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National service: towards 
a new French 
(and European) model
Faced with the contemporary challenges of civic engagement, national cohesion and defence, 
several European countries have or will be developing their civil or military service.

Ten countries in the European Union currently have compulsory military service for men (Austria, 
Cyprus, Croatia, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Denmark and Sweden - the last two 
countries also have compulsory service for women). However, the schemes are very different 
particularly in terms of the proportion of young people concerned, which varies from almost 80% 
of young men in Greece to less than 8% of men and women in Sweden.

Six countries (France, Germany, Belgium, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands) offer a civil and 
voluntary service, within a wide range of participation levels.

Recent developments in the geopolitical context, in particular, have led several European countries 
(Germany, Belgium, Poland and the United Kingdom) to reopen the debate on whether military 
service should be reintroduced.

The service was suspended in France in 1997, there have been a number of voluntary schemes, 
civilian (universal national service - SNU - and civic service, which involved 40,000 and 88 000 young 
people respectively in 2023) and military (adapted military service in overseas France and voluntary 
military service in mainland France, chosen by around 6,000 and 1,000 young people each year).

This note first presents an overview of the existing systems in Europe and current debates, then 
analyses several possible development options for France. It explores four scenarios along two axes 
(civilian or military service, voluntary or compulsory commitment): a "boosted" SNU, a universal 
civilian service, a voluntary military service and the return of compulsory military service. It also 
presents two hybrid scenarios, combining a common base for all and individual options.

The first hybrid scenario would be based on compulsory civilian service for all (a twelve-day 
cohesion stay as in the current SNU, followed by a five-month civic service-type mission) and a 
three-month voluntary military service. Assuming that 600,000 young people (i.e. 75% of an age 
group) perform civilian service each year, and 60,000 extend this with voluntary military service, 
the cost would be €4.95 billion per year (excluding the cost of new infrastructure).

The second hybrid scenario would be based on compulsory service for all, with civilian and military 
options: after a twelve day mutual period, a second compulsory period would offer a choice between 
five months' civilian service and three months' military service. If 20% of the 600,000 young people 
opted for military service and 80% for civilian service, the associated cost would be around 
€5.2 billion (excluding the cost of new infrastructure).
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Commissioner of 
France Stratégie. 
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and are not intended 
to reflect the position 
of the French government.
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NATIONAL SERVICE SCHEMES 
IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

The European Union includes 
a variety of national services

In Europe, the degree of military commitment varies con-
siderably depending on a country's identity, national his-
tory or geographical position.

Today, ten EU countries have compulsory military service. 
While the majority of Western European countries have 
gradually suspended. It has long been in force in Austria, 
Cyprus, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece and Latvia. In 
recent years, it has been reintroduced in Lithuania (2015), 
Sweden (2017) and Croatia (2025). All offer a civil alterna-

tive and are open to the participation of women (which is 
compulsory only in Denmark and Sweden). Given the his-
torical and geographical threat from Russia, Finland is an 
emblematic example of a country that has always main-
tained compulsory military service (Box 1).

However, the term “compulsory” military service covers 
very different systems in Europe: the proportion of young 
people involved in compulsory service is generally between 
35% and 60% of a male cohort, with a wide variety of 
selection methods. For example, this rate is close to 80% 
for young men in Greece but only applies to a much 
smaller proportion of young people in Denmark – selected 
by lottery, as in Latvia and Lithuania – and Sweden, where 
they are selected following a highly selective question-
naire and test process1 (Box 2).

Box 1 — Finnish total defence

The Finnish model is based on a "global approach" to 
national defence, rooted in Finnish identity and linked to the 
country's historical experience. This approach is based on 
long-established conscription, a high number of reservists, 
their ongoing training and the integration of defence consid-
erations into all areas of public life. It is an original integrated 
system based on a civil-military continuum, supported by a 
strong political and social consensus.

Comprising a conscription and reserve system, military ser-
vice is compulsory for able-bodied men aged between 18 and 
60, and voluntary for women aged between 18 and 30. For 
conscripts, initial service can last six, nine or twelve months, 
depending on the speciality and rank obtained after basic 
training. Around 21,000 conscripts complete their military 
service every year.

