was after it had
become known that South Africa had ordered nine Transall military freighters.
According to Messmer all international sales of military equipment were subject to
the conditions stipulated in a circular of the Prime Minister, dated 10 September
1962. These authorised the sale of all ammunition and components for items that
had previously been sold. In respect of new purchases, a distinction was made
between conventional war equipment for modern warfare and subversion, and
equipment for guerrilla fighters. According to this formula equipment such as tanks,
battleships, armoured vehicles, etc., was authorised, while guerrilla or anti-guerrilla
armaments such as light mortars, automatic weapons, hand-grenades, napalm
bombs, low-flying aircraft for ground attacks, etc., were declared prohibeited items.
In practice the lnterministerial Committee for Control of War Equipment had to
decide whether to supply or not. Armaments to be supplied to South Africa were
authorised by the committee.81
80
81

The Cape Times, 17.6.1969.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, file MV 56/4, vol. 1. Report of the SA

Ambassador In Paris, Dirkse van Schalkwyk, titled: "Criticism of the sale of armaments and
aircraft by France to the Republlcu, 12.8.1969, pp. 1-2.
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The policy did receive criticism, especially from the left in order to put pressure on
the government to change it. The South African Ambassador to France, Dirkse van
schalkwyk, reported that the issue of the delivery of arms was becoming an
increasing embarrassment for the French Government.82 After the election of
p 0 mpidou this criticism was no longer of much importance, as the new cabinet soon
gave evidence that its policy would not deviate radically from that of De Gaulle.83
p 0 mpidou's policy on the supply of armaments became apparent on

s

July 1969
during a series of discussions of the South African Minister of Foreign Affairs, Dr H .
Muller, with the new French Minister of Defence, Michel Debre. From the talks it
became clear that South Africa was assisting Mozambique and Angola economically
and technically, although they did not take part in the war at that stage. In assisting
them, South Africa basically inter alia utilised armaments of French origin (or
manufactured under a French licence). As South Africa was eager to meet its

"

contractual obligations concerning the resale of armaments, also in order to
maintain friendly relations with France, it was essential to find favour with Debra.
Messmer, Debra's predecessor, and Min. P.W. Botha had a special understanding
in this respect. Each request was considered on merit.a4 Although Debre was
somewhat more reserved than Messmer, he was also sympathetically disposed
towards the South African case. He was of the opinion that contractual obligations in
respect of the resale or delivery of armaments to other countries should as a rule be
honoured. Yet he was prepared, like his predecessor, to consider ad hoc requests
from Portugal. Requests from other countries, for instance lsraei,85 could not be
considered, as the relationship with this country was somewhat uncertain at that
stage because of a difference of opinion about the delivery of French Mirages to
Middle East countries. Deviations from the rule would only take place in exceptional
cases and with the approval of his government.86

82
83
84

85

86

Ibid. Cf. also Die Transvaler, 10.6.1969.
The Cape Argus, 4.7.1969.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, file MV 56/4, vol. 1. Interview between
Michel Debra and Hilgard Muller at Paris, 8. 7 .1969, pp. 1-2.
After a period of friendly collaboration during the Six-day War, the Israeli attack on the Beirut
Airport during December 1968 adversely influenced the image of France as a defender of
Arab rights. This mutual negative feeling eventually gave rise to a French arms embargo
against Israel. E.A. Koladzlej, French International policy under De Gaulle and Pompldou,
pp. 500-501.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, flle MV 56/4, vol. 1. Discussions
between Michel Debra and H. Muller at Paris, 8. 7.1969, p. 2.
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The liaison between the representatives of the Armaments Board and Delegation
Ministerial pour L'Armament was excellent. This became apparent with the goodwill
visit of the Director of International Affairs, Gen. L. Bone, and his Economic Adviser
. 87
'
H. sonnet, to South Afrrca. A further instance was reported by the Embassy in
Paris, namely the visit of thirteen representatives of the South African Defence Force,
members of the Armaments Board and armament researchers to France from 1 July
to 7 August 1969. W.G. Howard of the Armaments Board was even temporarily
88
transferred to France,
while yet another mission led by the President of the
Armaments Board was planned for October 1969.89 It is thus clear that liaison and
negotiations were running smoothly.
By the middle of 1970 the pressure on France to terminate its delivery of armaments
to south Africa increased considerably. In July 1970 the issue was raised in the
security Council of the United Nations when the spokesman of the African states,
Radha Krishna of Mauritius, once more requested the organisation not only to
extend but also to enforce the arms embargo against South Africa. 90 This was
especially aimed at France. What counted in South Africa's favour during the debate,
was an announcement in the House of Commons in London by the British Minister
of Foreign Affairs, Sir Alec Douglas-Home, that Britain was reconsidering to supply a
limited number of arms in view of marine defence. This announcement caused fear
in UN circles that France and Britain could possibly veto proposals for a mandatory
arms embargo against South Africa which would oblige militant African members to
withdraw their demands.91
Although the UN attack had been warded off successfully, the campaign against
South Africa was pursued by means of the Organisation for African Unity (OAU).
This initially took on the form of correspondence between President Kenneth
Kaunda of Zambia and President Pompidou, the latter trying, with little success, to
put Kaunda's mind at ease. 92 Subsequently senior members of the Organisation for
African Unity, led by Kaunda and supported by 41 member states, endeavoured to
discourage Western countries to sell arms to South Africa. Although it at first seemed
87

AS : Minutes Archives Group, file 1/ 5/ 1/ 31 . Minutes of an Armaments Board meeting,
1.8.1969, p. 9.
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89
90
91
92

w.

Minister of Defence (P.
Botha) Archives Group, file MV 56/ 14, vol. 1. Report titled :
UVisits from the RSAU, 15.9.1969, pp. 2-3.
Ibid., file MV 55/ 1, vol. Ill. H.J. Samuels to P.W. Botha, 17.9.1969.
Hoofstad, 18.7.1970.
Die Vaderland, 21 .7.1970.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, file MV 56/ 4/1, vol. 1. A.B.F. Burger to
the Secretary of Foreign Affairs, 5.8.1970.

