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Human rights in the Defence Forces 
Summary and conclusions 

 
This study, compiled by the Institute of Human Rights and entitled “Human Rights in the Defence 
Forces,” was conducted for the purpose of determining and mapping problems related to human 
rights in the Defence Forces, laying out the international context and introducing the experiences 
of other countries, and, on this footing, providing for better protection of human rights in the 
Defence Forces. The study will serve as the basis for suggestions and recommendations to be 
made on organizing protection for human rights in the Defence Forces in future. The report finds 
that there are currently no serious human rights problems in the Estonian Defence Forces. Just 
as Estonia itself is a country that upholds human rights, human rights are also generally 
protected in the military. Of course, this does not mean that human rights in the military are an 
area that can be overlooked or not dealt with. There are areas in the Defence Forces where 
protection for human rights should be made stronger; and it is also important to make sure that 
the situation does not worsen in any aspect. Hopefully this study will serve as a positive influence 
on this process. Compared to the Estonian population on average, the young men fulfilling 
their compulsory military service tend to have a slightly higher awareness on human rights 
issues. Still, 40% of conscripts did not know what rights applied to them in military service. 33% 
of conscripts did not know where to get information on their rights. Meanwhile, a problem for 
society at large is that people are unable to precisely define human rights.  

 
The general belief among conscripts was that human rights should not be restricted during 
compulsory military service. In a democracy, this is indisputably the correct position. The 
Constitution and the country’s laws apply to everyone and all restrictions must be constitutional 
and in line with law, not be based on arbitrary considerations. 70% of conscripts believe that 
human rights are respected in the military. The percentage is even higher among professional 
Defence Forces members – 90%. At the same time, 67% of conscripts also agree that all civilian 
rules and rights cannot be applied in the Defence Forces. 

 
From the point of view of conscripts, the most salient issue is the right to go on leave and visit 
family. Also considered very important are confidentiality of correspondence and the 
possibility of free access to news. Thirty percent of conscripts said they had had no problems 
stating their opinion. 57% of conscripts and 94% of professional Defence Forces members said 
they were satisfied with their service. It should be noted, however, that compared to 2005, 
conscript satisfaction has declined somewhat. Yet it cannot be said that this stems from 
worsening conditions in military service, but rather that conscripts have become more 
demanding; a number of subjective factors also play a part here.  

 
The attitude to women’s compulsory military service is generally favourable. Only 16% of 
respondents were against women in military compulsory service. The attitude of professional 
Defence Forces members toward women’s compulsory military service was also generally in 
favour. Yet according to respondents, sexist remarks were made to 33% of women working in 
the Defence Forces and a small share had also been the target of unwelcome advances and 
physical harassment. Compared to 2005, cases of sexual harassment have decreased.  
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It is positive that the overwhelming majority of Defence Forces members believe that women 
should have equal opportunity to men to participate in military service. Thus the traditional 
gender-role-based stereotype that the Defence Forces are only a man’s place is no longer 
prevalent in Estonia.  

 
Unfortunately, the Defence Forces have not completely overcome the issue of bullying and 
hazing. One-third of conscripts have seen hazing of conscripts and humiliation by other 
conscripts, 23% by NCOs. In this sense, the situation has become worse since 2005. At the same 
time, as a whole, conscripts say that relations with their fellow servicemen are better than the 
2005 study found. 16% of conscripts have experienced bullying from fellow servicemen. 
Compared to 2005, when 30% experienced bullying, the situation has clearly improved. Some 
21% of conscripts have experienced bullying at the hands of squad and platoon leaders and this 
has not changed since 2005. There is room for improvement in the Defence Forces with regard to 
hazing and bullying. Protection against humiliation and bullying is an elementary human right, 
which must also apply in the Defence Forces; everyone must have the right to be treated with 
dignity and respect. Yet hazing, bullying and other humiliating treatment is a very subjective 
assessment and it is nearly impossible to draw generalizations. There are cases where the 
ordinary order and discipline are perceived as bullying, due to which far-reaching conclusions 
about the situation in the Defence Forces cannot be drawn from the conscripts’ responses.  

 
Although there is little ethnic-based bullying in the military, attention must be paid to this 
problem. Compared to 2005, ethnic-based disparagement by other conscripts and by officers and 
officers/branch command has decreased. The assessments may be based on emotion; and in 
order to determine the roots and nature of ethnic-based problems, focus group research should 
be conducted. The Defence Forces has been considered one of the best places for integration, 
but integration must take place in conditions of mutual respect.  

 
The third part of the study – “Correlations between human rights and security and the armed 
forces in today’s world,” focused on international practice and examined the experiences of 
other countries. It was evident that in recent decades, major changes have taken place in many 
countries in assessing and treating the interrelations between human rights, security and the 
armed forces. It is harder and harder to trace the boundaries between civilian life and military 
sphere and military participate in asymmetric conflicts, which forces countries to adapt their 
military structures to a rapidly changing security situation, for instance in relation to participating 
on international peacekeeping and humanitarian aid missions. There is a greater understanding 
that in addition to democratic checks and balances, military structures must be brought fully in 
line with international human rights obligations. The changes have been spurred by the 
conviction that military personnel have the right to the same level of protection of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms as any other citizens. Protection of human rights in 
connection with the military sphere has received increasing attention in international law. For 
instance, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s Code of Conduct on Politico-
Military Aspects of Security of discusses human rights of uniformed citizens in the armed forces. 
Among other things, it notes that alongside the right to exercise one’s human rights and basic 
freedoms, armed forces personnel are subject to certain restrictions related to the discharge of 
their direct service duties. The restrictions include the requirement of maintaining discipline, 
maintaining political neutrality, protecting classified information, submitting to command 
authority and maintaining the hierarchical structure of a military organization.  

 
The Institute of Human Rights plans to conduct the study “Human Rights in the Defence Forces” 
regularly. There is no need to conduct such a study annually, but an eight-year interval is too 
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long. A three- to five-year cycle would be appropriate for a study of this type. It would allow the 
human rights situation and changes in the Defence Forces to be analyzed regularly.  
It would also create a comparison base to plan further steps for the protection of human rights. 
At the same time, it would be necessary to conduct additional focus research to ascertain specific 
detailed aspects. The Ministry of Defence and the Defence Forces should also elicit additional 
expert opinions, proposals and recommendations as to how human rights in the Defence Forces 
could be protected and furthered. A manual for conscripts, professional Defence Forces 
members and Defence Forces members serving on missions could also be compiled.  

 
In conclusion, it can be stated that in spite of some problems, human rights in the Estonian 
Defence Forces are generally guaranteed. The Institute of Human Rights believes that this 
study will contribute to raising awareness of human rights in the Defence Forces and will allow 
human rights safeguards to be strengthened in society as a whole. 
 


