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CPTI is disturbed by the continued heavy reliance of New Zealand on the recruitment into the military of persons under the age of 18, and particularly of the implications if in the course of their subsequent personal maturing any such recruits should develop conscientious objections to military service.

Background

New Zealand was among the earliest States to make legislative provision for conscientious objection.  The New Zealand Defence Amendment Act of 1912 allowed conscientious objectors to apply for a certificate of exemption from military training  and service.  These provisions were not initially repeated when in the wartime conditions of 1916 a new universal compulsory military training scheme was applied to all men between the ages of 14 and 25, but some exemptions for conscientious objectors were gradually reinstated. When conscription was reintroduced in 1940 it was accompanied by detailed provisions for the recognition of conscientious objectors.
  These remained in force until the legislation authorising conscription was repealed in 1973.
   Any reintroduction of obligatory military service would require specific legislation.

New Zealand also had the distinction of being, on 12th December 2001, the tenth State to ratify the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, which thereby came into force on 12th February 2002, and the following year to have been the first State to report under that Optional Protocol to the Committee on the Rights of the Child..

In its concluding observations,
 the Committee on the Rights of the Child expressed concern that the minimum age for voluntary recruitment was set at 17, and suggested (para 7) that consideration be given to raising this age to 18.  It meanwhile suggested legislative amendments to remove any ambiguity about whether the minimum age limit was absolute, and to make it clear that the prohibition on deployment of persons under the age of 18 on active service should apply within as well as outside New Zealand; these have reportedly now been made. The Committee did not take up concerns which had been raised in some of the evidence before it about the precise operational definition of the term “active service”.

Although New Zealand undertook to consider raising the minimum recruitment age, it is reported by the Child Soldiers Coalition that it has decided that this is not a “viable option”, “since given the number of 17-year-olds currently enlisting this would prevent an annual average of 24 per cent of potential enlistees from joining the armed forces”. 
   (This effect on initial recruitment is reinforced, as noted in New Zealand’s report under the Optional Protocol, by the fact that “Analysis shows that there is an inverse relationship between the age on enlistment and retention after five years of service.”
).

Even in States which have in the past recognised a right of conscientious objection for conscripts, but which now have all-volunteer armed forces, there is very rarely any information about what procedures would be followed in the case of a “professional” member of the armed forces who, as the result of a specific religious conversion or of personal experience and reflection, developed a conscientious objection to military  service and applied for release on these grounds.  

CPTI suggests that New Zealand be asked whether it has given any further consideration raising the minimum age for all forms of recruitment into  the armed forces to 18, and, particularly given that a large proportion of recruits are currently joining at the age of 17, when it might be expected that their religious and moral views are still in a state of development, whether there have been any instances of members of the armed forces having applied for early release, having developed a conscientious objection to military  service, and what procedures are or would be followed in such an event. 
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