215

useless to put pressure on the Pomp1dou Government,93 the "voices from Africa"
were promptly responded to. After d1scuss1ons between Pomp1dou and the OAU
delegation, as well as their leader, Kaunda, the French president on 21 October
197094 announced a partial embargo on the sale of armaments to South Africa. The
supply of all light armaments, armoured vehicles and helicopters would be
reconsidered and new contracts would not be considered. Existing contracts and
agreements would however be maintained and would not be influenced by the new
. 95
pompidou po icy.
'
6.3.1 OBTAINING HELICOPTERS AND MIRAGE AIRCRAFT

The Pompidou decision was a definite set-back for the South African Defence Force,
who at that stage strongly depended on French helicopters. Documentation later on
showed that the new French policy was an effort to calm emotions and to reheve the
pressure on the French government.
The fact that no limits had been placed on existing contracts or the supply of
components, prompted Pierre Messmer, former French Minister of Defence, to
suggest to Gen. A.G. Hiemstra (Commandant-General of the South African Defence
Force) to immediately order a large number of helicopters in the form of
components. If the order could be carried out promptly, before the implementation
of the altered policy, the helicopters could be assembled locally - a task which the
Atlas Aircraft Corporation could effectively accomplish.96
South Africa immediately followed up Messmer's suggestion. Hiemstra informed
Samuels, as President of the Armaments Board, without delay and he acted
immediately. As early as 26 October Die Burger quoted P.W. Botha, who in reaction
to the Pompidou events, stated that consideration was being given to enlarging the
potential of the Atlas Aircraft Factory.97 Botha without doubt had the additional
assembling facilities in mind.
Samuels experienced co-operativeness similar to that of Messmer in bndging the
French dilemma, when his French visit in connection with negotiations coincided
93
94
95
96

97

Die Volksblad, 14.10.1970; Kolodziej, p. 169.
The Times, 23.10.1970; Die Volksblad, 23.10.1970; The Star, 22. 1o 1970
The Cape Argus, 22.10.1970; The Times, 22.10.1970.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, file MV 56/4, vol . 1. R.C. Hiemstra to
P.W. Botha, 27.10.1970.
Die Burger, 26.10.1970.
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with that of Kaunda. As soon as the change in French policy had become known,
samuels was summoned by Gen. H. de l'Estoile (Director of OMA) who informed
him about the embargo on the further sale of arms. De l'Estoile made the same
suggestion to Samuels that Messmer had made to Hiemstra, namely to place an
order tor helicopter components as soon as possible.98
Samuels immediately grasped the opportunity afforded by the De l'Estoile invitation
by placing an order, dated 6 August 1970, for 8 Alouette Ill helicopters, without
having budget approval. According to Samuels this approval was only given by
Botha and other parties concerned after his return to South Africa.99
The rapid reaction could to a large extent defuse the crisis in the short term, but it
was realised that the long-term requirements should receive immediate attention
'
especially in respect of armaments traditionally supplied by France. In order to do
the necessary planning, a committee consisting of representatives of the Air Force,
the Armaments Board and the Atlas Aircraft Corporation was appointed shortly after
the October events. The committee was instructed to determine the requirements of
the Air Force and the SA Police, while also considering the incorporation of local
industries in the manufacturing and assembling processes.100
The committee on helicopter requirements completed its investigation very promptly.
On 15 January 1971 it could already furnish the Minister of Defence with the required
information and recommendations. The latter included the standardisation of
helicopters by gradually replacing the Alouette Ill series of helicopters by Pumas at
the rate of one Puma for every two Alouette Ill helicopters. Twenty Pumas would be
required. Up to 1980 the Air Force, together with the Police Force, acquired 21
Pumas as replacements. Although Atlas would be able to manufacture helicopters, it
would have to be preceded by a thorough project study which implied a run-up time
of about three years.101
In Defence Force circles it was felt that the Armaments Board should negotiate with
the French
98
99
100
101

manufacturer

of the

helicopters,

Sud-Aviation,

to

obtain

the

INCH, tape K 968/5/4. Interview with H.J. Samuels, 11-12May1989.
Ibid.
AS : Minutes Archives Group, file 1/5/1 /43. Minutes of a meeting of the Armaments Board,
12.11 .1970, p. 7.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, file MV 74/7 /2, vol. 1. General
conclusions drawn from the report of the Committee of Inquiry Into the acquisition of
helicopters, 13.11 .1970.
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manufacturing licence for the Alouette Ill and Puma helicopters, or, better still, an
umbrella licence for the assembly and/ or manufacture of all variations of helicopters
manufactured by Sud-Aviation.102 The latter was quite willing to grant a licence.
Within a few days after Samuels had approached them, Gen. Brehon of Sud-Aviation
visited the Armaments Board, respresentatives of the defence force and the Atlas
Aircraft Corporation concerning the possible bargaining for licence agreements.103
At the Armaments Board meeting on 1O December 1970 Samuels could report that
steps had been taken to promote the purchase of helicopters and other equipment
tram France.104
Samuels followed up the visit of Gen. Brohon by visiting Paris from 13 to 16
December 1970 in order to negotiate an umbrella helicopter and aircraft licence
agreement. It was assumed that this would soon lead to a detailed agreement.
owing to a difference of opinion in French political circles, the South African request
was referred to Pompidou himself for a decision. In order to incline Pompidou
positively, Samuels added an introductory word to the draft contract in which it was
asserted that France was morally obliged to conclude the agreement with the
Republic. As it was assumed that Pompidou would need some time for careful
consideration, his reply was only expected early in the following year.105
Before the announcement of this reply, French-South African relations were further
disturbed. The French government decided to demand end user certificates in the
case of French firms supplying items to South Africa which could be classified as
defence equipment. 1OS
Not all agreements were subject to the Pompidou ruling however. Long before the
President's decision was even expected, Samuels announced the signing of an
umbrella agreement between the Armaments Board and Avians Marcel Dassault of
France to facilitate the purchase of overseas aircratt. 107 The French regarded
102
103
104
105
106
107

