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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
Croatia has a distinguished record in promoting the right of conscientious objection to military service at the international level, and currently all military recruitment is of a voluntary nature.
Proposals to reintroduce conscription are however at present being discussed, and it is suggested that the State party be encouraged in that event to bring the provisions for conscientious objectors completely in line with the best international practice; also that it should introduce procedures enabling the release without penalty of professional members of the armed forces who develop conscientious objections.
Military Recruitment and Conscientious Objection
Conscription into the Croatian armed forces applied from the declaration of independence from Yugoslavia in 1990; the right of conscientious objection to military service was recognised in Article 47.2 of the 1990 Constitution.  The applicable implementing legislation is contained in  the Defence Law of April 2002 and the Law on Civilian Service, last amended in February 2003.  The possibility of civilian alternative service for conscientious objectors proved more popular in Croatia than anywhere else; in 2007 some 10,000 conscientious objectors performed civilian alternative service while only 2,058 conscripts were called up into the armed forces.
In June of that year, amendments to the Defence Law allowed for the suspension of conscription, while retaining the possibility of re-imposing it (for males) in time of war or national emergency, in which case the Law on Civilian Service would again apply. While conscription was suspended it would be replaced by a 14-week voluntary military service, open to males and females alike, at the end of which there would be the option of signing a professional military contract.   In October 2007, the decision was made to suspend conscription in line with these enabling provisions with effect from 1st January 2008 and to institute the new voluntary service with effect from 5th October 2008.
  The duration of the voluntary service was subsequently reduced to eight months.  In 2024, 116 volunteers, 105 men and 11 women, enlisted under this scheme.

The requirement that all males register for military service at the age of 18 was however not suspended, and medical examinations to determine fitness for such service still take place.  No opportunity is given at the time of registration to claim the status of conscientious objector.  
In its replies to the OHCHR’s 2018 questionnaire on conscientious objection to military service,   Croatia referred to the establishment of a “reserve component” in 2016, which had required the re-activation of the Law on Civilian Service, which explicitly applies equally to reserve service. 
“Since Article 111 of the Law on Civilian Service (Official Gazette No 25/03) stipulates that the performance of civilian service duties falls within the scope of the Ministry of social welfare (currently known as the Ministry of Demography, Family, Youth and Social Policy), on October 23, 2017, Minister Nada Murganić issued a Decision on Establishing Civil Service Commission. The Commission is comprised of representatives from the Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Demography, Family, Youth and Social Policy.

“A draft registrant, who considers that he is not prepared to participate in performing military tasks in the Croatian Armed Forces due to conscientious objection, may apply for civilian service at his Regional Recruitment Office where he is registered. Together with his application, he also fills out the form PZC. Conscientious objection or an alternative service application may be filed by a draft registrant after he has been registered and until his military obligation expires (Article 24, the Defense Act). An appeal to the decision of the Civil Service Commission may be filed. An appeal Commission appointed by the Government at its session dated April 5, 2018, reviews those appeals.

“If a reservist applies for civilian service after being called up for military service, the Commission is required to resolve his request within 30 days of its receipt. In case the Commission approves his request for alternative service, the commander shall release the reservist from the armed forces immediately and no later than 8 days from the receipt of the decision (Article 19, The Law on Civilian Service). Draft registrants, members of the reserve component who have been approved civilian service are obliged to participate in Civil Defense.”
 

It is not at all clear how this system relates to the general military registration, and what exactly the reserve obligation comprises, and no further information has been traced. From the details given, however, it sounds very much like a form of selective conscription.

