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Military Service and Conscientious Objection
Along with the fellow Baltic States Lithuania and Estonia, Latvia declared independence from the Soviet Union in 1991 and was admitted to the UN in that year.  
From the Soviet Union, it inherited a system of obligatory military service.  In 1990, just before independence the right of conscientious objection was recognised in the Law on Substitute Service of the Latvian Soviet Socialist Republic.   Under this Law and its successor  which entered into force on 1st July 2002 all conscientious objectors were able to replace military service with an alternative civilian service until the abolition of conscription


Under the “National Armed Forces Medium-Term Development Plan” for the period 2005-2008, approved on 7th June 2005, conscription was phased out to make way for a fully professional army from the beginning of 2007.  In fact the final conscripts finished their military service on 24th November 2006.
  

However, on 5th April 2023, the Latvian parliament (Saeima) adopted a new State Defence Service Law, which re-established conscription from the beginning of 2024 and also re-establishes alternative service,
  In accordance with the Law, all Latvian male citizens born after 2004 are subject to military service one year after reaching 18 years of age, or one year after completing secondary education, but not later than reaching 24 years of age.  All Latvian male and female citizens between the ages of 18 and 27 can also apply for the National Defence Service on a voluntary basis.  Based on the operational needs of the Latvian armed forces the defence minister each year approves the number of conscripted persons.  If a sufficient number of volunteers do not apply for the service, then a mandatory conscription is implemented, during which the conscripts are randomly selected from the list of those subject to conscription.  The Law also provides the right for conscientious objectors to replace military service by serving in the National Defence Civil Service (alternative service).  The duration of both the military and the alternative service is 11 months; there is also an option to perform the military service by enrolment for five years in the National Guard, “with at least 21-day total of individual training and no more than 7 days of collective training days per year” or “five years in reserve officer training programme for university and college students with the total training and military exercise time of at least 180 days.”
.  Meanwhile, all Latvian citizens are able voluntarily to join professional military service (ages 18 to 40) or the National Guard (ages 18 to 60).
The first two rounds of recruitment for the National Defence Force took place in July 2023 (253 recruits) and January 2024 (125 recruits); all recruits in both rounds were volunteers.   The third group will begin their service in July 2024 and will consist of an anticipated 330 volunteers, plus the first 150 conscripts to be obligatorily enlisted, making a total of 480.  In January 2024, two females volunteered for the National Defence Service, otherwise all recruits hitherto have been male, the majority aged 18 or 19 years old.  As the first group of recruits are still completing their service, there is not yet any data on the proportion who will choose to continue a career in the armed forces after finishing the service, but a small number have already indicated an interest in doing so.
Under the National Defence Service Law, citizens who cannot perform national defence military service due to their thoughts, conscience, or religious beliefs, may replace it with an alternative service.  To do this, the citizen must submit an application to the Ministry of Defence stating the reasons why it is not possible for the person to perform military service.  After the submission of the application, a special commission will evaluate the compliance of each candidate with the alternative service.  The commission consists of members from the chaplain service, the psychological service, the Latvian Consultative Council on Religious Affairs, the Ministry of Education and Science, the Ministry of Health and the Latvian Student Union.  In the event of a positive decision, the citizen will have to perform his service in one of the subordinated civilian institutions (logistics, property management, cartography, war museum etc) of the Ministry of Defence for 11 months.
  The citizen each month will receive a monetary compensation of €400 and if needed childcare benefits for each child.  Because of greater work environment hazards, conscripts receive more benefits (health assurance, accommodation and catering) than citizens who perform alternative service.  As initial recruitments to National Defence Service were entirely of volunteers, there have not yet been any applications for alternative service, but it is probable that this will change in the future.  National Defence Service soldiers who develop a conscientious objection during their military service cannot withdraw from the service before finishing their term, but no such applications have been registered.
The equal duration of military and alternative service is commendable, and contrasts with the pre-2007 situation under which, as noted by this Committee in its Concluding Observations on Latvia’s Second Periodic Report under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights  “the duration of alternative service [was] up to twice that of military service and [appeared] to be discriminatory”
.  Moreover the reasons given for the greater range of benefits available to those performing military service seem plausible. However, it is not in accordance with best practice that alternative service arrangements are entirely under the control of the Ministry of Defence, even though the membership of the committee which assesses applications for recognition of conscientious objectors seems as described to be reasonably balanced.  In particular, the civilian nature of the service must must be questioned, as all the potential placements are in activities under the Ministry of Defence.  It might be noted that in 2022 the European Court of Human Rights found that in neighbouring Lithuania, under the conscription arrangements reinstated in 2014 "alternative national defence service is intrinsically linked to military service, and therefore cannot be seen as separate civilian service", the absence of which latter consituted a violation of Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights.