Ibid. Gen. R.C. Hiemstra to P.W. Botha, 15.1.1970. Cf. also the hand-written note on the
document dated 19 January 1971.
AS : Minutes Archives Group, file 1/ 5/1 / 43. Minutes of a meeting of the Armaments Board,
12.11 .1970, pp. 7-8.
Ibid., file 1/5/1 /44. Minutes of a meeting of the Armaments Board, 10.12.1970.
Minister of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, file MV 56/4, vol. 1. H.J. Samuels to
Gen. R.C. Hiemstra, 31 .12.1970.
AS : Minutes Archives Group, file 1/5/1 /46. Minutes of a meeting of the Armaments Board,
11.2.1970, p. 2.
.
Ibid., file 1/5/1/45. Minutes of a meeting of the Armaments Board, 27.1.1971, p. 3; Mlmster
of Defence (P.W. Botha) Archives Group, file MV 56/4, vol. 1. B.C. Vallleres to P.W. Botha,
18.2.1971 .
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aircraft to be purely for defence purposes and therefore not suitable for guerrilla
warfare.
The question of the supply of helicopters proved to be of a more complicated nature,
tor South Africa could neither assemble nor repair helicopters. The French Minister
of Defence, M· Debre, was of the opinion that South Africa and Societe Nationale
lndustrielle Aerospatiale (SNIAS) (the French helicopter manufacturer of inter alia the
Alouette Ill and Puma helicopters) should rather join forces to expand the existing
French industry in order to undertake repairs. This would also make the assembly
and utilisation of French components possible. Should collaboration in this respect
be realised, bargaining for further developments could commence. The greatest
measure of caution had however to be maintained in order to prevent any publicity
trom being given to the issue. 108
It is apparent that Debra endeavoured to assist South Africa and at the same time to
bring about the organic growth of the French industry. He based his tactics on
foregone conclusions, with the emphasis on utmost secrecy.
As it seemed as if acquiring further helicopters from France would be problematic,
the Armaments Board tried to temporarily find another source of supply. Seven
Wasp helicopters were consequently ordered from Britain 109 as an interim measure
until there was clarity on the French decision. This move later proved to have been a
wise one.
The above-mentioned negotiations did in the end prove to be successful as Armscor
could in 1975 finalise the necessary acquisitions for Projects Fosfor and Cuscus.
The former resulted in acquiring 21 Puma helicopters and licences for Puma and
Alouette helicopters, while the latter implied the acquisition of 26 Puma helicopters.
11
The cost of the two projects was R43-million and R?4-million respectively . O
The case of acquiring a manufacturing licence for the fighter aircraft was more
promising, as these aircraft were regarded as external defence armaments. As early
108
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as 18 February 1971 the Director-General of Societe des Avians Marcell Dassault
a.c. Vallieres, mentioned that a preliminary agreement, the General Agreement for a'
licence, had been signed between his company and the Armaments Board on 22
January 1971 during his visit to South Africa.11 1 This umbrella agreement, which
was at that stage still subject to approval by the French Government, was merely
intended to open the door for more specific contracts. The most important
negotiations in this respect were the acquisition of the Mirage manufacturing licence
in France by the Armaments Board.112
The initial intention with the acquisition of the Mirage licence was not at all that South
Africa should manufacture the aircraft, as the number required was far too small to
be an economic proposition. The logic behind the licence was to use it later for
bargaining purposes should a change in French policy lead to an embargo on this
type of armament. The suppliers could then argee that it would be senseless to
refuse supplying to South Africa as the latter had a licence to manufacture their own
aircraft. 113
The contracts, 114 signed by Samuels in Vaucresson, France in June 1971, on
behalf of the Armaments Board, not only provided for the assembling and
manufacture of the Mirage Ill and F1 aircraft, but also implied technical and industrial
co-operation with the designers and manufacturers, Societe des Avions Marcell
Dassault. According to the contract, even the ratio between the use of French and
local materials was left to South Africa. The exchange of technicians between the
two countries would also be possible in order to get the project off the ground. 11 5
Taking into consideration that the licence had been obtained knowing that
manufacturing Mirages in South Africa would not be viable at that stage, it may be
assumed that the entire operation would be kept as quiet as possible. In fact the
opposite happened. On Samuels' return to South Africa after his successful
bargaining, the World Court in The Hague announced its verdict against the
legitimacy of South Africa's mandate over South-West Africa (Namibia) on 21 June
111
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116 Th

p .

M. .

e rrme inrster, adv. B.J. Vorster, was of the opinion that an
announcement concerning the Mirage breakthrough would be a wonderful stimulus
tor the morale of South Africans, which had been rather low after the World Court
verdict. According to Samuels, publicitiy of this nature was very risky.
Notwithstanding his misgivings, publicity was indeed given to the issue. As France
was also implicated, the press release prepared by Samuels was submitted to
France for approval beforehand. The French did not only grant the necessary
permission, but even supplied additional information.117
1971 .

The choice of words in the ultimate press release was extremely effective, judged
against the background of the events. In the report it was mentioned that Mirage 111
and F1 aircraft would be assembled and manufactured at the Atlas Aircraft
Corporation. As detailed information was regarded as a security risk, it was
emphasised that no figures or particulars of the manufacturing would be made
available. 118 In this way the information could be used at will without having to
report on the progress of the operation later. .
In order to benefit as much as possible from the Mirage Agreement, an office of the
Armaments Board was opened in Paris shortly concluding of the contract. H.M.
Kritzinger controlled this office, which started operating in March 1972 and which
was known as the Department of Technical Services of the South African Embassy,
or in own circles as the St. Cloud Section. 11 9 The principal objective of the St. Cloud
Section was to facilitate the execution of the Mirage contract. For security reasons
the Office was not opened in the name of the Armaments Board. While the staff
consisted of members of the Armaments Board, the Atlas Aircraft Corporation and
the S.A. Air Force, the French stipulated that the set-up of the office should not be of
a military nature. 120
On 17 March 1972 B.C. Vallieres of Societe des Avians Marcel Dassault-Breguet
Aviation 12 1 announced that his firm was ready to deliver the first consignment of
eight Mirage F1 aircraft to South Africa. The interest that both countries had in the
116
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transaction and their eagerness to carry it through, are strikingly illustrated in a letter
of Vallieres to P.W. Botha. He wrote: "In this way, you will secure in the best
conditions equipment for which your country has a requirement and which is a vital
link in the defence network of modern countries. May I mention also that such a
decision would be very valuable to the French side in maintaining production
22
smooth ness."1 As w1·11 b e .ind.1cated further on, the order was indeed carried out.
Later on during that same year the Mirage project was almost grounded, due to
internal problems. On recommendation of the De Villiers Committee, appointed by
the Armaments Development and Production Corporation of South Africa to
investigate the decline in the rate of manufacture of Impala aircraft and the
organisational set-up of the Atlas Aircraft Corporation, the Armaments Board
advised the Minister of Defence that the RSA should only assemble aircraft and limit
manufacturing to "bread and butter" components. 123 The Minister followed the
advice, which brought about a cut in the actual technical costs of the project to a
bare RS-million. This was a considerable relief for the entire defence budget.
This was, however, in keeping with the general policy advocated by the De Villiers
Commission, namely that items which could be manufactured locally should be done
so, while the rest should be purchased elsewhere. 124
At first the assembly process proceeded rather tardily because of a considerable
amount of spadework. On 29 October 1973 the first Mirage D2Z aircraft was
delivered. Twenty-nine aircraft of the proposed 64 units, 16 of which had to be
assembled beforehand according to the contract, had already been delivered to
South Africa by mid-1976. R414-million had been estimated for this project. 125

