ALTERNATIVE CIVIL SERVICE: FREEDOM OF CHOICE AND SERVICE TO SOCIETY

MEMORANDUM
<i>Approved by the participants of the International conference “Civil service in European states and the CIS region: history, models, and standards. Prospects for the development of alternative civil service in Belarus” (Minsk, 25th May, 2010).</i>
We, the representatives of social organizations in Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, Moldavia, Russia, Tajikistan, and Ukraine working in the field of the protection of rights of conscripts, military servicemen, and those who perform an alternative to military service, having discussed the problems of the formation of an alternative civil service (ACS) in the CIS region throughout the conference, address this memorandum to the heads of our states, parliaments, and non-governmental and non-profit organizations working in the region, as well as to international inter-governmental and human rights organizations. 

After World War II the institution of alternative (non-military and noncombatant) civil service gained worldwide recognition in countries that have conscript armies. In one form or another, the institution of ACS was recognized and established in most European, Asian, and American states. Over the last two decades extensive experience of developing ACS has also been accumulated in the CIS countries, most of which have entrenched in their constitutions the right to substitute service in the Armed Forces with alternative service. Relevant laws have been enacted in most of the former Soviet republics. However, in a number of former USSR states this issue has not yet been resolved legally, or it has been handled in an unsatisfactory manner. 
We are convinced that the citizens of our states need the institution of ACS. For some young people military service contradicts their principles, but they are willing to serve in an ACS for the benefit of society. Socially significant spheres of action, such as health care and social security systems are understaffed and funded at a level far below their need, causing their inability to provide an appropriate service and level of care for orphans, the elderly, and the disabled. 

We believe that an alternative civil service is qualified to solve three interdependent goals. 
First, it is the recognition by the government of the priority of personal rights and the freedom of choice between military and civil service. This is the key human rights function of an alternative civil service. If the recognition does not take place and citizens prefer jail to the alternative, such a state does not uphold the institution of ACS. 

Second, ACS can become an asset of medical and social spheres and redress the situation in the most difficult areas of these spheres. This is the socio-protective function of an alternative civil service.

Third, ACS can be a socialization tool for young people who object to military service, fostering in them feelings of responsibility, solidarity, civil patriotism, as well as the feeling of overcoming dependency and infantilism. This is the educational goal of an alternative civil service. 
We also see the great peacekeeping potential of alternative civil service, which can serve to prevent international conflicts. The international aim of ACS is to develop action directed to fostering respect for the life and dignity of every man, as well as implementation of the notion of non-violence. 
However, only a non-discriminatory and effective ACS that does not exist only on paper and that is not used only to report to international organizations can fulfil public expectations. In order to prevent the ACS from becoming a profanity, the most effective and sustainable ACS model, based on successful examples with due consideration of national, legal, socio-cultural, and political specifics, must, in the first place, be established in law. 
We consider that national laws on ACS should be based on the following key conditions of such a model:

1) apart from religious reasons, other beliefs opposed to military service should be accepted as grounds for switching to ACS (such as peacekeeping, ethical, moral, humanitarian, political, and other convictions);

2) having made a valid declaration of conscientious objection to military service applicants who want to switch to ACS should not be required to appear before an inquiry to justify, explain or prove their beliefs (in line with the UN Resolution 1998/77 OP2) 
3) the length of service should not be employed as a punishment for beliefs or faith. If the length of military service via conscription is eighteen months or more, the length of ACS should not exceed the length of military service by more than 6 months, and in the future it should be equal to the length of military service. 
4) ACS should be directed at resolving social service goals. The priority areas of work in ACS should be health care facilities, boarding schools, homes for the disabled and for people with psychiatric or psychological problems, old ages homes;
5) ACS should not be served in military units and other para-military units, or in enterprises engaged in military production and service;
6) Not only government organizations, but also municipal organizations (subordinate to agencies of local self-government) should be involved in organizing ACS. This will serve as a basic guarantee that service can be performed at places within daily transport accessibility to the places of residence of citizens engaged in fulfilling their ACS obligations;
7) the place at which ACS is served should be determined with due consideration of the citizen’s wishes; 
8) the organization of the ACS, including the receipt and consideration of applications for ACS should be entrusted to the civilian community;

9) the work of those serving in the ACS should be protected and regulated by the national labour laws (apart from justified exceptions, an exhaustive list of which should be contained in legislations on ACS), and remuneration should not be lower than the defined minimum wage in the corresponding region. 
We call upon the heads of states and their higher legislative bodies to enact laws on ACS that satisfy these conditions or to change their existing laws to conform with these conditions.

We address civic organizations and call upon them to unify their efforts to create an authentic civic, humane, and socially beneficial alternative service in our countries.  
We call upon international and interstate organizations to affirm the standards binding on their members that will protect the rights of conscientious objectors and establish the non-discriminatory nature of ACS. 
Minsk, 25th May, 2010
