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Since July 2011 (when conscription ended in Germany), Denmark has been one of only six of the twenty-seven members of the European Union to retain any form of obligatory military service; except Austria the others are all situated on the EU's eastern border. 

The normal duration of military service in Denmark has now been reduced to four months; few of those liable are actually enrolled, and the majority of these actually sign up voluntarily.  The question might be put of what residual purpose is served by requiring all other young men to enter a lottery from which a very small proportion will be selected to perform military service.

Clarification would also be useful of how Denmark would deal with a person who had entered  the armed forces on a professional basis but subsequently developed conscientious objections.

Historical Background

Conscription into military service has applied in Denmark since 1849, interrupted only in the final year of German occupation of the country during the Second World War.
   Conscientious objection to military service was first given legal recognition in the Alternative Service Act of  13th December 1917.  This Act remained in force after the end of the First World War and Denmark thus became the first country to recognise a right of conscientious objection in the context of a peacetime system of obligatory military service.  

Obligatory military service

The structure of the Danish Defence services has been reorganised in accordance with the “Danish Defence Agreement 2005 – 2009”, which was concluded on 10th. June 2004, with the purpose of  ensuring “that Danish Defence is strengthened in two central areas: 1) Internationally deployable military capacities and 2) The ability to counter acts of terrorism and their after-effects.”
   Under the agreement “The tasks of the emergency management services, the Home Guard and Danish Defence are gathered under the authority of the Minister of Defence in order to strengthen Total Defence by creating a coherent and coordinated emergency management. (...)  Compulsory military service is reorganised and targeted towards Total Defence.”
  The laws governing military service and conscientious objection were subsequently revised as the Værnepligtsloven, no. 225/2006 and the Militærnægterloven, no. 226/2006, respectively.   

Enrolment for obligatory military service now takes place in the context of “Danish Defence Days”.  According to the implementation memorandum:  “Danish Defence Days (Forsvarets dag) will be held as part of the general conscript recruitment effort. All young men will be called in to attend and all young women will be invited to attend. Danish Defence Days will not only comprise elements from Danish Defence but also the emergency management services. Danish Defence Days will be held at the same time as the examination of men liable for military service and invited women. The day will start with a written test, physical examination to determine suitability for military service.  Subsequently, all men and women declared suitable for military service will receive a presentation on Danish Defence and the emergency management services. The presentation will comprise information about military service, employment and career opportunities and response force contracts, etc. After the presentation those found suitable or partly suitable for military service may, if they so wish, conclude an agreement on military service and employment etc. following individual guidance.”

Denmark’s initial report to the Committee on the Rights of the Child under the Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict indicates that the summons / invitation to attend are issued after the person concerned has reached the age of 18. 
  This is done on the basis of a national registration system: “Every resident of Denmark has an individual civil registration number from which the date of birth and the age of the resident can be identified. The individual civil registration numbers are stored in a computerized central national register. The information needed to start the process of compulsory recruitment is derived from the central national register, and thus the age of the person concerned is verified.”(para 8).   On request of the person concerned this process may exceptionally be initiated at any time after the beginning of the calendar year in which he turns 18.(para 7).  However Ministry of Defence Order No.1083 of 23 December 1998 prohibits the actual commencement of military service before the 18th birthday.(para 6). 

The Værnepligtsloven does not apply in the self-governing territories of Greenland and the Faroe Islands, nor to those who have resided there for more than 10 years
.  It is not clear whether such persons are invited on a voluntary basis to Danish Defence Days.  There are no indications that any other male residents of Denmark aged under 30 are exempt from its provisions.

The “Danish Defence Days” seem to be closely modelled on the system which was put into place in France to ensure that the end of conscription did not also undermine voluntary recruitment into the armed forces, but in the case of Denmark conscription has not quite been abolished.  Therefore these days are also the occasions when the ballot takes place to determine who has to perform obligatory military service,  the numbers eligible having for many years been greatly in excess of the armed forces’ manpower needs.  In mid 2009, the number of  conscripts was given as 2,475; 2,130 in the army, 200 in the navy and 145 in the air force.
   A year later, the figures were, respectively, 1,770, 153 and 100, giving a total of 2,025.
  As most conscripts perform just four months' military service, it might be necessary to multiply these figures by about three to compare with the current estimate of 37,913 men reaching “militarily significant” age annually.
  The numbers envisaged in the Danish Defence Agreement are  expressed in terms of “man-year equivalents”.
 