6.3.2 CACTUS NEGOTIATIONS
After becoming a Republic in 1961, a real effort, encouraged by Prime Minister H.F.
Verwoerd, was made to render South Africa as independent as possible of foreign
countries in the field of armament provision. This ideal had to be accomplished by
122
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obtaining and applying skills in various fields. The local industry had to be utilised
whenever possible to develop these skills further.
some military experts of the sixties believed that the survival of the free world would
to a large extent depend on mastering the guided rocket technology - a view also
held by South African militarists. 126 As a result it was decided to modernise South
African weaponry by means of a rocket propulsion system. Local scientists,
technologists and technicians would thus be afforded the opportunity to acquire
skills by means of intensive rocket research and development, with local production
as the final ~im. In addition to terminating dependence on foreign sources, which
could at short notice cut off their supplies, local production would enable South
Africa to acquire proper maintenance skills. This aspect was of cardinal importance
for the production of unique local armaments.127
Taking .these facts into consideration, it was decided, with the establishment of the
Board of Defence Research in 1961 already, to classify rocket research and
development as one of the most essential large projects.128
This development project was launched in 1968 as Project Uniek under the
leadership of the Vice-President of the CSIR, Prof. L.J. le Roux, assisted by eight
other members, representing the defence force, the Armaments Production Office
and the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR). After a thorough
discussion of the requirements of the defence force and the local potential of
armaments and production, it became clear that this was a very complex challenge,
which could not be approached only from a research point of view.
The kind of assistance sought would however be conditionar. 129 South African
scientists and engineers should be given the opportunity to participate fully in the
development programme. The project also had to be completed within a reasonable
period of approximately two years.130 In view of the above-mentioned conditions,
the Board for Defence Research decided to extend the existing research, which had
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at that stage already been done at the CSIR, by establishing a National Institute for
Rocket Research and Development.
A foreign firm that could possibly undertake the necessary development would be
identified. Various foreign institutions were investigated. The French firm Francaise

Thomson-Houston proved, after further investigations, to be the appropriate firm,
inter alia because they had the necessary staff at their disposal, owned a factory in
south Africa, and were prepared to assist the country.131
The main responsibility for the development of the ground-to-air guided missile
system rested with Thomson Houston, later known as Thomson CSF, whilst Engines
Matra were responsibile for the missile. The co-operation which developed between
Thomson CSF, Engines Matra and South Africa extended to several related areas
and from the mid-sixties the two French firms played a vital role in helping the military
build-up of the South African Defence Force. Without such outside support it would
not have been possible for South Africa to develop its radar, electronics and missile
capability.
The Board for Defence Research immediately started negotiations with this French
firm on the following basis: South African engineers would receive training in guided
weapon techniques in France; they would receive advice concerning the
establishment of a guided weapons research and evaluation centre at the National
Institute for Rocket Research and Development; technical advice would be given on
the development and establishment of a guided weapons testing and training circuit,
and there would be co-operation with the South African armaments industry in the
establishment of a programme for the manufacture of certain guided missiles which
were required by the South African Defence Force.132
The Board considered the training of engineers for the project (which was at this
stage renamed Project Cactus) to be so urgent that they immediately accorded it
priority. Prof. Le Roux informed the Minister on 5 May 1964 that the CSIR had
entered into a contract with Compagnie Francaise Thomson-Houston for the training
of South African engineers in France. Fourteen members of the staff of the CSIR
were already receiving training in France. 133
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A contract for the training of South African engineers, the development of the Cactus
system and the manufacturing of prototypes 134 was concluded with Compagnie
Francaise Thomson-Houston. The idea was still that it would be a co-development,
but that the final product would be a South African rocket system. The planned
system would, however, not meet all the requirements as it would not operate
effectively under all weather conditions. The defence force required the elimination of
these limitations so that the weapon would at all times be effective. For this reason
they had to switch over to an electronic guided system: a very complex and effective
weapon, but also necessarily more expensive. 135 In consultation with the French
partners (and an input from West Germany), a decision in favour of this much more
expensive system was eventually taken 136 - a decision which not only resulted in a
considerably more useful system, but also one with a larger marketing potential. The
Government voted A 10-million for this research, as well as RS-million for further
testing and evaluation. Further funding of the project would be considered after an
experimental ground model was developed and successfully tested.137 This was
envisaged to realise by October 1967. If successful, the prototype vehicles would be
delivered to South Africa between June 1968 and October 1969. Together with this,
the CSIR would obtain apparatus and other equipment worth R6,8-million, without
taking the technical skills acquired during the process into account.138
Initially it was planned to erect a rocket proof range in conjunction with the Cactus
project where the weaponry of the system could be tested. During 1965 the Cabinet,
however, postponed this decision.139 In 1961 and 1968, inter alia, the issue was
once more discussed, with favourable results.
Such progress was made with the development of the Cactus system that
production could have started in 1967 already. This gave the entire project a new
134
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dimension. Until this stage it had been purely a research and development project,
fully managed by the Board for Defence Research in collaboration with the CSIR.
The manufacturing facet of the development, being the next milestone to be
achieved, was referred to the Munitions Production Board in August 1966 for
. 11sa
. t"10n. 140
f1na
Approval for industrialisation nearly came to grief when the French Government
failed to honour some of the stipulations of the contract, which was consequently
annulled. These problems were solved through mediation however and the
manufacturing and industrialising phase was bargained for at an additional cost of
R52,88-million.
The contract for French-South African co-operation was signed in Pretoria on 1 June
1968. This contract between Thomson-CSF141 and the Armaments Board 142 inter
alia made provision for the industrialisation of the prototype Cactus weapons
system. It included the following goods and services : main contractor services,
environment and climatic tests, the design and development of a prototype testing
bench, a missile load unit and a power generator, manufacturing documentation,
evaluation of the weapons system, technical military textbooks on the system and
manufacturing instruments, and test and inspection equipment.1 4 3
The entire quoted price for the goods and services was estimated to be
FF 185 000 ODO (French franc), or approximately R26 532 000, of which the French
government would contribute FF 50 ODO ODO (approximately R7 370 000) and the
Armaments Board FF 135 000 ODO (about R19 162 000). Although not directly
defined as such in the contract, the intention was that the contribution of the French
government would not be paid in cash to Thomson-CSF, but by means of services.
These services inter alia included the use of the proof range facilities of the French
Air Force and the provision of targets and aircraft during the evaluation of the
weapons system.144
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The first fruits were reaped about a year after concluding the Cactus contract when