While the active personnel of the Finnish army represents 
just over 12,000 professional soldiers, the authorities can 
mobilise almost 285,000 trained reservists, and even up to 
900,000 if we take into account all citizens who have com-
pleted their military service, for a population of almost 
5.7 million inhabitants. The success of the Finnish Reserves 
can be attributed to the key role played by civilian associa-
tions in the ongoing training of reservists, such as the MPK 
(Finnish National Defence Training Association, set up in 
1993). Around 50,000 people take part in its many pro-
grammes every year.

Each reservist is mobilised until the age of 60 for a total of 
40, 75 or 100 days (depending on rank), with a maximum of 
20 days per year. The first mobilisation takes place between 
two and five years after the end of military service and can 
be renewed every three to seven years thereafter.

Box 2 — Selection of conscripts in Sweden

Swedish military service is based on semi-compulsory, highly 
targeted conscription. The aim is not to train an entire age 
group, but to facilitate recruitment in line with the army's 
operational requirements.

Selection takes place in two stages: firstly, all 18-year-old 
men and women (around 100,000 young people a year) 
answer a questionnaire designed to assess their state of 

health, physical fitness and motivation to join the armed 
forces. On the basis of these answers, 30,000 are invited to 
take medical, physical fitness, psychological and logic tests, 
as well as a knowledge and personality test. They must also 
have a minimum average of 12/20 over the three years of sec-
ondary education in the three compulsory subjects. At the 
end of this process, only 8,000 young people, i.e. around 8% 
of an age group, are enrolled in the army for a period of four 
to eleven months, and the others are invited to use other 
recruitment channels if they wish to join the army.

1. See table 2 in the appendix, which compares civilian services in the European Union and the United Kingdom (which also has a "national citizen service").
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* This list is indicative. Given the diversity of forms of voluntary service in Europe, it is not possible to bring them all together under the common name of "voluntary 
military service".

Source: France Stratégie

In other European countries, military service is performed 
on a voluntary basis. This is the case in the Netherlands, 
where voluntary military service (Dienjaar, year of service) 
was reintroduced in 2023. In 2025, the Dutch army aims to 
recruit 1,500 volunteers and wishes to increase this figure 
rapidly to 3,500, then eventually to 10,000 per year (one 
age group represents around 200,000 young people).

In addition, six European countries (Germany, Belgium, 
Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands) offer a civil and 
voluntary service scheme, similar to the French civic service 
(Box 3). Participation in these programmes varies widely1.

Citizens of EU Member States can also take part in the 
European Solidarity Corps (ESC), which succeeded the 
Europeean Voluntary Service (EVS) in 2018. The aim is to 
offer young people aged between 18 and 30 opportunities 
to get involved abroad or in their own country for a period 
of between two weeks and twelve months. Between 2021 
and 2023, the ESC enabled 66,000 young people to get 
involved in solidarity projects2.

In Europe, many debates have started 
on the reintroduction of a military service

Developments in the geopolitical context are leading sev-
eral European countries to reopen the debate on whether 
and how military service could be reintroduced.

In the UK, Prime Minister Keir Starmer launched a debate 
in September 2024 on "short-term military service" for 
18-year-olds. Under this programme, 15% to 20% of 
18-year-olds would take part in a voluntary military ser-
vice, in exchange for an apprenticeship wage.

In Poland, Prime Minister Donald Tusk announced on 
7 March 2025 that he wanted to reintroduce a form of mil-
itary service, with a target of 100,000 people per year.

In Belgium, Defence Minister Theo Francken wants to 
relaunch military service on a voluntary basis, by recruiting 
500 additional reservists a year from 2026, rising to 1,000 a 
year from 2027.

Terms

Volunteer

Compulsory

Civil

Germany, Belgium, France (current SNU, civic service), 
Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands

Alternative to compulsory military service: Austria, 
Cyprus, Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Sweden

Military

Belgium, France, Ireland, Netherlands, Portugal*

Austria, Cyprus, Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Sweden

Table 1 — European national service models by type of commitment

Box 3 — Civic service in the Netherlands

The Netherlands has developed a voluntary civic service 
(Maatschappelijke Diensttijd, DOT) from 2018 for young 
men and women aged 12 to 30, steered by the Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Youth, lasting a minimum of 80 hours 
over six months. The average age of participants is 20. 
Between 2018 and 2025, around 200,000 young people took 
part in the DOT. The aim is to increase the number of partic-
ipants to 110,000 a year, representing half of the national 
cohort.

