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One of the most fundamental attributes of an army is whether its soldiers are conscripted by the state or enlist voluntarily.  Sound arguments can be marshaled in support of both draft-based and volunteer armies.
  In states facing severe external threats, where military training for most citizens is considered socially desirable and strategically necessary, and where there is no overwhelming popular opposition to the draft, universal conscription is usually the preferred option, for example in Israel.  Democratic states must ascertain that the draft is implemented fairly and individuals whose personal or religious convictions forbid bearing arms or performing military service are given the option of unarmed service or work assignment in some socially useful area (e.g., health care, eldercare, or education). 


Conscript armies tend to be less effective and require more resources on a per-soldier basis for the amount of military capability they provide; they often act as de facto training institutions maintained at the expense of defense modernization.  Nonetheless, a major advantage of mandatory military service is that it can serve as a powerful agent of socialization by bringing together young men and women from disparate socioeconomic, ethno-religious, and regional backgrounds and help mold them into a real community through training and shared experiences.  Draft-based militaries tend to attract more active societal scrutiny given that a large proportion of the citizenry will have served or had a relative who served in the armed forces.  Furthermore, there is some evidence that compulsory military service leads to higher levels of political participation while volunteer armies tend to have the opposite effect on citizens’ political activism.
  Moreover, especially during war-time, society tends to be far more engaged and view the war critically when the draft is mandatory rather than when the war is fought by volunteers.
  All things being equal, conscript armies in which the burden of military service is shared more or less equally are the more democratic option.


In contrast, professional or volunteer soldiers are self-selecting and do not constitute a representative sample of their cohort.  They tend to embrace the military’s ethos, hierarchical nature, discipline, regimented life, and conservative values.  Not surprisingly, commanders generally prefer to train, work, and fight with enlisted soldiers, after all, they choose military life rather than compelled to experience it, as conscripts do.  Moreover, in authoritarian states enlisted men are more likely than conscripts to obey orders directing violent action against civilians and locals.
  Conversely, in democracies where soldiers’ conduct is governed by regulations approved by civilians, enlisted men are no more likely than conscripts to follow an officer who issues an illegal or unconstitutional command.  

Since the 1960s, a large number of democracies and prosperous authoritarian states around the world abandoned conscription in favor of enlistment.  In recent years, however, this trend has been bucked in several European countries and, more curiously, in the Arabian Gulf region.  The introduction of the draft in Gulf monarchies – after decades of sovereign statehood – presents an interesting puzzle.  What are the reasons behind the newly implemented conscription?  Why did the UAE and Qatar initiate this policy?  And why was it reinstated in Kuwait, a country that had a difficult earlier experience with it?  What broader implications does this phenomenon have for the Gulf?  The objective of this article is to consider these questions.  I argue that the decision to introduce compulsory military service was motivated by socioeconomic, military-strategic, and political considerations.  To my mind, the most important reasons were political, namely to utilize mandatory military service, a formative experience male citizens shared, as an agent of nation building, deepening their loyalty and commitment to the state.
First, I briefly explain the reintroduction and retention of conscription in a half dozen European states in the global context of diminishing conscription.  The focus then shifts to the absolute monarchies of the Gulf.  I begin with a discussion of the launching of the draft, analyze its implementation, and consider the experiences of the two countries – Qatar and the UAE – where conscription has already been implemented for several cycles.  In the last part of the essay I outline the reasons behind the decision to move to a partial conscription system and to explain why this initiative is unlikely to spread to the other three GCC member states (Bahrain, Oman, and Saudi Arabia).

The Retention of and Return to the Draft in European States

In the aftermath of the Cold War a number of major European democracies and NATO members scrapped mandatory military service: France did so in 1996, Spain in 2001, and Germany in 2011.  The United Kingdom – where staffing a volunteer military force has not been a problem – abolished the draft already in 1960.  In the last five years though, several states opted to retain or reintroduce compulsory military service.  In all of these cases, the reasons have been straightforward and relatively uncontroversial albeit quite different.  More specifically, three Central European states retained or re-introduced the draft primarily for socio-cultural reasons.  In contrast, for three other countries sharing land or maritime boundaries with Russia, the decision was based primarily on military reasons, namely to respond to the growing threat they believe Moscow presents to their security.