Thomson-CSF received a request from Lebanon for the purchase of a Cactus
battery- a transaction out of which South Africa gained FF 1 514 550 (approximately
A221 100) in royalties. 145
Already during Prof. Samuels's visit to Paris during September 1968 it came to light
that countries such a Norway and Kuwait were also interested in the system. West
Germany also began to show interest in the industrialisation of the system.146 In
order to disguise the direct South African connection it was decided to use two
different names for the system: Cactus in South Africa and Crotale elsewhere.
It was a very special occasion when the developers, Thomson-CSF could inform the
Armaments Board in November 1968 that the development and testing of the Cactus
system had reached a crucial phase. A complete Cactus fire unit, which had been
tested during firing trials at the France Centre D'essais des Landes missile proving
area, had produced satisfactory results. A complete technical report on this matter
was dispatched to the CSIR. The results of the tests convinced the developers that
the system had been verified to such an extent that there could be no doubt that all
risks and doubts concerning the success of the system had been eliminated.
Attention could forthwith be focused on the planning of the production of the
weapons system, a task which would be undertaken with the assistance of
Thomson-CSF. 147 The Armaments Board now had to identify local institutions with
the necessary facilities for the manufacturing of the Cactus weapons system. 148
Before anything else could be done the required design studies, manufacturing and
inspection instruments and test equipment had to be completed. The equipment for
the manufacture of the pre-series was expected to be available during the first half of
1970 and only then could industrialisation proceed in real earnest. 149
On 2 May 1969 Minister P.W. Botha broke the news in Parliament of the success of
the Cactus project which had resulted in the development and creation of a groundto-air guided missile system for all weather conditions. With the decision of the
Government to commence with the development and manufacture of a system of
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guided weap~ns for ~outh Africa, Project Cactus was launched. A threefold goal
was thus achieved. Firstly a nucleus of South African engineers and scientists was
trained in the mechanical, electronic and chemical aspects of guided weapons.
Secondly a useful weapon for the SA Defence Force was developed and
manufactured, and thirdly the necessary knowledge was acquired and capacity for
industrial manufacturing created. According to Mr Botha the production stage of the
project had been reached, and consequently the Armaments Board was already
erecting the required facilities in South Africa.150
He further mentioned that the project had already given rise to a second project

which would be initiated by the returning engineers and scientists, namely the
development of an air-to-air projectile - a purely South African enterprise. This
weapon possessed a number of unique qualities and had been very successfully
tested at the St. Lucia projectile proof range. This weapon was also almost ready for
production. The research for this missile was finalised as early as October 1971 and
introduced as the Voorslag missile.151
The importance and success of the entire Cactus system was further affirmed in
South African circles during the visit of the Minister of Defence, P.W. Botha, Prof.
Samuels and a representative military retinue to France at the beginning of June
1969. The visit was originally organised in response to an invitation of the French to
attend the air show at Satory. The company however also visited the Centre D'essais
des Landes missile proof range on 9 June, where not only the Cactus equipment
was shown to the visitors, but a missile was also fired to demonstrate the
effectiveness of the system.152 By virtue of this achievement Botha was justified in
his press statement when he declared that he was not visiting France to buy
weaponry, but to sell it.153
These observations in France, as well as the further successful testing of the system
on 18 and 22 July 1969, resulted in Botha endorsing a forceful effort to launch its
local industrialisation. He approved the establishment of a controlling company with
Thomson-CSF, the Armaments Development and Production Corporation and
150
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General Mining as shareholders in order to create the essential co-ordination of the
local production action. 154
The Lebanese transaction, already mentioned, was soon afterwards announced in
the press, which brought a very important aspect of South Africa's involvement to
the fore. The proposed weapon transaction had been mentioned in the Lebanese
daily paper, Al-Jarida, during September 1969. At the time when the transaction with
Lebanon was clinched, French policy was still to boycott the sale of all military
equipment to Israel and the Arabian countries. In the Al-Jarida report it was stated
that the Cactus weapon system which would be made available to Lebanon, was not
of French but of South African origin. Should the South African government thus give
the required consent, the weapon would be supplied to Lebanon. Eventually this did
realise. 155 The statement was, however, only partially true. It implied that South
Africa was the sole developer, and conveniently kept silent about the contribution of
the French government.
Although the Lebanese government was not prepared to officially comment on this
purchase, it was indeed declared on a non-official basis that the missile system
would be regarded as a valuable addition to a relatively small arsenal of modern
weaponry.156
A momentous milestone in the history of the Cactus system (at that stage also
known as the Crotale programme) was its acceptance by the French Defence Force
by including it in their long-term planning. M. Debra, the French Minister of Defence,
motivated this action as follows: 'The Crotale programme has been included in the
long-term military plan as a result of the equipment's high quality and the fact that it
has no equivalent in the world at present." 157 A direct consequence of this decision
was an order by the French Air Force of a complete unit as the first phase of the
long-term planning.158
The French partner, Thomson-CFS, showed extraordinary goodwill towards the
Republic in delivering the Cactus weapons system. During 1970 an additional set of
requirements for the Cactus system was identified by the South African Defence
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Force, namely a complete television system and the friend-or-foe identification
system. This equipment was meant to be issued to the country's own forces and
would react automatically by means of radar transmissions to distinguish them from
hostile forces. Although no order could be placed with Thomson-CFS due to
shortage of funds, the firm nevertheless continued the development at its own risk
and cost. From an industrial point of view it was impossible for Thomson-CFS to
allow industrialisation to lag behind.159
The goodwill of the French was shown more or less simultaneously with the
announcement of the change in the Pompidou policy, namely that the provision of
new weaponry to South Africa would be suspended. This boycott did not affect the
Cactus project in any way. The motivation for the agreements in favour of executing
and delivering the system was that the contracts had been negotiated and signed
long before. Secondly it was argued that France had merely carried out the contract
on behalf of South Africa, the latter paying for it.
In terms of the contract, Thomson-CSF was responsible for the pre-series
manufacturing of 9 flights, 160 240 missiles and three testing benches for South
Africa. In spite of a fire destroying a Thomson-CFS factory, thus causing some delay,
delivery to South Africa took place fairly close to the stipulations of the contract. 16 1
Over the years the Cactus system was improved and updated to such an extent that
by the mid-seventies it included the 1 000, 2 000 and 3 000 series, each model
depending on
equipment. 16 2