In recent years there has also been talk of the full-scale reintroduction of conscription, even in the absence of the declaration of a state of national emergency, the circumstance which had been envisaged at the time of its suspension..  The Ministry of Defence announced in January 2017 that a pilot project of conscription in the form of a 4-weeks "security and self-defence training" might take place in 2018.   With this “new” conscription, the Ministry of Defence is planned to reach around 30.000 young people each year from 2019 on.   In response, the Centre for Peace Studies (CMS) in Zagreb launched a nation-wide campaign calling on the Government to withdraw their proposal. Gordan Bosanac from CMS said “we are afraid that activation of compulsory military service in Croatia can have domino effect to the region and will increase militarisation of Balkans.” He reported that according to the current public surveys 54% of the Croatian public is in favour of re-introduction of compulsory military service, while 44% are against it (with 2% undecided).  However, unsurprisingly, 51% of youth is against the idea.   Bosanac said that CMS would continue to campaign to convince more young people to oppose the reintroduction of conscription and to pressurise the government to give up the plans.
   
It would appear that in the short term at least this campaign was successful, as no more was heard of this particular initiative, however with the deteriorating international situation further proposals were announced early in 2024.  On 9th February, the Minister of Defence was reported as saying they were “working on three scenarios for the length of military service, which should be known next week. He stated that it will not be implemented this year, and emphasized that the point is not how long the training will last, but how efficient and effective it will be”
 – three months might be enough.  According to polls conducted by Croatian daily Vecernji List, 70 percent of 11,300 respondents supported the move.
  It was also proposed that military training be added to the secondary school curriculum.  Announcing the proposal in January 2024, Prime Minister Andrej Plenković said,  “With security threats around the world, it is not bad for the defence ministry to take what we are already doing with those volunteering for military service a step forward and draft shorter courses so that a bigger number of people could become familiar with the basic skills that the younger generations lack.”   The Jutarnji List daily subsequently reported that Defence Minister Ivan Anušić had been tasked with drafting a one-month course for teenagers, where they would learn first aid, weapons handling, and nuclear and chemical protection.
  As well as the security situation, all these proposals were justified by demographic trends, with fewer young men each year reaching military service age.
There is no risk of 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 (OPAC), on 1st November 2002, (when it still enforced conscription) Croatia stated:
“"Related to Article 3, paragraph 2 of the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts, the Republic of Croatia states that Croatian legislation prevents persons under 18 from joining the Armed Forces of the Republic of Croatia.

“In order to ensure that persons under 18 do not join its Armed Forces, the Republic of Croatia has made the following provisions:

“It has been stipulated by law that military service consists of duty to register as a recruit, to enter military service (conscription), and to serve in the reserves in the Armed Forces of the Republic of Croatia;

“The duty to register as a recruit arises in the calendar year in which a person turns 18, and remains until the person enters military service (conscription) or service in civilian life i.e. until the person is transferred to the reserves or until military service ceases pursuant to the provisions of the Defence Act. The process of recruitment includes registration in the military records, medical and other examinations, psychological tests and recruitment itself. It is a preliminary procedure required in order to determine whether a person is eligible for military service. The status of the rect remains valid until entering military service (conscription) to which, according to the law, a recruit may not be sent before reaching the age of 18;

“Eligible recruits are sent to do their military service (conscription) after they come of age (turn 18), normally in the calendar year in which they turn 19, thereby becoming conscripts.  Recruits are not part of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Croatia; conscripts make one component of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Croatia." 

These safeguards would apply in the event of the reintroduction of conscription; moreover when presenting its Report under OPAC the Croation delegation reported, without quoting details, that recent legislation had further increased the minimum age for recruitment in time of war to 20.

In such circumstances, the right of conscientious objection would continue to be guaranteed by the Law on Civilian Service
   In some respects the provisions of that Law are enlightened.  There are no time limits on the lodging of applications - whether before or after call-up, hence its clear applicability to re.  Applications which meet rather minimal criteria with regard to the grounds stated are to be accepted without further investigation.  An exception, however, is that like other countries in the region, Croatia retained an ill-conceived clause which debarred anyone who had ever held a firearms licence from being recognised as a conscientious objector.  Moreover the  objective justification for the discrepancy between six months’ military service and eight months’ alternative civilian service
 is not clear. 

Professional members of the armed forces
The Law on Civilian Service does not however apply to members of the armed forces who have initially joined as volunteers.
Croatia is 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 concience.
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.”


