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CONSCI ENTI QUS OBJECTI ON I N EUROPE: THE RI GHT TO FREEDOM OF
THOUGHT

Moscow -- The right to conscientious objection to mlitary
service is a basic conponent of the right to freedom of thought,
consci ence and religion, and not a margi nal concern as many
European States seemto perceive it, Amesty International said
t oday.

During the launch of its Europe w de canpaign to pronote and
protect the rights of conscientious objectors in the continent,

t he human rights organization criticized a nunber of European
States for denying many of their citizens this right, despite
its being clearly recognized in both United Nations and European
st andar ds.

"Many European states continue to enjoy nenbership in the
continent’s political and economc institutions while at the
sane tinme denying a range of basic human rights to at |east sone
of their citizens -- including the right to conscientious
objection,” Amesty International said. "This situation is
entirely unacceptable, and the respective governnents nust be
encouraged to amend the necessary | egislation w thout further

del ay."

Ammesty I nternational has therefore expressed extrenme concern at
recent reports indicating that the United Nati ons Conmm ssion on
Human Rights is unlikely to adopt a resolution on the right to
consci entious objection at its 53rd session, currently under way
in GCeneva. For the past decade, the Conm ssion has at the very
| east reaffirnmed every two years its 1987 statenent that

consci entious objection is ‘“a legitinmte exercise of freedom of
t hought, conscience and religion’.

"The failure of the Comm ssion to renewits call this year sends
an unwel cone signal to many governnents, and is a disturbing



silence that does little to support the plight of inprisoned
consci enti ous objectors and those otherw se denied this basic
human right in other regions of the world," Amesty

I nternati onal said.

According to Amesty International, recent arned conflicts |ike

the ones in Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovi na and Chechnya have

hi ghl i ghted dramatically the shortcom ngs or conpl ete absence of
provi sion for conscientious objectors to mlitary service in the
successor states of the socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia
and in the Russian Federation.

"During the war in Chechnya, for instance, the |ack of any form
of alternative service for those opposed to all war or to that
particular conflict resulted in |arge nunbers of deserters, sone
of whom were reportedly executed by the mlitary authorities
following their capture,” Amesty International said.

A nunber of Western European states currently retain

unsati sfactory | egislation on conscientious objection. France,
Italy and Spain, for instance, make no provision for

consci enti ous objection devel oped during mlitary service.
France, in addition, offers a civilian service which -- at twce
the length of ordinary mlitary service -- is clearly punitive.
Austria has a very restrictive tinme limt for the subm ssion of
applications for alternative service.

The continuing failure of the G eek Governnent to introduce a
genuinely alternative service under civilian control has
resulted in hundreds of nen being tried and inprisoned for their
refusal to performmlitary service each year -- the vast
majority Jehovah’s Wtnesses whose religious beliefs do not
permt themto serve in the armed forces in any capacity

what soever .

Simlarly, Turkey continues to deny conscientious objectors an
alternative civilian service, in spite of the country’s
increasingly close relationship to the European Union and its
menbership in the Council of Europe and NATO

"Al'l nmenber states of the European Union and the Council of

Eur ope shoul d re-exam ne their |egislation on conscientious
objection in the light of current international resolutions and
recommendati ons,” Amesty International said.

The organi zation also calls on the European Parlianent to adopt
a resolution making clear that recognition of the right to



consci entious objection to mlitary service and the introduction
of an alternative civilian service of a non-punitive length wll
formpart of the criteria for the adm ssion of new nenbers to

t he European Union in the future.
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sAmmesty International considers a conscientious objector to be
any person liable to conscription for mlitary service or
registration for conscription to mlitary service who refuses to
perform arnmed service or any other direct or indirect
participation in wars or arned conflicts for reasons of

consci ence or profound conviction. Werever such a person is
detained or inprisoned solely because they have been refused
their right to register an objection or to performa genuinely
alternative service, Amesty International wll adopt that
person as a prisoner of conscience.

Participating in Amesty International’s Mscow | aunch will be
representatives of the Council of Europe, the European Bureau
for Conscientious (bjection, and consci enti ous objectors and
human rights activists froma nunber of European countries. The
| aunch will also include a roundtable discussion with invited
Russi an parlianentarians and governnent officials on the
specific situation in the Russian Federation

*To coincide with the |aunch of its Europe-w de canpai gn
Ammesty I nternational has published two new docunents on the
subject -- Qut of the Margins: The R ght to Conscientious
hjection to Mlitary Service in Europe and Russi an Federati on:
The Right to Conscientious Qbjection to Mlitary Service
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