its own

software package,

spare parts

and maintenance

The South Africans were not quite satisfied with the performance of Thomson-CSF
as dealers of the Cactus weapon system. Although a number of countries showed
interest in the system during 1970, few transactions were actually concluded.
In addition to the delivery to Lebanon in the beginning, a second system was
supplied to Pakistan. An order from Portugal was cancelled before delivery. The
159
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Armaments Board was concerned about the somewhat tardy marketing action of the
French, who seemed to give more prominence to their other missile system the
163
.
'
Roland.
Conseque~tly, the idea of manufacturing rockets and missiles locally
was brought forward in armament circles in 1973, but the exorbitant financial
demands proved to be too much of a handicap.164 A SA Defence Force missile
simposium in 1974 led to a request for the creation of a missile industry, specifically
tor the maintenance of SA Defence Force missiles. At that stage cactus missiles had
to be sent to France to be serviced. It was most unsatisfactory that South Africa
should be dependent on a foreign country for the maintenance of its equipment.
Even the representatives of Thomson-CSF recognised the necessity of a local facility
165
A first step by the Armaments Board was to undertake a survey
for this purpose.
of the existing maintenance facilities in the Republic that could possibly make a
contribution in this regard. None could however be traced.
The requirements for the maintenance of Cactus missiles received preference while
also keeping similar needs of other guided weapons and systems in mind, such as
the Tigercat and Escocet Nassau systems and the Italian Superfledermaus antiaircraft system. For this reason the establishment and development of a multipurpose facility were envisaged.
The importance of such a facility was thoroughly acknowledged, especially as the
Cactus system was still not fully operational because of this shortcoming. As early as
14 February 1975 the Armaments Board established a fully-fledged Department for
Industrial Development to, inter alia, set up this new industrial facility for the support
of guided weapons systems. It would be a team effort by the Armaments Board, the
Research Institute for Defence Research and the SA Defence Force.166
Initially the action was launched by means of an ordinary Armaments Board project,
named Project Brimstone. Three years later Brimstone Products (Pty.) Ltd., was
founded, which was responsible for the establishment of a missile industry.
Ultimately this firm was transformed into a wholly owned subsidiary, Kentron, at
Pretoria.167
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6.3.3 THE OFFICIAL TERMINATION OF THE SUPPLY OF ARMS BY FRANCE

•
•
•

The internal political struggle in France during the seventies also had a direct

influence on the French policy in respect of South Africa. In spite of the Pompidou
declaration of 1970 against the supply of weapons, and increasing opposition in the
United Nations Organisation and the Organisation of African Unity, the French Prime
Minister, Mr Messmer, unequivocally pronounced his country's intention to persist in
selling weapons to South Africa. This was said in reaction to further criticism by
African leaders on the continued delivery of weapons to the Republic despite the
1970 policy declaration. Messmer, a champion for and friend of South Africa of many
years' standing, could not endure such attacks. He accused the African statesmen
of trying to gain a hollow-sounding victory by enforcing yet another boycott on South
Africa. The French Prime Minister was not at all prepared to go along with this or to
let anyone dictate to him what his policy concerning South Africa should be, least of
all the United Nations or the Organisation of African Unity_ 168
For South Africa this declaration was extremely significant. It was the first time in the
ten years of French involvement in the South African arms trade that a French
Premier defended this policy in public. It not only meant that South Africa could rely
on France for continued weapon supplies but also that it could to some degree
depend on a certain measure of support in the United Nations Organisation and on
continued unstrained diplomatic relations. Coming from a strong Western power

•

such as France, this was reassuring.
Merely a year later, in 1973, this more positive policy concerning the supply of
weapons to South Africa was in the balance after the sudden death of Pompidou.
The two ultimate candidates for the presidential election, Francois Mitterand and
Valery Giscard d'Estaing, interpreted the policy quite differently. Gen. De l'Estoile,
the French confidante of Prof. Samuels, foresaw that Mitterand, if successful, would
honour existing contracts, but would not allow any new agreements to be signed.
Giscard d'Estaing, however, would allow sales to continue normally, provided that
there would not be an abnormal increase in the trade in arms.
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•
•

It was, however, ~nwise for South Africa to become too relaxed in respect of the
French ~upply_ policy, as a later change in the French Government could result in a
change in policy. Samuels advised the Defence Advisory Board on 20 November
1974 to be wary of such a possibility. According to him the Republic should not
depend on France as an unlimited source of arms, but should accept the fact that
this source .could be cu~ off in future. It was therefore essential that especially the SA
Navy and Air For~e, which ~epended heavily on France for supplies, should urgently
take stock of their strategic requirements traditionally obtained from France. If no
immediate provision could be made to meet the requirements, care should be taken
that the French equipment would remain operational for a fair amount of time after
the expected closure of this channel of supply .170
Samuels's concern was partially confirmed when a contact person in France
(probably Gen. De l'Estoile) indicated that an announcement could be expected in
the near future that the supply of arms to South Africa would be terminated. The
reason for this change in policy was probably that the French government was
under tremendous pressure from the United Nations, the Organisation for African
Unity and even Great Britain to stop supplying arms to South Africa. It was expected
that this matter would once more be on the agenda of the Security Council in
January 1975 and that France would revise its policy because of this.171
The immediate reaction was similar to that following on the announcement of the
boycott in 1970, namely to urgently conclude contracts which France would have to
honour later on. Although the French contact person in this connection, Gen.
Assens (Director of International Affairs at OMA), was willing to visit South Africa for
the arrangement of such contracts, South Africa eventually decided against a visit.
The Armaments Board felt that it was impossible to properly draw up contracts in
such a limited space of time without ordering haphazardly. The Navy and the Air
Force had also not yet received the computation of their requirements.
Consequently it was decided to try to keep their options open by addressing a letter
of prospect to France in which various categories for possible trade would be
specified. Although this would not necessarily oblige a party to purchase all the
items specified, the legal department of the Armaments Board was instructed to
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phrase the. letter in such. a way that the South Afncan
·
government would not be
bound by 1t. Only categories were stipulated and not quantities_172