In  response to the Council of Europe's follow-up questionnaire on the implementation of this recommendation, which was circulated early in 2012,
  Croatia stated that there were no provisions permitting the professional members of the armed forces to leave on grounds of conscience, and expanded, “Military service is not compulsory, therefore an active member of the armed forces can quit his service at any time in accordance with the signed contract.”  In fact it is known that there are provisions for persons to leave during the initial 14 weeks, but they must repay all costs.
  It is not clear what penalties might apply after this period.   
The response to an earlier question does indicate an instance of good practice with regard to the parallel issue of illegal orders, which is specifically covered in Article 92 of the Defence Act: “Members of the Armed Forces shall in all situations while deployed in combat or non-combat operations abide by the principles of International Humanitarian Law on human treating (sic) the enemy soldiers (…) in compliance with the Constitution, international agreements, and the law.  Members of the Armed Forces are allowed to refuse orders compelling them to act contrary to the Constitution and the international law of war.”

Support of conscientious objection at the international level
Mention must also be made of Croatia's prominent rôle in developing standards on conscientious objection to military service within the United Nations.
Croatia was the lead sponsor of the last three Commission on Human Rights Resolutions on this subject (2000, 2002 and 2004), and, together with Costa Rica and Poland, of the first four resolutions from the Human Rights Council – a procedural resolution in 2012 followed by Resolution 24/17 of 27th September 2013, the first comprehensive resolution on the subject since 1998, Resolution 36/18 of September 2017 and Resolution 51/6 of September 2022. 
Croatia has also played an active role on the issue in the Human Rights Council's Universal Periodic Review (UPR) process, making recommendations specifically on conscientious objection to military service  in the Second Cycle on Eritrea
 and Türkiye
, in the Third Cycle on Republic of Korea
,  Eritrea
 Türkiye
, Austria
, Singapore
 and Greece
 and in the Fourth Cycle on Finland
, Republic of Korea
 (53/11 139.87), and the  Russian Federation 
(55/14 35.133).   

(NB:  this list may not be comprehensive.)
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POPULATION (November 2023, estimated)

 
        
                          4,169,000

proportion of  males aged 15-19






         2.5%

thus annually reaching recruitment age (approx):  
    

                               20,845
ARMED FORCES:         Active strength, November 2023  
            
                   16,800

compared to the male population reaching recruitment age    

                    80.6%
MILITARY EXPENDITURE: US $ equivalent, estimated 2023
 
                  $1,439m                               
Per capita
   






                                  $359
As % of  GDP 






                                  1.8%
Suggested Questions and Recommendations
Although conscription, and the associated alternative service provisions for conscientious objectors, were suspended in 2007, in its replies to the OHCHR questionnaire on conscientious objection to military service in 2018, Croatia indicated that conscientious objection provisions had been reactivated with regard to the establishment of call up to the “reserve component”.  Who is liable for such service, and how are those to be called up selected?  What is the duration of reserve service, and what are the alternative service arrangements for conscientious objectors?
Moreover the Committee notes that there has recently been discussion of the reintroduction of conscription in Croatia, in which case the provisions of the 2003 Law on Civilian Service would apply.  With regard both to this, and to reserve service, has consideration been given to bringing the arrangements into compliance with the best international practice by dropping the clause excluding any person who has ever held a firearms licence for any purpose from recognition as a conscientious objector, by in all circumstances accepting declarations of conscientious objection without enquiry, and thus dispensing with the commission, by equalising the durations and other conditions of military and civilian alternative service, and by ensuring that the range of  placements available is such as to offer in every case an alternative compatible with the reasons for the objection?
Has consideration been given to introducing provisions which would allow the release without penalty of a professional member of the armed forces who develops conscientious objections, so as to comply fully with CM/Res(2010)4 of the Council of Europe on human rights in the armed forces?
�     http://www.wri-irg.org/programmes/world_survey/country_report/en/Croatia.
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