
International conscientious Objector Day: Focus on Spain

International Sqnscientious Objector Dav i^r'celebrated today, May 
15, by the interrTctfeiQnal war resij>£arvc^movement with a focus on 
Spain.
The war resistance movement in Spain is one of Europe's most 
dynamic and have been running a campaign calling for the aboli
tion of the system of conscription.
Under Franco's fascist dictatorship, conscripts did not have the 
right to do alternative service. The war resistance movement at 
that time campaigned for the right to do alternative service as 
many objectors were placed in jail for refusing to serve in 
Franco's army.
With Franco's death and the subsequent democratisation of Spain 
in 1975, alternative service was grated for those people who felt 
that they could not serve for moral or religious reasons.
But since this time there has been mounting opposition to the 
system of conscription. Much of this opposition has come from 
pacifists who reject war, as well as from those who believe the 
arms race and and Spain's role in NATO is prejudicial to world 
peace. These views have been strenthened by the events that have 
taken place in Eastern Europe.
Consequently the biggest Spanish war resistance movement, 
Movimiento de Objecion de Conciencia (MOC), launched a civil dis
obedience campaign against conscription in February last year 
year called Insumission.
The aim of the campaign was a rejection of conscription and a 
refusal to take part in the system in any way. This included a 
refusal to do alternative service. This refusal is based on the 
belief that by doing alternative service, objectors are still 
part of the system. They are also deployed as part of the civil 

' defence system which would be directly supporting the military in 
times of war. Their call is for the complete abolition of the 
system of conscription.
During 1989 a total of 400 men eligible for conscription declared 
themselves 'total resistors' and refused to do their alternative 
service. They face a prison sentence of between one and six years 
for their refusal.
But as a result of an effective campaign run by MOC, including 
mass marches, protest meetings and civil disobedience, not one 
total resister is at present in jail.
MOC has also used another clever tactic. Like South Africa's sec
tion 121 (c) of the Defence Act, it is also an offence in Spain to



/

encourage a conscript in any way to refuse to do their military 
service. However in Spain, each one of the 400 total resisters is 
supported by a group of 4 people who publicly declared their sup
port for the resistor and state that they have encouraged him to 
refuse to do his military service. In Spanish law, as in South 
African law, this is a serious offence.
The four people supporting the total resistors are usually re
spectable members of the community and include teachers, priests, 
judges and artists. This tactic has ensured that even those who 
do not face conscription are able to demonstrate their support 
and solidarity with those who refuse to be conscripted. It has 
also hampered the authorities attempt to individualise the stand 
of each objector.
To date none of those supporting total resisters has been 
prosecuted and it has increased the cost to the government of 
taking action against the resisters.
The first trial of the total resisters took place in Barcelona in 
November last year - the trial of Carles Hinjosa and Josep 
Moragriega. As a result of the publicity generated, the military 
court sentenced them to 13 months in a military prison - only one 
month more than the minimum sentence of one year.
However, they are still free as the army has been unwilling to 
enforce the jail sentences because of public pressure. Out of the 
400 total resisters, only 40 have been retained in custody before 
being freed after a few weeks.
Shortly after Hinjosa and Moragriege's court martial, the Spanish 
government announced an amnesty for the 20 000 Conscientious ob
jectors awaiting placement in the alternative service system.

• They have been exempt from both military and alternative service 
by the decree, but they have been placed on the National Reserve.
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SPAIN

Spanish men are liable for 12 months of compulsory military 
service from the age of IS, with reserve obligations continuing 
until the aqe of 34. Priests, members of religious sects and 
those with special family circumstances are exempt from conscript