In a January 2013 referendum 59.8% of Austrians voted to keep mandatory military service.  In Austria men must serve in the army for six months or in the civilian service for nine months when they read the age of 18.  The 45,000-strong armed forces have fought no wars since World War II but have been active in international peacekeeping operations.  Although the center-left Social Democrats argued for a smaller more professional force – according to Defense Minister Norbert Darabos Austrian forces were obsolete and unprepared for an era of “counterterrorism, cybercrime, and failed states”
 – they lost for two main reasons.  First, many Austrians – including the supporters of the center-right Austrian People’s Party – contended that a more modest force would be inadequate to defend the country and would eventually push Vienna toward NATO membership and thus to forsake the neutral status it has embraced since the 1950s.
  Second, health-related organizations and charities warned prior to the referendum that they would not be able to tend to the needs of their clients without the approximately 14,000 young men who regularly opt to carry out community assistance instead of armed service.  Election experts confirmed that a disproportionately large group of elderly citizens – the likely beneficiaries of such services – voted to maintain conscription.  The relatively large margin of support for the status quo indicated, however, that many younger citizens also favored sticking with the draft.


In September 2013 Switzerland held its third referendum on conscription since 1989 and once again, citizens in favor of retaining the draft soundly defeated pacifist groups and left-wing parties.  (Support for continued mandatory military service was 64.4% in 1989; 78.1% in 2001, and 73.2% in 2013.
)  The Swiss armed forces are composed of 22,000 active duty soldiers and 155,000 reservists and include fighter planes, tanks and heavy artillery pieces.  Unlike in Austria, in Switzerland the government was behind retaining draft for a number of reasons.  First, many Swiss believe that the army continues to be a strong deterrent that has kept them out of war for over two centuries – they last fought during the Napoleonic Wars ending in 1815 – and, similarly to their Austrian neighbors, that it is a key guarantor of their neutrality.  Second, in Switzerland as in other multi-ethnic states, the military is a major agent of nation-building – bringing together youths whose mother tongues are French, German, Italian, and Romansh.  Third, conscription in Switzerland puts relatively small burden on citizens.  Recruits complete 18-21 weeks of basic training followed by annual three-week booster courses.
  And, the likelihood of Swiss soldiers being involved in a shooting war is rather remote.

In contrast to the Austrian and Swiss cases, the 2016 German decision to consider reintroducing conscription after scrapping it only five years earlier was a political resolution rather than the result of a public referendum.  In November 2010 the German government announced several defense reforms along with the suspension of the draft.  The overall size of the Bundeswehr’s uniformed personnel was cut from about 240,000 to 178,000 fully professional soldiers with the suspension of conscription significantly contributing to this reduction.
  Although in June 2016 Defense Minister Ursula von der Leyen said that there was no reason to restore conscription, a new civil defense plan published two months later urged the government to study a return to the draft to face emerging challenges both in the social services and, to a lesser extent, in the defense-security sector.
  Chancellor Angela Merkel insisted, however, that a long-term let alone permanent resumption of conscription was not in the cards, merely a temporary reinstatement until lasting solutions to the emerging challenges could be found and implemented. 

In none of the three cases above was the determination to retain or return to the draft was primarily motivated by changes in the security environment.   In contrast, the reassessment of external security threats – more specifically, Russian intimidation – was the main reason for reintroducing the draft in three other European states, Ukraine, Lithuania, and Sweden.  In Ukraine, the Kyiv government’s return to compulsory conscription on 1 May 2014 was hardly unexpected in view of Moscow’s annexation of the Ukrainian territory of Crimea six weeks earlier.
  In February 2017 President Petro Poroshenko confirmed that Ukraine was retaining military conscription and its armed forces had built up an operational reserve force of more than 130,000 highly professional and patriotic veterans with combat experience in addition to its 204,000-strong active-duty and over 750,000 non-operational reserve components.