The DOT has an annual budget of €150 million, paid out in 
the form of grants to partner organisations (schools, munic-
ipalities, civil society associations, other ministries and busi-
nesses). The aim of the scheme is to enable participants to 
acquire essential life skills and meet local recruitment needs.

In partnership with the Ministry of Defence, the programme also 
offers young people an insight into the military world. Other 
schemes have also been set up to encourage young people 
to become involved in the military, such as the Defensity Col-
lege, which enables students to combine their studies with a 
part-time job in the army.

2. Its multiannual budget for the period 2021-2027 is €1.009 billion. See European Union (s.d.), " European Solidarity Corps Programme 2021-2027 ", web page.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/FR/legal-content/summary/european-solidarity-corps-programme-2021-2027.html?fromSummary=15
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NATIONAL SERVICE IN FRANCE: 
TOWARDS COMPULSORY SERVICE 
OR MILITARY SERVICE?
From military service to universal national service

Introduced in 1798, compulsory military service was 
designed to requisition young men for national defence 
and to create a “melting pot” of citizens. Renamed "national 
service" in 1959, it is gradually being opened up to civilian 
forms.

It was replaced in 1997 by the universal national service, 
open to men and women, whose only obligation is to be 
registered and to take part in a Defence Preparation Day 
(Journée d'appel de préparation à la défense – JAPD). 
Conscription is suspended, leaving the way open for 
other forms of voluntary service, either civilian or military 
(e.g. adapted military service (SMA) in overseas France 
and voluntary military service (SMV) in mainland France). 
The Law of 10 March 2010 replaces the JAPD with the 
Defence and Citizenship Day (Journée Défense et Citoy-
enneté), and introduces civic service as one of the forms 
of voluntary service provided for to complete the univer-
sal national service.

The universal national service (SNU) is being relaunched in 
2019, with the possibility for minors aged 15 to 17 to take 
part in a cohesion programme. It is currently organised in 
three phases. The first is a twelve-day cohesion stay in a 
boarding school or collective centre outside the home 

department, combining collective discipline (uniforms, 
raising of the colours) and a variety of activities: sports, 
culture, citizenship, ecology, learning about institutions, 
national remembrance, and so on. During the following year, 
participants undertake to take part in the second phase: a 
twelve days (or 84-hour) community service project with 
associations or public services in the fields of safety, soli-
darity or the environment. The third phase, which is optional, 
offers a longer commitment of at least three months, in 
particular by taking part in a civic service project.

Civic service also remains directly accessible to young 
people who are not taking part in the SNU.

Youth involvement schemes in France today

The SNU is currently voluntary. In 2023, 56,063 volunteers 
initially signed up, and 40,135 young people actually took 
part in a cohesion stay. 69% of young people who took 
part in a stay in 2021 started or completed a community 
service project in the following year (or had a previous 
commitment recognised). The budgetary resources 
directly devoted to the SNU in 2023 were slightly less than 
€96.3 million, for the appropriations of the Ministry of 
Education and Youth alone, and for the first phase only. 
Appropriations for civic service amounted to €524 million, 
for 88 000 young people. The SMA (in overseas France) 
and the SMV (in mainland France), which are designed as 
employment integration schemes, involve a much smaller 
number of people but significantly higher expenditure per 
young person (Table 2 next page)

Box 4 — Debates in Germany 
on the return of military service

The coalition agreement reached between the Christian 
Democrats and the Social Democrats on 9 April 2025 pro-
vides for the introduction of a new military service, initially 
based on voluntary service. The aim is to reactivate the 
census this year, taking inspiration from the Swedish model. 
Compulsory conscription was suspended in 2011, but the 
existence of compulsory military service remains enshrined 
in the German Constitution (Article 12a of the Grundgesetz).

