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Basic Information  
HISTORY  
After the fall of the Ottoman Empire, Syria was mandated to France by the 
1920 San Remo conference.  It was granted independence, and simultaneously became 
a founder member of the United Nations in 1945.  In 1958  it joined Egypt to form the 
“United Arab Republic”, but withdrew following a coup d’étât in 1961.  Since a further 
coup d’étât in 1963, it has been ruled by the Ba’ath party, under Safaz al-Assad  from 
1971 until his death in 2000, and subsequently under his son, Bashar al-Assad.  In the 
war of 1967, Israel has occupied the border area of the Golan Heights 

Initially peaceful demonstrations in 2011 – part of the “Arab Spring” – eventually saw 
the country slide into a many-sided and still unresolved civil war.  Conflict deaths may 
have exceeded 700,000   Over seven million refugees and asylum-seekers have fled the 
country, with an even larger number internally displaced.
POPULATION (November 2021, estimated
)

 
        
                        20,584,000

Males annually reaching recruitment age (approx)
:  
    

                  199,763
MILITARY SERVICE has since independence been obligatory for males aged 18 – 40.


Current legislative basis: National Service Act of 1953.

DURATION: 30 months

MINIMUM RECRUITMENT AGE:
18

CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION:     no provision
ARMED FORCES:         Active strength, November 2021
:
            
                 169,000

compared to the male population reaching recruitment age    

                   84.6%
MILITARY EXPENDITURE:  No reliable figures have been available since 2010, when the 
expenditure of $2,495m was equivalent to $118 per capita or 4.1% of GDP.  It is almost 
certain that by the last-named measure at least it has subsequently increased.

It is eighteen years since Syria last reported under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.  For most of that time it has been plunged into a many-sided and still unresolved civil war in which a number of other States have been embroiled.

During the examination of the Third Periodic Report, in response to a question from Mr. Solari-Yrigoyen
 the delegation reported:
“Given the need to defend Syrian territory in the light of the Israeli occupation [of the Golan Heights], his Government had been forced to mobilize the population. While there was no right to
conscientious objection as understood in European countries, young men living abroad could
make a payment to the Government in exchange for doing their military service. There were no
Syrian Jews of conscription age.” 
 

(The final sentence does not relate to anything in the question, but presumably anticipates the argument that Jewish citizens might well have objections, conscientious or not, to mobilisation against Israel)

In its Concluding Observations, “The Committee takes note of the information provided by the delegation whereby Syria does not recognize the right to conscientious objection to military service, but that it permits some of those who do not wish to perform such service to pay a certain sum in order not to do so (art. 18).
The State party should respect the right to conscientious objection to military service and establish, if it so wishes, an alternative civil service of a non-punitive nature.”


A response to this recommendation is contained in Syria’s Fourth Periodic Report:
“Article 46 of the Constitution of the Syrian Arab Republic stipulates that compulsory military service shall be a sacred duty and shall be regulated by law. In addition, defence of the territorial integrity of the homeland and safeguarding of State secrets shall be the duty of every citizen. Such action is strictly regulated by the laws governing public service without discrimination. Protection of the homeland requires all citizens to participate in its defence, especially since Syria is at war with Israel, which has occupied the Syrian Golan since 1967. In addition, Turkish and American forces are occupying parts of its territory and it has been subjected to a terrorist war since 2011. The Covenant contains no provision that restricts the State’s right to self-defence.”


The threats quoted have widened, but otherwise the justification is the same as given in 2005.   It might be noted that the final sentence seems to disregard Article 4.2 of the ICCPR, which states that no derogation may be made under Article 18, and Article 18.3 itself, which, in listing the grounds of which the freedom of thought, conscience, or religion may be limited, does not include national security.

Background

Military Service has since independence been obligatory for male citizens; the legislative basis is apparently still the National Service Act of 1953.  The duration of military service was reportedly reduced to 24 months in 2005, and subsequently to 21 months.  A presidential order reducing it further to 18 months was reported amid the turmoil of 2011.
   However, the International Institute of Strategic Studies continues to quote 30 months. 

Under the regulations which applied in 1990
, all men were required to register at their local recruitment office for medical examination at the age of 18. In Syria’s Initial Report under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of cildren in armed conflict (OPAC) it was stated that actual enlistment took place in the year of the 19th birthday; no voluntary recruitment of persons aged less than 18 was permitted.
 As well as exemptions on medical grounds, some, for instance only sons, are excused military service on domestic grounds.  At that time it was reported that the minute Jewish minority was not required to serve, even if otherwise eligible.

Students in higher education were allowed to postpone military service, but were required to perform six weeks’ military training each year during their studies – the total of such periods, usually six months, was deducted from the full service period of 30 months.  
(It is alleged that by 2017 some of those entitled to defer military service were being forcibly recruited.
 )

A further six months of reserve training could, under the legislation, be added to the 30 months, and the liability persisted until the age of 50 – 40 being the upper age limit for basic military service.

As of 1990, there were various possibilities for Syrians abroad to “buy out” of the military service obligation.  For those who were born and abroad up to the age of 18, or who left before the age of 12 and spent at least 15 years abroad, the price was reportedly $1,000 US.  At the age of 35 nationals who had lived abroad for more than ten years and worked in the Gulf States or completed their education in Europe or North America could purchase exemption for $5,000.  