Lithuania restored the draft in September 2016 – the Law on Compulsory Military Duty requires legislative reauthorization every five years – after suspending it just seven years earlier.
  Between 3,500 and 4,000 draftees, men aged 19 to 26 years, are called up every year for a nine-month training period. In a 2016 opinion poll 68% of the respondents supported the reintroduction of conscription and 75% said they would approve if a close relative decided to join the armed forces.
  President Dalia Grybauskaitė and Defense Minister Juozas Olekas justified the new policy with changes in the geopolitical environment referring to Russia’s conflict in Ukraine, Moscow’s heightened tensions with the West, its repeated violations of the Baltic countries’ (all NATO members) airspace, and fresh incidents of espionage and other provocations. 

Sweden became the most recent country to bring back conscription.  After abolishing the draft in 2010, Swedish political leaders decided to reactivate it less than seven years after.  In the last several years Sweden has been forced to deal with numerous security incidents emanating from Russia.  These included breaches of its airspace by Russian fighter jets, aggressive activities by Russian Navy vessels in the Baltic Sea, cyber-attacks targeting Swedish companies and government agencies, and increased intelligence activity by Russian diplomats accredited to Stockholm, at least one third of whom were spies according to the head of Sweden’s intelligence agency.
  In March 2017 the defense ministry’s spokesperson explained the rationale for returning to the draft rather bluntly: “The Russian illegal annexation of Crimea, the conflict in Ukraine, and the increased military activity in our neighborhood are some of the reasons.”


Although the motivations of these six countries to stay with or return to the draft were different, they were straightforward and not terribly surprising.  Far more interesting, unexpected, and remarkable is the decision of three Gulf monarchies to introduce mandatory military service.
Conscription in the Gulf: Introduction and Implementation


Since 2014 three monarchies in the Arabian Gulf also bucked the long-term trend favoring volunteer armies by introducing – or, in the case of Kuwait, re-introducing – mandatory military service.  Launching the draft in Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is big news.  After all, the six Gulf monarchies (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE) that make up the membership of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) – again, with the partial exception of Kuwait – were opposed to the draft since independence and appeared satisfied with a standing army based on mostly native officers and a non-commissioned officer (NCO) corps and volunteers drawing heavily on foreign soldiers from predominantly Sunni Muslim countries (especially Jordan, Pakistan, and Yemen).  Traditionally, mandatory military service has not been a major staffing issue in the Gulf militaries for several reasons.  The armies – all of which received substantial British guidance from the start – were able to draw volunteers from tribal elites as well as members of the royal families.
  Most Gulf states were prosperous enough to hire highly professional soldiers from abroad with undivided loyalties to their new employers, the royal families.

In fact, the only GCC state where conscription existed before 2014 is Kuwait, which introduced it at independence in 1961.  That country’s Constitution enshrined conscription and described national military service as “a sacred and honorable duty” and the “discharge of military service, an honor for the citizen … regulated by Law (articles 47 and 158); it was reiterated in the 1980 Compulsory Service Act (Law 102/1980).  According to Nazih Ayubi, the real reason Kuwait installed conscription was “an attempt to offset the numerical weight of its Bedouin and Shi’i/Iraqi soldiers.”
  A large number of Kuwaiti soldiers (and policemen) were people “without citizenship,” the bidun, whose legal status continues to be a contentious issue.  Still, before the 1991 Gulf War only 20-30% of Kuwaiti soldiers were citizens of the country.
  Their proportion increased afterwards, when many non-Kuwaitis – particularly Palestinians and Bedouins – were expelled from the army for their alleged collaboration with Iraq.
  The government deemed the obligatory military service program unsuccessful – it was deeply unpopular and there were serious and persisting problems with enforcement – and suspended it in 2001.  Nevertheless, since then the re-introduction of mandatory military service had been periodically debated.
  As recently as 2013, Kuwaiti lawyers challenged a compulsory conscription proposal because the draft law did not specify the gender of prospective soldiers, arguing that Islamic sharia was the basic source of legislation and it did not oblige women to serve in the armed forces.