This decision reflects the position of the Social Democrats, 
who in November 2024 presented a bill on the introduction 

of a new voluntary military service, lasting between six and 
twenty-three months. This project was based on two pillars: 
the reactivation of the military census and the adaptation of 
training to new strategic challenges, at a time when the Bun-
deswehr is struggling to recruit. Each cohort of men should 
answer a questionnaire designed to assess their willingness 
and motivation to serve in the armed forces. Women would 
complete the questionnaire on a voluntary basis, as a 
two-third majority would be required to amend the Consti-
tution to institute a military obligation for women. Some 
young people would then be invited to take tests, and only 
a minority would actually complete their military service. 
The bill proposed to enrol 5,000 people a year initially.
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Four scenarios for France

The current debates in France on the development of 
youth service schemes and with the return of war to the 
European continent, on the reinstatement of military ser-
vice, combine two related issues that need to be distin-
guished: an issue of cohesion and solidarity (rediscovering 
a place and a time for a national common ground in frag-
mented and polarised societies) and an issue of security 
and defence (better preparing our societies for the various 
threats, including military ones, with an aim to raising aware-
ness and collective resilience).

Depending on the objectives set by policy and the respec-
tive weight to be given to these two issues, four scenarios 
for developing the current systems can be explored, along 
two lines: civilian or military service, voluntary or compul-
sory commitment (Table 3).

Scenario 1 – A "boosted" SNU

The first scenario is the expansion of the current SNU, i.e. 
a voluntary civil service, in which people can get involved 
in a variety of areas such as civil protection, solidarity, cul-

ture, health, sport or the environment. While civic engage-
ment and social cohesion are the main objectives, the 
small numbers of participants limit its “universal” scope.

To assess the total cost of this expanded SNU, we have 
assumed a cost per young person corresponding to the 
current cost of the first phase of the SNU (€2,9003) and a 
number of 200,000 young people per year (i.e. five times 
the current flow under the SNU, and almost 25% of an age 
group of 820,000 young people). The cost of this scenario 
would be just under €600 million per year, excluding the 
cost of additional reception facilities4 (which could become 
an issue, or even a major constraint) for the increased 
number of young people on cohesion stays, and for the 
other two phases of the SNU.

Scenario 2 – Universal civilian service

The second scenario is that of a civilian service that 
would become compulsory and would therefore be 
extended to a large majority of an age group (the 
European and historical panorama shows that a 
"compulsory" or "universal" service never in practice 

Scheme Main
characteristics

Creation
date

Number of young
people concerned

Length
of service

Cost
per young person

Total cost
of the scheme

Universal 
National 
Service 
(SNU)

Programme
for young people aged 15 to 17
Objectives: national cohesion,

civic commitment and defence culture

2019 40,135
in 2023 

12 days of cohesion stay
+ 12 days or 84 hours
of community work
+ minimum 3-month

voluntary commitment

€2,900
(average)

for the
first phase (1)

€96.3m
to be spent
in 2023 for

the first phase

Civic
service

Voluntary commitment
for young people aged 16 to 25

in general interest missions
Objectives: civil engagement

and social diversity

2010 88,000
in 2023

6 to 12 months
(7 months on average)

  €5,900
(average)

€524m spent
in 2023

Voluntary
military
service
(SMV)

2015 1,000
on average

per year

 12 months €53,000
(average)

€53m
in 2022

 Adapted
military
service
(SMA)

 1961 Nearly 6,000
a year

12 months €48,000
(average)

€290m spent
in 2023

 

Military scheme for young
people aged between 18 and 25

in mainland France who are not in employment,
with vocational training in a military context

Objectives: integration and vocational training

Scheme for young people aged 18 to 25
in the French overseas territories

who are not in employment
Objectives: integration and vocational training

Table 2 — Involvement schemes for young people in France

(1) This cost is the one used by the Cour des Comptes, which is higher than the ratio between Ministry of Education and Youth (MENJ) alone credits and the number of 
young people concerned (i.e. €2,400) due to the inclusion of administrative costs not accounted for by the MENJ and those linked to the mobilisation of other ministries 
(Armed Forces, Interior, etc.).

Sources: France Stratégie, based on the Cour des Comptes' thematic public reports of September 2024 and February 2019, the Civic Service Agency's 2023 activity 
report and the Senate's information reports of June 2022 and March 2023

3. Estimated for 2022 by the Court of Accounts (2024), Universal national service. An initial assessment, five years after its launch, public information report, September. See 
table A3 in the appendix, which sets out the cost estimates for the scenarios and options for a new national service model in France.