Conscientious objection is recognised in law in Spain. CO status 
may be granted to conscripts requesting exemption from military 
service on religious, ethical, moral, humanitarian or 
philosphical grounds or others of a similar nature. The law 
provides for alternative service outside of the military system, 
which may last between 18 and 24 months.
Application for CO status is made in writing to the National 
Council on Conscientious Objection. This must be made before 
military service because application for CO status during 
miliatary service is not possible. If the application is 
presen ted two months before the incorporation into active service 
at trhe latest, the conscript is suspended from service until a 
decision has been taken on his application. The application must 
state the reasons for the objection.
Once the claim has been received it is investigated by the 
National Council which consists of a judge from a higher court, 
nominees from the Ministries of Justice, Defence and the 
Presidency, and one conscientious objector who has completed his 
a 1 ternative service. The Counci 1 may test the conscientious 
beliefs of applicants to determine whether there is any 
inconsistency, but may not make any judgments as to the validity 
of the beliefs. The Council decides in majority.
An appeal against the decision of the Nationa1 Counci 1 is 
possible, and a final appeal to the Constitutional Court is 
sometimes possible.
The Presidential Ministry is responsible for the administration 
and supervision of alternative service and the placement of C O s . 
Possibilities for civilian service include work for the public in 
civil defence, environmental protection, rural improvements, 
social and health services and jobs and services considered to be 
ir\ the public interest by the Council of Ministers.
Until the beginning of last year most alternative service was 
performed in state institutions. Work in non-governmental 
organisations was only possible after approval by the 
Presidential Ministry. Since January 21 1988 objectors have spent 
the major part of their alternative service performing work in 
the public interest, which is run by the public administration 
and non-profit private organisations. The new law also provides 
for a period of basic training for all COs, which includes 
training in civil defence and protection.
Under the new law COs remain liable for call up on the reserve 
until the age of 34 for up to 30 days a year in the event of 
"great risk to the country, catastrophes and public disasters".
Failure to report for alternative service and desertion from
alternative service are offences punishable by prison sentences
of between two years and four years and two months. Refusal to
perform alternative service is punishable by a prison sentence or 
between six months and six years. In practice, according to
Amnesty International reports on cases of Spanish objectors, 
sentences are generally less than IB months.



According to figures released by the Spanish government between 
1985 and 1987 a total of 24 000 applications for CCD status were 
received, of which about 150 were rejected.

(Amnesty Intsrnationa1, op cit, pp 18 and 19; Insumision, October 
1988, Movilmiento de Qbjecion de Conciencia; Council of Europe, 
op cit, pp 67 to 70; Eide and Mubanga—Chipoya, Anne;-: 1, op cit, 
pp 7 to 30; Kiljunen and Vaananen, op cit, p o O ) .

SWEDEN

Military service is compulsory for Swedish men from the age of 
18, with reserve obligations continuing until the age 47. The 
period of military service is seven and a half months to fifteen 
months in duration. Jehovahs Witnesses are exempt from 
conscription.

The right to conscientiously object has been recognised in law 
since 1^20. The latest law on the issue is the 1978 Law on 
Weapon-Free Service which states that an applicants's attitude 
to the use of weapons in every possible situation need not be 
taken into account; only his attitude towards the premeditated 
use of weapqns need be considered. An applicant who could not 
exclude the possibility that in an emergency situation he would 
use weapons to defend himself or others should not be refused CO 
status. However \  the law' states that the conviction of the 
applicant must be, clearly related to a strong respect for the 
inviolability of \individual human life. The right to 
conscientiously objeixt is available both before and during 
military service.

Appllication must be madexin writing to the Alternative Service 
Commission. The applicant Is then called before an investigator 
chosen by the Alternative Service Commission who examines the 
claim and- writes a report with a proposal to the Alternative 
Service Commission. The Comission on Alternative Service receives 
the report and reaches a decision on the case. An applicant may 
be obliged to appear before the commission. He has the right to 
restate his case to the commission regardless of the 
investigator's report.

A conscript can apply for CO status before or during military 
service. Service is posponed until a decision is made on the 
application. The procedure for obtaining CO status can take 
between six and ten months.

Civilian service lasts for between 12 and 15 months. There are 
345 days basic civilian service plus another 75 days which may be 
served some years after basic service, one month at a time,

The Department for Weapon-free Education is responsible for 
finding suitable employment for recognised COs and for their 
training. The wishes of the CO will be given consideration by the 
Department. A CO can appeal to the Military Service Commission 
against the decision of the department, but this decision is 
final. This department is also responsible for the supervision of 
this work.
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