In 2020 amendments were introduced to Article 97 of the Military Service Law, under which  men who resided abroad could buy out of the military service obligation by paying $10,000 after one year, $9,000 after two years, $8,000 after three years or $7,000 after four years (the rate was apparently set in US dollars).   This option is however presumably not available to refugees who left the country “illegally”.  It was also reported, without further explanation, that “those who serve in fixed positions in the military can now pay $3,000 or its equivalent in local currency in exchange for exemption.”  Meanwhile all men – in Syria or abroad, including those who have obtained foreign citizenship, who reach the age of 43 without having performed military service  and did not pay $8,000 within three months to discharge the liability became liable to the (it is implied unlimited) seizure of assets.   It is reported that in the first half of 2020 3,200 men made such payments, making a substantial contribution to Government revenues. 


In the years since 2011, the need for military conscription has been stronger than ever, and the system has continued.  However the population available for conscription into the government armed forces has been considerably reduced, on the one hand by the number of refugees leaving the country and on the other by the proportion of the national territory which has been outside Government control.

According to UNHCR, at the end of 2021 just over seven million Syrians – of a previous population of some twenty millions – were refugees or asylum seekers.  Of the remaining population, perhaps as much as half has been in areas outside Government control.  The burden of conscription on the population in the Government-controlled area has been accordingly higher, and it is therefore indeed probable that any past reduction from the 36 months’ term of  service has been reversed.  No reports have however indicated any dilution of the prohibition of under-age recruitment; in its Initial Report under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child Syria had indicated that conscription took place from the beginning of January in the year after the nineteenth birthday – or a year earlier in time of war, and there were no provisions for earlier voluntary recruitment.
  

For some time during the civil war, a large proportion of the country was under the control of DAESH (“the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria”), which however lost its last territory in early 2019.  Much territory in the north-east is still controlled by the predominantly Kurdish  “Syrian Defence Forces”(SDF).   Both  have enjoyed a degree of de facto control which has enabled them to impose a form of conscription rather than relying on random forced recruitment. 

In 2014, the Kurdish authorities are reported to have imposed conscription in the territories which they controlled, obliging all males to join the People’s Defence Service for a period of six months.
  It was reported the following year that two municipalities in Kobane province had recognised a right of conscientious objection to such conscription.
  Details are however frustratingly elusive.   In a Law of 2019 conscription was extended to the non-Kurdish autonomous areas under SDF control.  It is not clear what exemptions are allowed; they supposedly include breadwinners and internally-displaced persons from elsewhere in Syria, but there is widespread reluctance on the part of those who might qualify to test the system.

Under the amended law, a list was published by the SDF of persons born in 1990 and liable to conscription.  (Unusually, they seemed to have focussed on those approaching the maximum age for recruitment.)

For possibly most men, the alternative to conscription into either Government or opposition forces was flight abroad.  This does not of course mean that those who remained and were conscripted should be considered volunteers.

In a notorious case in February 2013 the Greek immigration authorities sought to
return to Syria a member of the Syrian air force, who had deserted rather than
obey orders to bomb civilian areas. 

On 23rd May, the European Parliament passed a resolution on the situation of
Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries (2013/2611(RSP)). In this, it acknowledgmed of the particular difficulties faced by deserters and conscientious objectors.

Preambular paragraph C recognises that:
"thousands of those of who have fled Syria have deserted from the
armed forces to escape having to commit war crimes or crimes against humanity,
or are evading military service for similar reasons;"


In the operative part of the resolution, the Parliament:
“Notes that all deserters from Syria are entitled to further protection, being at
risk on other grounds than those set out in paragraph 26 of the UNHCR
guidelines, namely ‘excessive or disproportionately severe’ punishment, possibly
amounting to torture, inhuman or degrading treatment or even arbitrary
execution” (para 6), and
“Calls for the EU to take appropriate, responsible measures regarding the
possible influx of refugees into its Member States;” (para 15),
adding, with obvious reference to the situation in Greece:
"Calls for the Member States immediately to cease their reported use of prolonged detention periods and the practice of refoulement, which are in directviolation of international and EU law” (para 16) 
Suggestions for the List of Issues
1)  The Committee notes the State party’s response to the recommendation in the previous Concluding Observations that it recognise the right of conscientious objection to military service, and points out that subsequent to that recommendation the Committee’s jurisprudence has established that this right inheres in the freedom of thought, conscience, and religion guaranteed under Article 18 of the Covenant, and therefore cannot be limited for any reason, including the State’s legitimate right of self-defence.  In the light of this, the State party is asked what action it is now taking towards enabling potential conscripts to exercise this right.
2)    The Committee understands that there has been a tradition that citizens resident abroad may upon a financial payment be completely released from the military service requirement.  Could the State party please give details of the current provisions in this regard?  The Committee stresses that this is in no way a substitute for the recognition of conscientious objection even in such limited cases, and that by linking the need to perform a supposedly universal duty to the ability to pay may be seen as infringing the rights and freedoms of others. 
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