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Country Advice 

Syria 

Syria – SYR39739 – conscription – 

military service – reservists 

20 January 2012 

1. Please provide information on conscription and military service in Syria. 

Nature of military service 

According to a 2007 Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (IRBC) research response, 

Article 40 of the 1973 Syrian Constitution states that “military service is compulsory and 

regulated by law”.
1
 Syrian males are required to register for military service upon reaching the 

age of 18 and may complete military service from 18 to 42 years of age.
2
 Exemptions are 

provided for males who are the only son in a family, have health problems, are studying or are 

living abroad.
3
 In March 2011, Syrian President Bashar al-Assad issued Legislative Decree 

No.35, which reduced the duration of military service from 21 months to 18 months for men who 

had completed the fifth grade, effective 1 June 2011.
4
 The period of mandatory military service 

for men who have not completed the fifth grade is 21 months.
5
  

Limited information is available on conscription and military service in Syria.
6
 As noted in the 

UK‟s September 2010 Country of Origin Information Report on Syria, War Resisters 

International‟s April 1998 report, Refusing to Bear Arms – A worldwide survey of conscription 
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and conscientious objection to military service, though dated, is one of „the most comprehensive 

reports on military service in Syria‟.
7
 The 1998 War Resisters International report states that after 

registering for military service, males are issued a document detailing the particulars of their 

service, including whether they are eligible for postponement.
8
 In 2007, the IRBC reported that 

with respect to proof of military service status, a 2007 Reciprocity Schedule located on the US 

State Department website, which is no longer accessible, indicated that individuals are issued a 

certificate of military service when they are discharged from the military.
9
  

Syrian conscripts and reserves 

Reports differ on the size of the Syrian army, with estimates ranging from 220,000 to 420,000 

personel on active duty, including conscripts, and an additional 280,000 to 450,500 man reserve 

force (although Weiss concedes that 450,500 is most likely an exaggerated figure).
10

 An October 

2011 Middle East Reporter article points out that „even before the uprising began in Syria in 

mid-March, the structure and strength of Syria‟s army was shrouded in mystery‟.
11

 It is unclear 

how the current uprising in Syria will affect military service. In January 2012, STRATFOR 

reported the following: 

Alawite officers, who are outnumbered by mostly low-to-mid-ranking Sunni conscript 

soldiers, dominate the Syrian military. Unwilling to fight against their coreligionists, many 

of the Sunni conscripts have deserted or defected to the Free Syrian Army. The regime 

crackdown has therefore been mostly led by all-Alawite forces, including the Republican 

Guard, Fourth Armored Division, the 14th and 15th Special Forces Divisions, riot police, 

Military Intelligence, Air Force Intelligence, the General Intelligence Directorate, the 

National Security Bureau, Baath Party security, the Political Security Directorate and, of 

course, the Shabiha.
12

 

In terms of the capability of Syria‟s reserve military force, Cordesman states that „In general, 

Syria‟s reserve military forces are little more than “paper” forces with no real refresher or modern 

training, poor equipment and readiness support, and little or no experience in mobility and 
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sustainability‟.
13

 Weiss concurs with Cordesman, stating that „Reservists in Syria, however, are 

subject to no such discipline or rigor, rendering them at best insufficient and at worst useless in a 

conventional military conflict‟.
14

 

2. Is it likely that someone who has completed his military service is considered a reservist 

and has been called upon to serve in that capacity?  

A 2007 statement from a Canadian Embassy Official in Damascus to the IRBC indicates that the 

Syrian government considers individuals who have completed military service to be „reservists‟, 

in that they are able to be recalled for military service: 

The Canadian Embassy Official stated that the government can recall individuals who 

have already completed their military service.
15

  

Regarding the likelihood that someone who has completed his military service could be recalled 

to serve in the military due to the uprising in Syria, a 2004 report from the Swedish Embassy in 

Damascus states that „Generally, there is no reserve service‟, unless the government believes that 

the political situation warrants recalling „reservists‟.16 The report states that: 

Generally, there is no reserve service. However, there may be during these political 

situations. For instance, during the Iraq war last year, there was no reserve service. In case 

there is reserve service, it is for not more than three months. Notification is through an 

individual note as in the case of mandatory service. 
17

  

In 2011, Weiss, AFP and The Christian Science Monitor reported that the Syrian government had 

recalled reservists in the wake of the Syrian uprising, which supports claims that those 

completing military service could be recalled to serve as reservists.
18

 However, this 2011 recall 

reportedly had mixed success with „credible evidence‟ suggesting that the regime was „unable to 
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call back more than 60 per cent of its reserves‟.
19

 In another example of the Syrian government 

recalling reservists due to a perceived threat, in 2008, London-based Arabic-language daily Al-

Hayat reported that the Syrian army was calling up reserve units over fears of an Israeli military 

attack.
20
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