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National service: towards a new French
(and European) mode|

France suspended its military service almost thirty years ago, while maintaining engagement.
More targeted, voluntary, and mainly civilian: adapted or voluntary military service, civic
service, universal national service (SNU) reformed in 2019, etc. In Europe, nearly half of the
countries in the European Union have compulsory military service, with however numerous
alternatives, exceptions, and exemptions.

In our country, and in Europe, there is a renewed debate about new, stronger forms of
engagement. This debate combines two issues: cohesion (rebuilding a national common
ground in fragmented and polarized societies) and security (better preparing our societies
for threats, including military, while building resilience). The two reinforce each other.

To address this key issue, our paper takes a closer look at examples across Europe, which
shed light on our own situation. We have then examined four scenarios along different
options: civil or military service, and voluntary or compulsory engagement. Choosing one
of these options is a major political decision that needs to be costed, assessed, and
debated. This paper contributes to that effort and can be further explored. Finally, it
examines the innovative option of hybrid arrangements that combine dimensions in an
ambitious and pragmatic way—the commitment of an entire generation, a moment of
cohesion, a military culture—at a reasonable cost within the framework of our defense
effort and with realistic operational capabilities.

The idea of a mixed service, based on a period of shared cohesion followed by a civil or

military commitment for each young person, therefore seems very promising. This universal
civil-military service would be an original model, suited to our times.




The options explored here have highly variable costs, ranging from around €600 million per
year for an expansion of the SNU to nearly €15 billion for compulsory military service for all
young men and women. A universal civil-military service would cost around €5 billion per
year. This amount would be a heavy burden at a time when spending cuts are needed.
However, it would replace the current financial effort devoted to various measures, which
amounts to almost €1 billion per year. Above all, it would be part of a massive national defense
effort to be carried out over the next few years.

This new French model would also have a European dimension. In three respects: first,
because several partners, notably Germany, are considering similar models, strengthening
the compulsory nature and military dimension of their schemes - we could thus build a
Franco-German project with the new coalition. Secondly, because a European dimension
could be integrated into the national service, for example by developing civilian missions
carried out in another European country. Finally, by considering European funding for this
major cohesion and security project.

Such a project is clearly a long-term choice for society. Article 11 of our Constitution could
allow for a referendum on a project for extended or compulsory civil service, or even on a
hybrid system in which the military dimension would remain optional. But it would be more
difficult to hold a referendum on a project with a solely military dimension. A broad political
debate appears essential, either in Parliament or in the form of a citizens' convention
beforehand, if the referendum option (which would be legitimate) were to be ruled out.

We are initiating here one of the most important debates on social and national cohesion
since conscription was suspended. It must be accompanied by broader reflection, along
Finnish lines, on ways of a lifelong engagement: development of a reserve force, split civil or
military service (a few days per year), etc.
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