•
•

Fortunately for .South
. Africa the expected announcement was not made soon and
the cou~try . av~1led itself of the opportunity to bargain for umbrella agreements with
French 1nst1tut1ons. Contracts would not be concluded fo r ·1nd'1v1'dua1 ·items, but
evenly balanced agreements were envisaged. These would enable the French to
declare t~at th~y were contractually obliged to deliver a particular kind of product to
South Africa, without South Africa being bound to purchase it.173
Certain amendments were made after which a series of contracts were negotiated
and signed with French institutions. These included the French Department of
Defence, and supplying and financing instances such as Dubigeon Normandy, Le
Groupement D'lnteret Economique Euromissile, La Societe Des Engins Matra,
Thomson-CSF, Credit Commercial de France and Societe Gen. B.N. de Paris Credit
Lyonnais B.F.D.C. Exterieur.174
The arms embargo, already expected by South Africa in December 1974, was only
announced by the French President, Giscard d'Estaing, on 10 August 1975 while
visiting Zaire. This embargo, which had already been approved by the French
Council of Ministers on 29 July, would only be applicable to continental weaponry
and aircraft. Naval requirements, such as submarines and ships that merely
175
navigated the open seas, were not involved. Existing contracts with and licences
176
to South Africa would be honoured, but would be individually considered.
This rather drastic announcement of d'Estaing did not have immediate effect. The
reason stated for the delay was that the French Prime Minister, J. Chirac, did not
177
Chirac was rather
quite see eye to eye with his president in respect of this policy .
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sympathetically inclined towards South Africa and th us ins
· t ructions
·
to ·implement the
embargo were temporarily withheld.178
In practice few changes took place at that stage. As late as in April 1976 Samuels
could inform Botha that the French policy did not have serious consequences for the
supply of armaments to South Africa. There was a degree of reservedness, but
existing contracts were fully acknowledged.
This positive inclination towards South Africa did not however, last uninterruptedly.
By the second half of 1976 the French attitude became more negative. The main
reason was the racial unrest in Soweto and other black townships since June 1976
which led to daily harsh encounters with the South African authorities.179 This made
it difficult and even impossible for the French to either discretely or openly supply
armaments to South Africa. 180 The French attitude changed so quickly that a
I

decision to officially terminate armament supplies to South Africa on 30 November
1976, was taken at the end of October. Contract items were excluded from this.181
The French arms embargo became a reality and no further export licences were
issued.182 In contrast to the previous French arms embargo, the attitude of the
minister involved, Mr Hirengau, towards South Africa was relentless. An utterly
difficult situation arose. While suppliers were more than eager to carry out South
African orders, no success could be achieved on an official level. Contracts were not
acknowledged, export permits were denied and vital ammunition components (e.g.
for 20 and 35 mm ammunition, 60 mm mortars, 68 mm rockets, and 90 and 20

mm

MG 151 guns) for production in South Africa were accumulating in France so that
local production had to be terminated.183
This situation led to series of discussions between Armaments Board officials and
French representatives. As a result French authorities promised to investigate a
formula according to which ammunition, parts and components for main equipment
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could .be supplied.
.
. The formula would be based on that of the North Atlant·1c T reaty
Organisation.
This
·
t he French
..
. "solution" became an irritation for the Re publ'1c since
authorities cont1nual~y p~stponed a decision about it. The uncertainty handicapped
the local manufacturing industry, mainly because a number of adjustments had to be
made for the production of weapons. France could not be enticed to assure South
Africa that components would be supplied. The small quantity of ammunition
shipped to South Africa in April 1977 was but a drop in the ocean.184
Finality about the supply of essential components was only reached in June 1977
after pressure on the French representative, Gen. Mader, by the team of the
Armaments Board, headed by Comdt. Marais. The result was not favourable. It was
confirmed that the fourteen export permits for supplies to the value of A 1O-milhon
that had been approved at that stage, would be the last ones in favour of the
Republic. The connection between France and South Africa of many years'
standing, was thus finally cut off. 185 After the team's return to South Africa Comdt.
Marais informed Minister P.W. Botha about the French attitude and declared that all
ties in respect of the trade in arms had officially been severed.186
It became quite clear that France, which in 1968 had shown eagerness to become
the Republic's official armament supplier by displaying its own industry as
exemplary, was no longer prepared to trade with the Republic.
Until June 1977 the French connection was beneficial to South Africa: 106 Mirage
aircraft, 134 Puma en Alouette helicopters, 9 Transall freight aircraft, 3 Daphne
submarines, the Cactus weapons system and a variety of other weapons had been
obtained from this source.187
During July 1977, that is to say as long as four months before the official
implementation of the UN arms embargo, the French government officially informed
Armscor that armament supplies to South Africa would be terminated. Neither would
the French authorities commit themselves to any proposals or formulae for the
188
maintenance of French equipment in the Republic.
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oespit.e .the official Fr~nch stand regarding armament supplies to South Africa,
enuncratrons were not JUSt left at that. Resolutions of the UN, and therefore also of
the Security Council, were binding on the French government, but were not
enforceab~e by law in France itself. Although the French government was opposed
to the delivery .of arms to South Africa and wished to cancel the contracts , th e
popular French interpretation of internal right would determine whether this could be
done or not. After a visit to France by Comdt. P.G. Marais, Dr W.J. de Villiers, Lt.Gen. J. Dutton and Mr L.W. Dekker, the representatives of DGA (the French equal of
Armscor) declared themselves willing to support the acquisition of export permits for
items already ordered on an ad hoc basis. In respect of ammunition, components
and completed rounds valued at R100-million, for which advance payments of R40million had already been made, were outstanding. The DGA undertakings covered
deliveries by means of export licences valued at R25-million only. Armscor had to
look for alternative methods to obtain deliveries. The first step was to make direct
contact with the manufacturers, who had ceased production meanwhile, in order to
convince them to continue production. Armscor was even prepared to take delivery
of the products in France itself. The Swiss firm, Oerlikon, assisted in dispatching 160
000 rounds of 20 mm ammunition which were ready for delivery. Other ammunition
items for which export permits could not be procured, were clandestinely obtained
from France via alternative channels.189
Although the supply of components for aircraft and helicopters had not been
influenced as yet, the SA Air Force prepared itself for the event that delivery was
ceased. Measures such as urgent stockpiling, local manufacturing and purchasing
1
from sources other than France were taken. 90
Existing naval contracts were eventually not influenced much by the French policy. In
July 1977 the Armscor Management was informed that these contracts were still
more or less on schedule. This positive situation, changed shortly afterwards
however when the French government pertinently declared that it was not prepared