4. With regard to accommodation centres, the Court of Accounts (2024) considered various options (building, renting or a hybrid model with rented and built centres). 
According to the "high" hypothesis, the construction of 241 centres to accommodate 252 young people per centre over 14 sessions per year would represent an invest-
ment of more than €6 billion (excluding acquisition costs).

https://www.ccomptes.fr/sites/default/files/2024-09/20240913-SNU.pdf
https://www.ccomptes.fr/sites/default/files/2024-09/20240913-SNU.pdf
https://www.ccomptes.fr/sites/default/files/2023-10/02-service-militaire-adapte-SMA-Tome-2.pdf
https://www.service-civique.gouv.fr/agence/presse-et-publications/publications-etudes-rapports/rapports-dactivite
https://www.senat.fr/notice-rapport/2021/r21-648-notice.html
https://www.senat.fr/rap/r22-406/r22-406.html
https://www.service-civique.gouv.fr/agence/presse-et-publications/publications-etudes-rapports/rapports-dactivite
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Scénario 1 – A "boosted" SNU
 (€600 million per year)

Objective-principle: a more developed civil and voluntary service, which would 
involve expanding the current SNU. Perpetuated on the basis of civil missions of 
general interest: solidarity, ecology, culture, heritage, health, sports, etc.

Number and age of young people: 200,000 young people aged between 15 and 
17 (i.e. five times the current annual flow of 40,000 and around 25% of an age 
group of 820,000 young people).

Advantages: respect for individual freedom, motivating young people and lower 
costs.

Limitations: difficulty in attracting young people from all backgrounds and lim-
ited social/national “melting pot” effect.

Total annual cost: €600 million, based on an average cost of €2,900 per volunteer 
(cost of the first phase of the SNU), excluding the cost of additional accommo-
dation facilities for more young people on cohesion stays. The Court of Accounts 
(2024) considered various options: construction, leasing or a hybrid model with 
leased and built centres. According to the “high” hypothesis, the construction 
of centres over time would correspond to an investment of more than €6 billion 
(excluding acquisition costs).

Scénario 2 – Universal civil service 
(€1.7 billion to €3.5 billion per year)

Objective-principle: compulsory civil service for all young people. Maintenance 
of the Defence and Citizenship Day.

Number and age of young people: 600,000 young people, assuming 75% of an 
age group (i.e. an exemption rate lower than the rate of around 30% seen just 
before the end of compulsory military service).

Benefits: greater national cohesion and civic commitment.

Constraints: uncertain constitutionality of the obligation for young people for 
non-defence reasons and high cost, with the need for major infrastructure and 
supervision (excluding variant 3).

Total annual cost, according to three alternatives: €1.7 billion, with an average 
cost per young person of €2,900 (alternatives 1 and 2, phase 1 of the SNU), to 
€3.5 billion, with an average cost of €5,900 (alternatives 3).

Alternative 1: Current SNU with a cohesion stay integrated into school time 
(15-17 year-olds)

Advantages: less "disruption" for young people, better coordination with 
schools. Fewer centres and staff needed at the same time. Potential integration 
into compulsory education (under 16) and compulsory training (16-18).

Constraints: cancellation of two weeks of lessons or an extended school year. 
Other legal issues: compulsory for young people over the age of 16 and overnight 
stays in schools, which are currently optional. Organisational complexity for 
schools and additional workload for teachers.

Alternative 2: Existing SNU with out-of-school time cohesion stay (15-17 year olds)

Advantages: no need to adjust school programmes. Continuity with experi-
ments.

Constraints: difficulty in finding enough supervisors in the summer and shortage 
of centres in the high season. Legal questions on the obligation for young people 
to participate outside school hours.

Alternative 3: Into a general civic service (18-25 year-olds)

Advantages: no issues related to school time. Unified civic engagement pro-
gramme. Clarification of schemes, greater efficiency. No infrastructure prob-
lems.

Limitations: loss of early dimension before age 18 (age 18 to 25). Need to find 
many host assignments.

Scénario 3 –Voluntary military service
(€1.7 billion per year)

Objective-principle: six months' voluntary service in a military environ-
ment.

