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CPTI aims to supply information on all States with armed forces which report under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) with regard to their military recruitment legislation and their recognition of the right of conscientious objection, even when there appear to be no urgent questions arising.

In association with the Child Rights International Network, CPTI also reports to the Committee on the Rights of the Child on States where there appear to be issues under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, and although these issues do not necessarily have implications for the ICCPR, such concerns are also reported in these submissions.
Summary

Military conscription has been suspended in France since 2001.  The suspension of (male) conscription was accompanied by the addition as a compulsory part of the secondary school curriculum for both sexes of a one-day “call-up for defence preparation” to be attended between the ages of sixteen and eighteen.  Although this replaced military service, no possibility of exemption for conscientious objectors was offered.  Subsequently, the process has commenced of introducing an obligatory “Universal National Service” (Service National Universel or SNU).  There are concerns as to whether in its final form this will constitute either a form of juvenile recruitment or of forced lanour; also whether appropriate allowance will be made for conscientious objection.
France asserts that reasons of conscience would be accepted as grounds for the early resiliation of professional military contracts.  We have however no information about the terms of such release , nor of the procedures which would be followed.
France continues to accept persons aged seventeen as volunteers in its armed forces and Foreign Legion, and from sixteen in military schools.
Latest statistics

POPULATION (November 2023, estimated)

 
        
                        68,236,000

proportion of  males aged 15-19






         3.1%


thus annually reaching recruitment age (approx):  
    

                             463,023
ARMED FORCES:         Active strength, November 2023  
            
                 203,850


compared to the male population reaching recruitment age    

                    48.2%
MILITARY EXPENDITURE: US $ equivalent, estimated 2023
 
                  $63,301m                               
Per capita
   






                                  $947
As % of  GDP 






                                  2.1%
The Day of Defence and Citizenship and the Service National Universel
Act No. 97-1019 of 28 October 1997 “on reform of national service” suspended  conscription into military service from the beginning  of 2003 -  this deadline was subsequently brought forward by one year.   In the event of its reinstatement, which is not currently under discussion, the previous provisions regarding conscientious objection would apply.
The suspension of conscription was accompanied by a revision of the military registration requirements.  Formerly applicable only to males at the age of seventeen, they were extended to all persons at the age of sixteen.  “The principles and organisation of national and European defence and the general organisation of the reserves” became an obligatory part of the secondary school curriculum “in order to reinforce the army-Nation bond and sensiblise youth to their duty of defence, and were backed up by a one-day “Call-up for defence preparation” which all are required to attend between registration and the eighteenth birthday.  Attendance at the “call-up day” (subsequently renamed “day of defence and citizenship” is a prerequisite for admission to all public examinations and competitions.
Among the items of information handed out at the “day of defence and citizenship” is an explanation of the procedures to produce consent forms for organ donations, and the possiblity of registering one’s objection to this. This would appear to be the only form of conscientious objection mentioned; despite the direct relationship of the registration procedures to the suspended system of obligatory military service, and the overt function of the day as a military recruitment exercise, there is no provision to allow either those affected to register themselves as conscientious objectors to military service, still less for them, or (as they are generally minors) their parents, to express a conscientious objection to participation in the day.
During the Presidential campaign of 2017, a new element emerged when Emmanuel Macron as candidate proposed the re-establishment of a national service in the armed forces and the Gendarmerie, which would create against a time of crisis a “mobilisation reserve supplementary to the National Guard”.  Under Macron’s Presidency this project was refined into that of a Service National Universel which would be obligatory for all young people, male and female, between the ages of fifteen and seventeen.  
As initially elaborated,
 this was to comprise three parts; First is a séjour de cohesion (summer camp) of twelve days in a département other than the home one; this can take place during school holdays or during school time as part of the Classes et lycées engagés programme which “permits pupils to benefit from an experience of collective life based around the values of the Republic and of engagement”.  The second and third phases were subsequently combined as not less than 84 hours in public service, including in voluntary organisations, the police, the gendarmerie, the fire service, civil defence or the armed forces – this could be in the nature of a regular placement, a collective project or a one-off mission.  Some of these, for example “civil service” caring for the disabled, would incorporate or replace voluntary programmes which are already in existence – wastefully according to local commentators;
 others would where relevant entail becoming a full member of the armed forces, albeit on a temporary basis.
In 2019, the first 2,000 volunteers, many from families with military backgrounds, in thirteen departments took part in the first pilot for the séjour de cohesion,  the tone for which is set by uniformed parade-ground drills to raise and lower the flag daily and by the singing of the national anthem.  COVID caused the cancellation of the programme planned for 2020, however in 2021, 14,650 young people took part, a number rising to 32,000 in 2022 and 60,000 in 2023, still however only a fraction of the 800,000 or so per annum who would be involved were it to become compulsory.  This was at one stage projected for 2024, but practical problems have caused the postponment of this objective and raised the question of whether the scheme will in fact ever pass into the obligatory stage.  It is not clear how many young persons have now embarked on the second phase, but the official website has video testimony from some who have, including one who joined an artillery regiment.
The Collective “NON au SNU” was founded on 24th May 2019 bringing together some forty associations, trade unions, political parties, youth movements, neighbourhood groups etc. It denounced the SNU as representing the repression of youth, a threat to workers rights, a waste of money and a reinforcement of militarisation. Another initiative, Jeunesses Citoyennéte Emancipation
 was founded in advance of the 2022 elections by a number of educational, human rights and youth groups to promote an alternative programme for youth, crucially without the obligatory and military aspects of the SNU. Meanwhile, a Senate committee which reported on 8th March 2023
 pointed out the logistical difficulties and enormous cost of “generalising” the scheme; the latest suggestion, by Prime Minister Gabriel Attal in January 2024 is therefore that this will take place with effect from the beginning of the 2026 academic year.
 Another aspect which the voluntary pilot schemes do not address was the likelihood of a high refusal rate in an obligatory programme. It is not yet clear what the consequences of refusal will be.