'

.

191

to deliver the two Augosta submarines and the corvettes that had been ordered.
Armscor was not completely taken unawares. Management had already launched
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an investigation into the political and f'inanc1al
. .implications
.
.
0f
such action: a situation
which to some extent favoured South Africa.
The corvette project, in particular• was at an advanced stage Th f
was already undergoing sea trials in a Fre h
· e irst corvette, Udo,
nc port under Capt · Fr N
Africa. The French authorities feared that South At .
ain 'P el of South
nca would capture th h'1 'f1
e s P the
termination of the contract became known C
.
. onsequently the South African crew
was only informed about the cancellation after the corvette had b een docked .1n the
harbour. Two French boats blockaded the ship in order to prevent its removai.192
There
. was a loophole
. in the UN resolution · which allowed current cont racts to be
earned out by suppher countries without fear of retribution. During a French visit of
Dekker and other Armscor officials at the beginning of December 1977 in an effort to
save at least some of the contracts, they realised that the French had misinterpreted
the resolution. The French translation of the original English text failed to explicitly
point out this loophole. The French government had according acted in terms of the
French translation, which was not in favour of the implementation of the
contracts. 193
The termination of the French agreements had far-reaching consequences for South
Africa. The majority of naval and Armscor staff in Paris, who had especially been
sent there during the initiation of the Mirage and later on the naval projects, had to
be recalled. Of the 202 persons stationed in France on 1 December 1977, only 20
were still there three months later. These gradually returned to South Africa when the
tasks they had to carry out were completed.
The cancellations favoured Armscor to a large extent. In spite of the instructions of
the French authorities to cancel contracts with Armscor, contractors refused to do
so. Because of indications that there would be a definite shift to the left in the next
French election, parties were eager to complete contracts as soon as possible.
Armscor exploited the situation by continuously exercising pressure on the
authorities and on government and private contractors. After negotiations with the
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, D' Aumale, an agreement was reached according
to which an account would be delivered to the French government for all fruitless
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expenses, as well as for expenses which could not legally and in all fairness be
claimed from contractors. 194 In the case of the submar·1nes the French were .1n a
tight. corner. The co~tractor could not find an alternative buyer for them and the firm,
oub1geon-Normand1e, therefore experienced financ·ial problems. unsuccessful
efforts were made to persuade Armscor to continue with the contract. The onus was
thus placed on the French shipyard and the French authorities to solve the
195
problem.
The latter admitted that Armscor had to be repaid, but because of the
extent of the claim, there were inevitable delays. In view of the coming elections the
French Prime Minister in April 1978 ordered that the matter should be finalised as
196
soon as possible.
Armscor was indeed repaid when an initial amount of R120million was paid out, and later an additional amount to cover loss of interest.197
Financially Armscor did not fare badly as all expenses and advance payments were
recovered. Even clientfurnished equipment and a portion of the Paris team
establishment and upkeep costs were recovered. Owing to the more favourable
exchange rate, there was even a small profit on the capital spent.198
The cancellation of the French naval contracts was not much of a disadvantage to
the SA Navy. It was in fact welcomed. Long before this occurence the Navy had
already ordered an investigation into the contractual, financial and operational
implications of such a step. Vice-Admiral Madeley and his team found that it would
be fatal as millions of rand would have to be written off as fruitless expenses. The
1
Navy was however saved from such a fate by the French compensation. 99
Electronic equipment, including radar equipment, was not affected by the embargo
and France continued its provision uninterruptedly. The period between 30
November 1976 and 4 November 1977, when the UN boycott became official, can
be described as a quasi-boycott by France, for despite the official declaration by the
French Minister of Foreign Affairs, sporadic supplies of essential and other items
continued as before. A special channel, was created for this purpose and many
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.
orders were
carried out in this way. When this channel had to b e re 11nqu1shed,
.
.
the
outstanding orders were transferred to alternative channels.200

The .punitive
measures
.
. .of the UN necess·1tated cons·d
1 erabl e changes ·1n the
functioning of the offi~e in Paris. The Paris office consequently developed into a
single-channel strategic and linkage centre which served as thoroughfare for all
trade with France and the Western European countries east of France. The overall
result was that the South African government was able to obtain a wide variety of
main weapon systems and extensive co-operation and support in developing
domestic armaments industry. Over the years it received enthusiastic co-operation
trom Western companies keen to profit from the new ventures. The transfer and
provision of licences, know-how, skilled personnel, investments, and other related
resources from abroad represented the major loophole that facilitated domestic
arms production in South Africa.
As most of the aircraft and equipment of the SA Air Force had been of French origin

1

it still spent about 70 % of its budget for spare parts in France in 1980. Trade mostly
took part via the Ofema organisation although there was also direct contact with the
manufacturers on a limited scale. Most of the aircraft were known as French aircraft,
but France was not in all cases the supplier of spare parts. The components of the
Tyne engine in the C160 aircraft were, for instance, manufactured in Germany and
Armscor traded directly with the manufacturer and not via Ofema.201
In view of the presidential election in 1981, the French government started to
implement the arms embargo more strictly. Notwithstanding, Armscor succeeded to
202
obtain armament uninterruptedly from European sources through its Paris office.
In 1986 this office had already managed to effect contact with more than fifty
European suppliers. 203 The process of acquisition did however become more
difficult as complicated channels had to be used for clandestine transportation from
France to South Africa.
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