Number and age of young people: 18 to 25 years old, with a force of 
70,000 young people per year (i.e. ten times the total current force of 
the SMA and SMV).

Advantages: respect for individual freedom and development of young 
people motivated by the military environment. Strengthening the 
defence culture and facilitating recruitment to the reserves and/or the 
armed forces. European funding may be available if the scheme includes 
a vocational integration and training dimension.

Limitations: limited participation. Difficulties in attracting young people 
from all backgrounds and limited “melting pot” effect. Difficulties in 
increasing numbers given the experience of the SMA (6,000 volunteers) 
and the SMV (1,000 per year). High total cost in relation to the number 
of volunteers (cost per volunteer of around €24,000 for six months), if 
the scheme has the same characteristics as the SMA.

Scénario 4 – The return of a compulsory military service
 (€7.2 to €14.5 billion per year)

Objective-principle: a service for all with a military dimension.

Number and age of young people: 300,000 young people if it is compul-
sory for men, 600,000 if it is also compulsory for women (participation 
rate of 75% of an age group, a higher assumption than at the end of 
compulsory military service, due to a shorter duration than that of the 
service in force until 1997).

Advantages: strengthened defence culture, near-universal preparation 
for defence, pool for the reserves and/or the armed forces, strong 
social/national “melting pot” effect.

Limitations: very high cost. Difficulties in organising the armed forces, 
which have become professional over the last thirty years, to accommo-
date a massive influx of young conscripts (accommodation, supervision, 
etc.). Risk of low adherence or even rejection.

Total annual cost: €7.2 billion for a six-month compulsory service if it is 
limited to men and €14.5 billion if it is mixed.
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Table 3 — Four scenarios for the development of a national service

Source: France Stratégie
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concerns an entire generation). It could take the form 
of a cohesion stay (twelve days) or a civic service mis-
sion (six to twelve months).

If we assume that 75% of the age group5 will take 
part in this civilian service each year (i.e. almost 
600,000 young people out of 820,000), the total cost 
of this scenario would be between €1.7 billion per 
year (if we use the cost per young person of the first 
phase of the current SNU, i.e. €2,900) and €3.5 bil-
lion (if we use the cost per young person of the cur-
rent civic service, i.e. €5,9006), excluding the cost of 
new reception and accommodation structures in 
the event of 600,000 young people taking part in a 
cohesion stay.

Making this compulsory would be a powerful lever 
for strengthening national cohesion and civic 
engagement but would raise major legal and organi-
sational issues.

Scenario 3 – Voluntary military service

The third scenario is the development of a voluntary mili-
tary service. If we count 70,000 volunteers per year (i.e. 
just over 10% of an age group and an ambitious tenfold 
increase in the current total number of SMA and SMV vol-
unteers), and a cost per young person of around €24,000 
for a six-month commitment (i.e. half the average cost of 
a year of SMA), the cost of the scheme would be around 
€1.7 billion per year, excluding the cost of new reception 
and accommodation structures.

It has the advantage of reinforcing the defence culture, 
inspiring people to join the professional army, and even 
being a source of recruitment for the National Guard (op-
erational reservists from the Ministries of the Armed 
Forces and the Interior). It can also offer opportunities for 
professional integration, like the SMA and SMV, which 
could make it eligible for European funding and reduce 
the national budget cost.

However, the experience of the SMA and SMV shows that 
increasing the number of personnel would be made diffi-
cult by the major constraints it would place on our armed 
forces in terms of staffing and infrastructure.

Scenario 4 – The return of compulsory military service

This fourth scenario would involve the reintroduction of a 
compulsory military service (with a civilian alternative), 
albeit for a shorter period than the ten months of national 

service prior to its suspension, with a six-month commit-
ment. Defence culture, the creation of a pool of reservists 
and greater social diversity would be at the heart of its 
objectives.

If we continue to assume a participation rate of 75% of an 
age group (due to a shorter duration than that of the ser-
vice in force until 1997), 300,000 young people would be 
involved each year if service were compulsory for men 
only and 600,000 if it were also compulsory for women. At 
a cost of around €24,000 per young person, over the 
period, total expenditure would be around €7.2 billion a 
year for a service limited to men and €14.5 billion a year if 
men and women were equally mobilised.

