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HISTORY  Ceylon gained independence from the UK in 1948 and became a UN member state 
in 1955.  In 1972 it formally changed its name to Sri Lanka.

ARMED CONFLICT between the Government and the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of 

Tamil 
Eelam) between 1983 and 2009 resulted in at least 88,000 deaths.
  This 

represented about 6 per thousand of the national population at the outset of 


the conflict – an annual rate of something under 0.02%.  In the actual conflict 

areas in the north and east of the 
island, these figures would translate as about 

3%, or roughly 0.1% pa. 
POPULATION (November 2021, estimated
)

 
        
                        23,044,000

Males annually reaching recruitment age (approx)
:  
    

                  179,743
MILITARY RECRUITMENT has always been voluntary

MINIMUM AGE
:
 

18

CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION never recognised
ARMED FORCES:         Active strength, November 2021
:
            
                 255,000

compared to the male population reaching recruitment age    

                 141.9%    
MILITARY EXPENDITURE: US $ equivalent, estimated 2021



                $1,563m                                
 
Per capita
   






                                    $73

As % of  GDP 







                     1.9%

Since independence, Sri Lanka has relied on voluntary recruitment to man its armed forces.  These were relatively small, about 20,000 at the outset of the civil war, but had increased to some 115,000 by 1997,
 and continued to increase until the end of the conflict. It has not yet been reported that any substantial demobilisation of government forces has subsequently taken place.  A greater proportion of Sri Lanka's citizens are now in the armed forces than in any other sizeable state in the world which does not enforce conscription.  However, despite intermittent speculation that conscription might become necessary
, Sri Lanka achieved the entire increase in the size of the armed forces through voluntary recruitment.  No cases have been reported of persons seeking release from the Sri Lankan armed forces having developed conscientious objections.  There have also been no accusations of forced or juvenile recruitment into the armed forces themselves.  Under the Mobilization and Supplementary Forces Act of 1985, a National Cadet Force was set up, providing pre-military training to persons aged 16 and upwards, but it is clearly stipulated that cadets are not members of the armed forces and may not in any circumstances be called to active service.
  The Committee on the Rights of the Child nevertheless expressed concern that the training included the use of firearms and urged Sri Lanka “to prohibit the handling and use of firearms for all children in line with the spirit of the Optional Protocol [to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict.”
  

The LTTE was notorious for the widespread use of child soldiers, many recruited by force or very strong coercion, although many others did claim to have volunteered; girls in particular were often fleeing abusive situations.
  “The Sri Lankan armed forces have estimated that between 1983 to 2002, out of a total of 14,000 LTTE combatants, as many as 60 per cent of the combatants were below the age of 18 years. Both boys and girls have been recruited. Estimates also reveal that at least 40 per cent of the LTTE fighting force were killed in action during the 1983–2002 period. These mostly consisted of children between the ages of 9 and 18. Most of the adult leadership of the LTTE today were probably child combatants.

At various dates pledges were made to cease juvenile recruitment, these were however never fully honoured.

Significant recruitment of women and adolescents reportedly started some four years into the conflict, when the LTTE formally declared war on the Indian Peacekeeping Force in October 1987.
  Having numbered some two or three thousand fighters at the outbreak of hostilities in 1983, the LTTE entered the “second phase” of the war in 1990 some 15,000 strong.  In the face of heavy losses over the following years, the LTTE turned to even younger (and older) age groups; in 2001 it was estimated that their strength was some 19,000, approximately 20% women, but that there was a hard core of a mere 3,000 seasoned fighters - “baby brigades” were increasingly used as cannon-fodder in the front line.
  Analysis of bodies recovered from the battlefield at this stage indicated that between 40% and 60% were under 18 – subjective accounts put the number of juveniles even higher.
  On the other hand, casualties would always be higher among the least battle-hardened troops, particularly if they were sacrificed in the front line of any engagement.  All these figures are very criude, but taken together they nevertheless suggest that something in the region of half the LTTE fighters were aged under 18 at any one time, in which case a higher (possibly much higher) proportion must have been aged under 18 at the time of initial recruitment.   Ages allegedly went down to 9, but UNICEF in 2001 estimated that the majority of juvenile recruits were aged 14 – 17 and in 2003 that the “average” recruitment age was 15
 (which again is only plausible if the majority of LTTE recruitment was of under-18s). 

Only from 2002 onwards do figures start to appear for the number of children believed to have been recruited by the LTTE.  By this time the reports quoted above were widely known, and the LTTE was under pressure to improve its image.  The peak of child recruitment had passed.  In 2002, nearly 1500 specific cases of child recruitment were documented.

The first formal demobilisation of LTTE child soldiers began in October 2003; the number demobilised by March 2004 totalled 649.  Nevertheless, UNICEF documented 709 fresh cases of juvenile recruitment in 2003, and knew of approximately 1250 children still in the LTTE in February 2004.   UNICEF also estimated that 43% of the children recruited in 2003 were girls.
  

A note of caution is necessary, because both sides in the Sri Lankan conflict have been ruthless in their methods of dissuading adverse reporting. 

The only suggestion that CPTI might make at this stage is to ask what procedures would be followed were a serving member of the armed forces to seek release having developed conscientious objections.
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