In fact, however, the majority of “conscripts” have in fact volunteered to perform the brief military service, which “depending on the branch of the armed forces and the rank obtained” varies in duration  from three days (sic) to fourteen months.
.  Those who volunteer - a very high proportion, for example a figure of 82.4% was quoted for 1993 - are accepted before any places are filled by ballot.   The remainder are called up in ascending order of the numbers allotted.  (It has been reported that at one time they personally drew lottery tickets but that the process was automated many years ago in the wake of an incident where one conscript had thrown the entire system into chaos by swallowing his ticket.
).  Those selected may choose between four methods of fulfilling the national service requirement - by military service, development service overseas, emergency service (civil defence) or alternative civilian service. Postponment for educational reasons may be granted up to the age of 26, and a further extension up to the age of 28 applied for.
   The ballot continues until the quota of  conscripts for military service is achieved.  It is not clear whether, and in what way, this process takes account of the numbers who have signed up to follow a long-term military career.

Conscientious objection and alternative service

Alternative civilian service under Law 226/2006 is available only to those who are, on application, recognised as conscientious objectors.  The purpose of the scheme is defined thus in Article 1 of the Law:   “Conscripts for whom military service in any form is judged, from available information, to be incompatible with the dictates of their conscience, may (...) be exempted from military service on condition that they are engaged in other national work, which is not, however, serving any military purpose.”  Application must be made to the Conscientious Objection Administration Board of the Ministry of the Interior within four weeks of receiving call-up papers, but all sources are agreed that applications made in an acceptable format are not subject to individual scrutiny; according to one a pre-printed declaration form is available with the call-up papers, bearing the words, “Since it is against my conscience to perform any kind of military service or service in the Civil Defence Force, I hereby apply for alternative civilian service.”
   The range of alternative service placements includes “schools, libraries, and other governmental agencies, as well as nonprofit private institutions, such as hospitals, nursing homes, child care centres, and the facilities of peace and environmental organisations”.
 

In 1986, the standard duration of both military and alternative service was equalised at nine months
 (the picture was complicated by a range of different durations in military service depending partly on the branch of the armed forces, partly on qualifications and experience; which were reflected equally in the duration of alternative service.)   In the 2006 legislation, the standard duration was reduced to four months.  From the outset, the option of development service overseas has involved a longer period of service, and take-up has been relatively low.
  In 2006, 5727 men performed obligatory military service, 750 civil defence service and 349 were admitted to alternative service as conscientious objectors.

Under Article 6 of  Law 226/2006, refusal to perform alternative service is punishable by a fine and imprisonment for a length of time equal to that of the service refused.  A small number of  “total objectors”, almost all Jehovah’s Witnesses, are affected by this provision, those who announce themselves as Jehovah’s Witnesses being automatically allocated to alternative service.   However accounts agree that every effort has been made to minimise the penalties imposed in such circumstances.  According to Sorensen, the usual term of imprisonment imposed in such circumstances in the early 1990’s was three months, as opposed to a standard service period of nine months; he also indicates that having served one sentence the objectors were deleted from the conscription lists so that they were no longer subject to repeated call-up.
  The figures he quotes for 1993
 indicate that none of the Jehovah’s Witnesses liable for conscription in that year refused alternative service.  Since 1996, the practice in any such cases has been to impose a suspended sentence, usually communted into a maximum of 240 hours community service.
  

Serving members of the armed forces

Applications to transfer to alternative service may be made during the course of obligatory military service, in which case a more elaborate explanation of the conflict of conscience is required.
  It is estimated that approximately 20% of conscientious objectors declare themselves only at this stage.  It is far less clear whether there are any provisions covering “professional” members of the armed forces who develop a conscientious objection.  The procedures for recognition of conscientious objectors are contained in the provisions on alternative service, but alternative service requirements do not logically apply to personnel who had voluntarily embarked on long-term military contracts.    Sorensen, in a paper delivered in 1990,
 stated categorically that “professional soldiers” might apply for conscientious objector status, but a survey by the Council of Europe the following year came to the opposite conclusion.
  Clarification on this issue would be welcome.

Suggestions for the list of issues:

Denmark might be asked whether in the light of the short length of military service, the high proportion of volunteers and the recent abolition of similar schemes by its neighbours Sweden and Germany it is actively reconsidering the utility of obligatory military service. 

It would be interesting to see recent statistics of the number of males attaining the age for military service in a recent year, the number who were passed fit for military service and attended “Danish Defence Days” , the number who  volunteered to serve, and in which branch of the national service system, the number of other exemptions or postponments, and the residue who were obliged to perform national service.  

Denmark  might also be asked to clarify the situation of a regular, professional, member of the armed forces who develops a conscientious objection to such service.  In the event that such a person developed a conscientious objection would there be a possibility of early release?  How would such a release be categorised?  Would any form of financial or other penalty apply?  Would an application for release have a suspensory effect, preventing the serviceman or servicewoman from being ordered to perform duties which could be foreseen to present a clear conflict of conscience?
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