Given the size of the force involved, the logistical and 
organisational challenges of such a scenario – reception 
infrastructure, human resources – would be major, and it 
seems impossible to achieve in less than five years. Fur-
thermore, such a system would not be in line with the 
French choice of a professional army and could even 
weaken it because of the mobilisation of personnel and 
the management effort required.

New hybrid civil-military engagement systems 
to build a new French (and European) model

The four scenarios presented above offer very differ-
ent responses to the challenges of social cohesion, civic 
engagement and national defence. Volunteering offers 
flexibility and individual development, but suffers from a 
lack of universality and gender diversity. On the other hand, 
compulsory options promise to mobilise a large number of 
troops, but at a high cost and with major legal, organisa-
tional and even efficiency challenges for our armed forces.

Hybrid scenarios, with different weightings for the civilian 
and military components of the service and the voluntary 
or compulsory nature of the commitment, would make it 
possible to reconcile the objectives and constraints of the 
different scenarios.

The evolution of a national service towards a universal civ-
il-military service could be a new French model, or even a 
European one – given the similar discussions underway, 
particularly in Germany. Based on the commitment of an 
entire generation, with a compulsory dimension, a moment 
of cohesion and the dissemination of a military culture. 
The cost could be kept within reasonable limits in the 
context of our overall defence effort, and its operational 
capability realistic for the armed forces.

5. This is a lower exemption rate than the 30% recorded just before the end of compulsory military service.
6. See table A3 in the appendix, which sets out the cost estimates for the scenarios and options for a new national service model in France.
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CONCLUSION
Whichever scenario is chosen, achieving ambitious targets for the number of people involved in compulsory and, even 
more so, voluntary service, while ensuring that young people sign up, will require strong mobilisation and incentives. Par-
ticipation in this new French-style national service could be valued in school and university career paths (priority, for 
equal levels of schooling, in guidance or choice of specialization, validation of credits or options in secondary and higher 
education diplomas). Periods of commitment should also be systematically recognised when validating work experience. 
The period of commitment could be taken into account when calculating retirement, and for civil servants, for example, 
it could be taken into account in career progression and in priority criteria for geographical mobility. The European dimen-
sion of these schemes (missions abroad; coordination of schemes, particularly with Germany; partial funding from the 
European budget) should also be a priority in future choices.

The first option would be a compulsory six-month civilian 
service for all, followed by a three-month military service 
on a voluntary basis (approximately €4.95 billion per year):

A period of compulsory civilian service for an entire 
age group, mixing a cohesion stay of twelve days as in 
the current SNU, followed by five months of a civic ser-
vice-type mission of general interest. If we again 
assume 600,000 participants, the cost of this compul-
sory civilian service would be approximately €4.25 bil-
lion per year (€1.7 billion for the twelve-day cohesion 
stay, at a cost of €2,900 per young person; and €2.5 bil-
lion for five months of civic service, at a cost of 
€4,215 per young person, i.e. 5/7ths of the current cost 
of civic service).

A second three-month period of voluntary military 
service. If we assume that 60,000 young people are 
recruited each year, i.e. 10% of young people who 
have completed their compulsory civilian service, the 
cost of this period would be close to €700 million 
per year.

A second option would be compulsory service for all, with a 
choice of civilian or military option (around €5.2 billion per year):

An initial period, common to all young people, would 
take the form of a twelve-day cohesion stay as in the 
current SNU (at a cost of €1.7 billion, with the same 
base of 600,000 young people and a cost of €2,900 per 
person).

A second period, which would also be compulsory, would 
offer young people a choice between two options: a 
five-month civic service-type option and a three-month 
military option. If 20% of these young people opted 
for military service (at a cost per young person of 
€12,000, or a quarter of the average cost of the SMA) and 
80% for civic service (at a cost per young person of 
€4,215 euros, or 5/7ths of the current cost of civic service), 
the associated cost would be around €3.5 billion per year.

In total, after build up, the cost of these hybrid scenarios 
would therefore be between €4.95 billion and €5.2 billion 
euros per year, excluding the cost (significant but largely 
non-recurring) of new infrastructure for reception and accom-
modation during the cohesion stay and for the reception 
of volunteers on military service.
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