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AZERBAIJAN
Republic of Azerbaijan

Population: 8.3 million (3.0 million under 18)
Government armed forces: 66,490 
Compulsory recruitment age: 18
Voluntary recruitment age: 17 (training only)
Voting age: 18
Optional Protocol: ratified 3 July 2002
Other treaties ratified (see glossary): 
CRC, ILO 138, ILO 182

Under-18s could enlist voluntarily for 
active service in the Azerbaijan armed 
forces as cadets at military school. In 
the self-proclaimed Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic (NKR) children reportedly 
received some military training at school 
but were not recruited into the NKR armed 
forces. 

Context
Peace negotiations continued between Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, brokered by the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), 
to end the conflict over the disputed status of 
Nagorno-Karabakh.1 Breaches of the ceasefire 
occurred throughout the second half of 2003, 
with cross-border shelling and exchanges of 
gunfire resulting in a number of casualties.2 In 
March 2004 the Minister of Defence said that the 
“liberation of our lands from enemy occupation” 
was the highest priority for the armed forces.3

Allegations of excessive use of force, 
torture and ill-treatment by law enforcement 
officials persisted. Harassment and threats 
were made against human rights activists, 
government critics and journalists. An August 
2002 referendum approved constitutional 
changes to the electoral system. The following 
year the president appointed as prime minister 
his son, who was in turn elected president in 
an October 2003 election where there were 
widespread electoral irregularities, intimidation 
of opposition supporters, harassment of the 
media, and excessive use of force by police in 
breaking up peaceful opposition demonstrations. 
After the election hundreds of opposition 
activists were arrested and subjected to short-
term administrative detention or faced further 
proceedings. 

The amendments to the constitution 
approved in August 2002 included amendments 
providing for the introduction of a civilian 
alternative to military service, but implementing 
legislation would be required to bring this into 
effect.4

Government
National recruitment legislation and 
practice
When ratifying the Optional Protocol in July 2002, 
Azerbaijan declared that youths may volunteer 
for “active military service” as cadets at military 
school once they were 17, in accordance with the 
Law on Military Service of November 1992.5 No 
official minimum age for voluntary recruitment 
exists for other recruits.6

The 1995 constitution provides for 
conscription, stating that “Defence of the 
Homeland shall be the duty of every citizen” 
(Article 76).7 Compulsory military service is 
carried out in accordance with the Law on Military 
Service and the Law on the Foundations of 
Conscription. Boys are registered for the draft 
when they turn 17 and conscripted service begins 
once they are 18. The draft takes place at least 
twice a year and the term of service is 17 months, 
although this may be extended in a national 
emergency.8 

Conditions in the military remained poor, 
with 15 conscript deaths reported in the press 
in 2002.9 Unofficial figures are far higher. 
In February 2002 a former defence official 
estimated that since 1994 more than 5,000 
soldiers had died as a result of malnutrition, 
disease, accidents and bullying.10 In September 
2002 some 3,000 cadets at Baku’s Higher Military 
Academy protested at the living conditions, poor 
food and alleged mistreatment.11 

Military training and military schools
Children in ordinary secondary schools receive 
“integrated military-patriotic training” and 
military education lessons as part of the national 
curriculum. There are two Supreme Military 
Schools for under-18s, in Baku and in the 
autonomous Nakhichevan region. The age of 
entry was unclear, reports varying from 14 to 16.12 
After a “full military education” for three years, 
students may go on to Higher Military Schools.13 
There were no known youth organizations with a 
military orientation.14

Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic (NKR)
The NKR had its own laws, economy and 
armed forces, but remained unrecognized 
internationally. The capabilities of its armed 
forces were secret, although troop strength was 
estimated at between 18 and 22 thousand, with 
30 to 40 thousand reservists receiving periodic 
training. Troops were locally conscripted or 
employed on contract from within the Karabakhi 
population or the Armenian diaspora of the 
Caucasus.15 
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There is no voluntary recruitment system. 
Conscription is regulated by the NKR Law on 
Military Service of 27 December 2001 and 
a law on conscription. The minimum age 
for conscription is 18, including in a state of 
emergency, and military service is for two years.16 
In 2001 at least three conscientious objectors 
were convicted for evading call-up. Two were 
given custodial sentences but had reportedly 
been released by the end of the year.17

Children receive “military-patriotic” training, 
and several ordinary schools run “military-
patriotic” clubs.18 In secondary schools, senior 
students take an “initial military training” course. 
There are no dedicated military schools for under-
18s, but one “military-sports lyceum” provides 
both a general and “sports-military” education.19 
In 2004 a journalist visiting a school in the NKR 
capital, Stepanakert, reported seeing 15 year 
olds in a compulsory military training program 
demonstrate assembling Kalashnikov assault 
rifles.20
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