The Youth Guard and “Total Defence”
Although the minimum age for voluntary recruitment into the armed forces is 18, the Ministry of Defence runs the “Youth Guard”.  “The Youth Guard has been operating since 1992. “Youth Guard” is a form of youth interest-related education [as defined in the Education Act] which is organized and managed by the Ministry of Defence. Its objective is education of youth in the field of national defence, patriotism, civic consciousness, companionship, courage, promotion of physical abilities and discipline. At the same time the task of Youth Guard is to interest youth about military service thus widening the selection possibilities of personnel for motivated professional service. Participation in Youth Guard is voluntary.”
  The Youth Guard is in fact the junior wing of the 10,000-stro National Guard, which forms a crucial reserve force in Latvia’s defence structure. It is the largest youth organisation in the country; it had 6,500 members in early 2004
  - although later figures are not known it is known that policy, particularly since the introduction of the concept of “total defence” in 2017, has been to increase its membership.  Basic military training is a core feature of the programme, including military training; “Section 34, paragraph 6, of the Law On the Handling of Weapons and Special Means provides for the following minimum age of participants of practice shooting or shooting sports competitions in shooting galleries (shooting stands): for shooting with high energy pneumatic weapons or Category B and C small-calibre rifled hunting and sport firearms the ammunition of which have a rimfire cartridge – 12 years; for shooting with Category D firearms – 12 years; for shooting with Category B and C firearms – 16 years; for shooting with Category A automatic firearms – 18 years.”
   
Although the Committee on the Rights of the Child was assured that “In the education process at Youth Guard only small-bore and pneumatic guns are being used”
 it nevertheless in its Concluding Observations on Latvia’s Report under the Optional Protocol  to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, noted “that children from the age of 10 may participate in the voluntary “Youth Guard” movement that functions under the auspices of the Ministry of Defence, with the purpose of educating youth about national defence. The Committee is deeply concerned that the “Youth Guard” programme includes the participation of children in activities involving weapons and military training.” and urged Latvia to take measures to ban military training involving the use of firearms for children under the age of 18 years, in general, and in the Youth Guard, in particular, and establish regular monitoring of the Youth Guard programme to ensure that its curriculum and the teaching personnel comply with the provisions of the Optional Protocol.”.

In 2017, Latvia went farther and instituted a new concept of “Total Defence”.  As mentioned above, part of this involved an expansion of the Youth Guard, but in addition, a National Defence Course was added to the secondary school curriculum.  From September 2024, all Latvian secondary education curricula will include a mandatory national defence course, hitherto included only by decision of the individual institution. Between 32,000 and 34,00 young people will be concerned.  Those teaching the course are employed by the Cadet Force Centre, which falls under the Ministry of Defence.  The main goal of the course is to strengthen the resilience of society in various crises and teach vital skills for national defence.  The National Defence Course consists of three modules where students are taught a range of theoretical and practical skills. Those modules are:
· Security and defence of a nation-state, role of civil society and civic engagement; 
· Resilience in crises, leadership and command;
· Skills and competencies for defence.  
· Module "Skills and competences for defence" includes the topic "Safe handling of weapons, shooting with a pneumatic weapon". The time allocated for this topic altogether is 31 academic hours. During those lessons students learn about weapons, development of weapons through history, operating principles of weapons, moral responsibility using weapons and safety rules. To acquire practical skills students try out shooting with a pneumatic weapon (a weapon that fires using air pressure).
Additionally, students can engage in extracurricular activities (summer camps). Participation in those camps is voluntary.
The course has been developed for students in tenth and eleventh grade (or second and third study year in vocational education). Usually, students in those grades are 16-18 years old. It also will serve as a basic introduction to the Latvian National Armed Forces and to military service. The Latvian Ministry of Defence also organises informative lectures about various defence topics in secondary schools, which include information about the national defence service. Detailed information about the service is also freely available on the internet resources of the Ministry of Defence, and through a special recruitment hotline. 
There are what appear to be appropriate provisions allowing (limited) conscientious objection:
“The law on the National Defence Course and Cadet Force states that for students who, due to their religious or philosophical beliefs or due to other objective circumstances, are unable to participate in particular activities that are a part of the National Defence Course, the teacher provides alternative study topics and individually adjusts the study process. There are no consequences for this choice.”

