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EBCO ANNUAL REPORT

Europe was not a safe place in 2021 for many 
conscientious objectors in several countries who faced 
prosecution, arrests, trials by military courts, 
imprisonments, fines, intimidation, attacks, death threats, 
and discrimination. 

These countries include Turkey (the only Council of Europe 
member state who has not yet recognised the right to 
conscientious objection), and consequently the Turkish-
occupied northern part of Cyprus (the self-styled “Turkish 
Republic of North Cyprus”), Azerbaijan (where there is still 
no law on alternative service), Armenia, Russia, Ukraine, 
Greece, the Republic of Cyprus, Georgia, Finland, Austria, 
Switzerland, Estonia, Lithuania, and Belarus (candidate).
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CONSCRIPTION 

Still enforced in 18 
Council of Europe 
Member States:

Armenia, Austria, 
Azerbaijan, Cyprus, 
Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, Georgia 
(reintroduced in 2017), 
Greece, Lithuania 
(reintroduced in 2015), 
Moldova, Norway, 
Russia, Sweden 
(reintroduced in 2018), 
Switzerland, Turkey, 
Ukraine (reintroduced 
in 2014), and Belarus
(candidate).
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CONSCRIPTION AND CONTRACT 
OR PROFESSIONAL SOLDIERS 

Source:

International Institute for 
Strategic Studies (IISS), “The 
Military Balance 2020”. 



CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION IN EUROPE TODAY 
WITH FOCUS ON THE WAR IN UKRAINE

RECOGNITION OF CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION

With the solitary exception of Turkey, all 
Council of Europe states, which have ever had 
conscription, have explicitly recognised 
conscientious objection.

* This should not be taken as implying full 
recognition, or provisions in line with modern 
international standards. For example, 
constitutional provisions in Bulgaria, Russia and 
Belarus were not implemented for many years; 
similar provisions have still to be implemented 
in Azerbaijan. In many cases the initial 
legislation applied only to certain religious 
minorities and/or merely made an unarmed 
military service available. Despite legal 
recognition, the persecution of conscientious 
objectors often persisted – and persists.
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MILITARY EXPENDITURE

Yet another measure of militarisation
is given by military expenditure.

Sources:

International Institute for Strategic 
Studies (IISS), “The Military Balance 
2020”. 

Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute (SIPRI), “Military 
Expenditure Datbase 2020”.
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MILITARY EXPENDITURE

In 2020 only nine states (Bulgaria, Turkey, Georgia, Norway, Russia, Malta, Greece, Armenia 
and Serbia) registered a decline. The really big proportional increases in 2020 were in 

Montenegro, Romania, Azerbaijan, Kosovo, Hungary, Belgium and Luxembourg.
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RECRUITMENT AGES 

Although the Optional Protocol to the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child on the 
involvement of children in armed conflict 
encourages states to end all recruitment of 
persons below the age of 18, a disturbing 
number of European states continue to do this. 

Worse, some breach the absolute prohibitions 
in the Optional Protocol by placing 
servicemen aged under 18 at risk of active 
deployment, or by allowing conscripts to enlist 
before their 18th birthday.

Source: Child Soldiers Initiative, January 2021
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Refugees are not 
always granted 
international 
protection as they 
should. 

However; in Germany, 
the asylum application 
of Beran Mehmet İşçi
(from Turkey and of 
Kurdish origin) was 
accepted in 
September 2021 and 
he was granted the 
refugee status.

REFUGEES 



The Press Unit of the ECtHR published an 
updated version of its factsheet on 
conscientious objection in October 2021. 

A more comprehensive study “Guide on 
Article 9 of the European Convention on 
Human Rights“ was updated in August 2021.

EUROPEAN COURT OF HUMAN RIGHTS (ECtHR)

Three cases are pending before the ECtHR against 
Turkey, concerning COs from the northern part of 
Cyprus: Halil Karapasaoglu, Haluk Selam Tufanli
and Murat Kanatli (EBCO Board Member).



On 24 November 2021 the CoE Committee of Ministers specified the terms of 
reference of the Steering Committee for Human Rights (CDDH) valid from 2022–2025, 
which includes “Workshop, conference, or dialogue on human rights of members of 
the armed forces, with attention to issues concerning conscientious objection to 
compulsory military service”. 