A number of questions would arise if this scheme were to  become compulsory.  If it is defined as incorporating an element of military serviee, it is essential that there be due provision for conscientious objection; if not, it would have difficulty in qualifying for the exemption from the definition of forced labour accorded under Article8.3(c)ii to “Any service of a military character and (…) any national service required by law of conscientious objectors.”  Moreover, within a compulsory scheme, any military placements embarked on before the age of eighteen would arguably  amount to juvenile conscription, in violation of Article 2 of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict.  
Serving members of the armed forces
In reply to the 2012 questionnaire from the Council of Europe to member states on their implementation of Recommendation CM/Rec(2010)4 of the Committee of Ministers on human rights in the armed forces, France indicated that under Article L4139-13 of the Defence Code, professional members of the armed forces may request the resiliation of their contracts for “exceptional reasons”, adding “Grounds of conscience, if firmly based, could constitute such a reason.”  It however adds that the precise conditions would vary as to the status (“career” or “contract”) of the person, and on the training received in the course of the service and funded by the Ministry of Defence.  This qualification implies that at least in some cases such a release would not be without penalty.  Furthermore, there is no indication whether, as recommended by the Committee of Ministers, every effort would be taken while an application was under consideration not to subject the applicant with an order which might conflict with the stated objections.
Juvenile recruitment
In its Declaration on ratifying the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict, France indicated that voluntary recruitment into its armed forces was possible from the age of seventeen; in its Report under the Protocol it indicated that this was also true of the Foreign Legion, and that students at military schools became members of the armed forces at the age of sixteen.   In its Concluding Observations on the Report, the Committee on the Rights of the Child “encourages the State party to raise the minimum age for recruitment into the armed forces and Foreign Legion to 18 in order to fully comply with the spirit of the Optional Protocol and provide full protection to children (and) also encourages the State party to provide by law for a special status, different from that of the military, for 16 to below 18 years old children enrolled in military schools and for those in the Foreign Legion.”
   There is no indication that France has yet implemented these recommendations  
Suggested questions and recommendations
As yet, the Service National Universel remains a rather nebulous target.  The Committee might however enquire what are the latest intentions regarding its full introduction, including the compulsory element, express its concerns that this is done in full accordance with the Covenant, and request that in its next Report the State Party give full details of the operation of the scheme.
Please give details of how many persons have requested the resiliation of their contracts in accordance with Article L4139-13 of the Defence Code, citing reasons of conscience, of the procedures which were, or would be, followed in such instances and what the results of such requests have been, including the financial terms of any severance.  While such requests are under consideration is an attempt made, as recommended by the Council of Europe, not to subject the person concerned to any orders which might conflict with the stated objections?
Has the State Party taken any action in response to the recommendations by the Committee on the Rights of the Child that it raise the minimum age for recruitment into the armed forces and Foreign Legion to 18 and that it  provide by law for a special status, different from that of the military, for children between 16 and 18 years old enrolled in military schools and for those in the Foreign Legion?
�	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”.


�	  Details from the Government wesite snu.gouv.fr , accessed September 2024.


�	  See Baissat, B. “Le SNU: serait-il bientôt obligatoire?”, Cahiers de la reconciliation 2-23, pp. 25-29


� � HYPERLINK "https://www.concordia.fr/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/4-pages-SNU-v2.pdf"��https://www.concordia.fr/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/4-pages-SNU-v2.pdf�
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