Release on grounds of conscience of professional members of the armed forces

As far as is known, Latvia has no specific provisions permitting the early release of professional members of the armed forces who develop conscientious objections; Article 43.1 of the Military Service Law does allow for the early termination of a service contract by mutual agreement; under Article 44.5 of the Military Service Law no such terminations would be possible in time of war, national emergency or general mobilisation
   Latvia is however a member of the Council of Europe, whose Committee of Ministers recommended in 2010:
“42. Professional members of the armed forces should be able to leave the armed forces for reasons of conscience.
43.
Requests by members of the armed forces to leave the armed forces for reasons of conscience should be examined within a reasonable time. Pending the examination of their requests they should be transferred to non-combat duties, where possible.
44.
Any request to leave the armed forces for reasons of conscience should ultimately, where denied, be examined by an independent and impartial body. 
45.
Members of the armed forces having legally left the armed forces for reasons of conscience should not be subject to discrimination or to any criminal prosecution. No discrimination or prosecution should result from asking to leave the armed forces for reasons of conscience.
46.
Members of the armed forces should be informed of the rights mentioned in paragraphs 41 to 45 above and the procedures available to exercise them.”


Latvia did not respond to the Council of Europe's follow-up questionnaire which was circulated early in 2012.
    The question might therefore be put to it of what measures it has put in place, in accordance with this Recommendation to deal with the eventuality that a serving member of the armed forces might seek to be released on grounds of conscientious objection.  
 Latest statistics

POPULATION (November 2023, estimated)

 
        
                          1,822,000

proportion of  males aged 15-19






         2.7%

thus annually reaching recruitment age (approx):  
    

                                 9,839
ARMED FORCES:         Active strength, November 2023  
            
                     6,600

compared to the male population reaching recruitment age    

                    67.1%
MILITARY EXPENDITURE: US $ equivalent, estimated 2023
 
                  $10,338m                               
Per capita
   






                                    $45
As % of  GDP 






                                2.6%




Suggestions for the List of Issues
Please detail the arrangements for alternative service for conscientious objectors under the recent State Defence Service Law.  Has consideration been given to moving responsibility from these arrangements from the Ministry of Defence so as to ensure that the service is compatible with the reasons for objection in every individual case?
What is the current number of minors enrolled in the Youth Guard junior wing of the National Guard?  What action has been taken to ban in this organisation the military training involving the use of firearms for persons aged under 18, as recommended by the Committee on the Rights of the Child in 2016?  Was this recommendation borne in mind when instituting the new obligatory National Defence Course in the secondary school curriculum?
What arrangements have been put in place in accordance with Recommendation CM/Rec (2010)4 of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe to deal with the eventuality that a serving member of the armed forces, whether conscript or volunteer, might seek release having developed a conscientious objection?
�	 Professional soldiers and the right to conscientious objection in the European Union (Information against war, repression, and for another society No. 5 – Documentation produced for Tobias Pflüger MEP (Vereinigte Europäische Linke / Nordische Grüne Linke (GUE/NGL) Parlamentsfaktion Europäische Parlament), Brussels, October 2008, p34.


�	Details of the arrangements under the 2023 Law are from the replies of the Latvian Ministry of Defence to the questionnaire for the Annual Report of the European Bureau for Conscientious Objection, “Conscientious Objection in Europe 2023/4.


�	https://www.mod.gov.lv/en/state-defence-service/frequently-asked-questions-about-state-defence-service


�	According to LSM, the public broadcasting service of Latvia, alternative service duties will be 40 hours per week. 	“Compulsory military service to be re-introduced in Latvia (05.04.2023),


		https://eng.lsm.lv/article/society/defense/05.04.2023-compulsory-military-service-to-be-re-introduced-in-lat


		via.a503763


�	CCPR/CO/79/LVA, 6th November 2003, para 15.


�	Tetlianikov vLithuania   22nd June, 2022.


�	Replies to the List of Issues on the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict,  CRC/C/OPAC/LVA/Q/1/Add.1, 11th November 2015, para 29.


�	Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, Child Soldiers Global Report 2008 (London, 2008), p 206.


�	CRC/C/OPAC/LVA/Q/1/Add.1, op cit, para 34.


�	Ibid, para 30.


�     CRC/C/OPAC/LVA/CO/1, 7 March 2016, paras 12 and 13.


�	Information from European Bureau for Conscientious Objection, Annual Report 2022/3, pp.48,49, based on replies to the EBCO questionnaire by the Latvian Ministry of Defence


�	Ibid


�	CM/Rec(2010)4,  24th February 2010


�	See, Council of Europe, Steering Committee for Human Rights (CDDH) Questionnaire on the implementation of  Committee of Ministers Recommendation CM/Rec(2010)4 on human rights of members of the armed forces: COMPILATION OF MEMBER STATES' ANSWERS, CDDH(2012)016,Final,  Strasbourg, 27th December 2012. 


�	Sources:  For military expenditure, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute – SIPRI, April 2024.  Otherwise,  The Military Balance 2024 (International Institute of Strategic Studies, London), which bases its estimate on “demographic statistics taken from the US Census Bureau”.