Since several years EBCO has been involved in the work of the CDDH on 
conscientious objection.

COUNCIL OF EUROPE (CoE) COMMITTEE OF MINISTERS  



The Turkey 2021 Report of the European Commission underlines: “Several ECtHR 
judgements regarding conscientious objection are yet to be implemented.” 

However; once again the right to conscientious objection to military service is not 
mentioned at all in the latest EU Annual Report on Human Rights and Democracy 
in the World nor in the corresponding motion for a European Parliament resolution.

EUROPEAN UNION (EU)



At the UN Human Rights Council level, the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion 
or Belief published a report on “Freedom of Thought” on October 5th 2021, which then 
presented to the 76th Session of the UN General Assembly on October 19th 2021. The 
Report examines the theoretical scope and potential violations of the first right in 
article 18 (1) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

It is worth highlighting that, according to the jurisprudence of the UN Human Rights 
Committee, the right to conscientious objection to military service inheres in the right 
of article 18.

UNITED NATIONS (UN) 



COUNTRY REPORTS FOR All CoE MEMBER STATES



EBCO Annual Report 
uploaded on EBCO’s 

website

All country reports 
uploaded on EBCO's 

interactive 
conscientious objection 

map of Europe



Example of country 
report uploaded on 
EBCO's interactive 

conscientious objection 
map of Europe
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Exceptionally, although not during 2021 which is the scope of this report, a special reference 
was made to the Russian invasion in Ukraine on February 24th 2022. 

EBCO ANNUAL REPORT
ON CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION 
TO MILITARY SERVICE IN EUROPE

On the same day EBCO strongly condemned the invasion and 

called all parties to strictly adhere to international humanitarian 

law and international human rights law, including the right to 

conscientious objection to military service, and to protect 

civilians, including internally displaced persons and refugees. 

EBCO urged to end the war with an immediate ceasefire 
leaving space for negotiation and diplomacy. 

EBCO stands in solidarity with the pacifist movements in Russia 
and Ukraine, and shares their statements for peace, non-
violence, and conscientious objection, which are indeed a 

source of hope and inspiration.
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Statement by the Movement of 
Conscientious Objectors to Military 
Service in Russia:  

What is happening in Ukraine is a war 
unleashed by Russia. The Conscientious 
Objectors Movement condemns the 
Russian military aggression. And calls on 
Russia to stop the war. The Conscientious 
Objectors Movement calls on the Russian 
soldiers not to participate in hostilities. Do 
not become war criminals. The 
Conscientious Objectors Movement calls 
on all recruits to refuse military service: 
apply for alternative civilian service, be 
exempted on medical grounds.

EBCO ANNUAL REPORT
ON CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION 
TO MILITARY SERVICE IN EUROPE

Statement by the Ukrainian Pacifist 
Movement in Ukraine:  

The Ukrainian Pacifist Movement 
condemns all military actions by the 
sides of Russia and Ukraine in the 
context of the current conflict. We 
call the leadership of both states and 
military forces to step back and sit at 
the negotiation table. Peace in 
Ukraine and around the world can be 
achieved only in a non-violent way. 
War is a crime against humanity. 
Therefore, we are determined not to 
support any kind of war and to strive 
for the removal of all causes of war.



EBCO RECOMMENDATIONS 
TO ALL EUROPEAN STATES
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1. if they have not already done so, to abolish all compulsory military service, and 
meanwhile refrain from prosecuting or otherwise harassing conscientious objectors, 
with no further action required from such persons; or - secondly – providing a non-
punitive and non-discriminatory alternative service of purely civilian nature.

2. to legally recognise the right to conscientious objection to military service and ensure 
that it is possible for all conscientious objectors to avoid enlistment in the armed forces 
and for all serving members of the armed forces or reservists to obtain release without 
penalties should they develop conscientious objections, and that the civil, economic 
and political rights of conscientious objectors are fully protected.

3. to immediately cease any recruitment into the armed forces of persons aged under 18
and stop any military-type training of such persons.

4. to accept applications for asylum from all persons seeking to escape military service in 
any country where there is no adequate provision for conscientious objectors.

5. to decrease military expenditure and increase social spending.

6. to introduce peace education in all parts of the education system.