Conscription Laws in Qatar, the UAE, and Kuwait


In November 2013, following an extended debate, Qatar’s government approved a draft law that made it compulsory for men to do military service.  Four months later, Qatar’s Emir, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani, signed legislation (Law #5 of 2014) that required male Qatari citizens, aged 18-35, to serve in the armed forces for three months if they were high school graduates and for four if they were not.  After the completion of the three/four-month training there are two phases of reserve service.  The first continues for 5-10 years with a recall period not exceeding 14 days annually.  The second reserve phase goes on until the reservist becomes 40 years old and recalled upon demand.  Given the relatively small numbers of prospective conscripts and the shorter training period – especially compared to the UAE and Kuwait – the Qatari armed forces accommodate multiple batches of draftees every year.  By April 2014 the first group of 2,000 Qatari men had registered for the national service, their great number apparently surprising the Minister of State for Defence Affairs Staff Major General Hamad bin Ali al Attiyah.
  By all published accounts, the idea of involuntary conscription, first proposed by the Emir, has been received very favorably in Qatar.
  

In March 2014 the UAE’s forty-member Federal National Council (FNC) completed its review of the draft military service bill and offered it to public debate. The 44-article legislation specifies compulsory military service to male citizens age 18-30: nine months for high school graduates and two years for those who had not completed their secondary school education.  Men who fulfilled their basic service would become part of the reserves until the age of 58 or 60 for officers.  The National Service Law was under review for several years, dating all the way back to the reign of Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, Abu Dhabi’s Emir and the Supreme Commander of its armed forces and the UAE’s first president, who died in 2004.  The process included many discussions between civilian officials and military leaders, most prominently represented by Brigadier General Salim Al Kaabi.  A seven-member Emirati expert group studied conscription experiences in Turkey, Germany, and Jordan but the final law is most similar to Singapore’s where all male citizens, including second generation residents, must undergo military service.
  As a result of public debate and the FNC’s scrutiny, about 10% of the law’s content was changed.
  

In April 2015, Kuwait’s National Assembly passed the law – approved by 41 members of parliament and opposed by eight – that reinstated mandatory military service, to start in 2017.
  The new law mandates all men to undergo a year-long military service – four months of basic training and eight-months’ service – as they reach age 18 and they are obligated to be in the reserve forces until the age of 45.  Once drafted, all conscripts will also be required to do 30 days of military service annually until age 45.  Those Kuwaiti men who reach age 35 before the new law takes effect will be exempted.  Military training can also be delayed if prospective conscripts complete their studies, if they are single sons in their family, or if they have handicapped dependents.  As the National Assembly vote shows, this was not a unanimous decision: in fact, there was considerable opposition to the new policy in Kuwaiti business circles owing to the anticipated disruptions in business careers.  Off the record, some high-ranking Kuwaiti military officers have expressed skepticism regarding the conscription.  They are unsure what it is expected to achieve, say the army lacks the infrastructure to service thousands of conscripts, worry about the lowering of morale and training standards they fear it might cause, and would rather see the strengthening and improvement of Kuwait’s extant army.
  Nonetheless, Emir Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah and the government leadership have been solidly behind the law and eager to see the benefits – e.g., nation-building, youth engagement, political socialization – they anticipate from its implementation.
 

Women may volunteer to join the armed forces in all three Gulf countries.  Of the three, it is the UAE military that already has a tradition of employing female soldiers in a variety of capacities, dating back to the late 1980s.
  In fact, in 2014 a female UAE fighter pilot, Maj. Mariam Al-Mansouri, participated in the coalition forces bombing campaign against ISIS in Syria.
  By all accounts, the UAE’s optional nine-month long national service for women has been very popular.  Volunteers are trained and supervised by female officers and NCOs “in line with the traditions and customs of Emirati society as part of specially tailored programs.”
  

The training takes place in the Khawla bint Al Azwar Military School, the first purpose-built-for-women military facility in the Gulf.  The School’s commander, Lt. Col. Afra Al Falasi noted that UAE leaders considered the program as a vehicle toward empowering Emirati women so they could be on an equal footing with their male compatriots serving the nation.
  Grouped by age, the volunteers are trained in military skills, leadership, self-development, and receive lessons in patriotism and religion.  The service is designed for women aged 18-30 who must have their parents’ consent in order to enroll.  

Although Qatar does not have the UAE’s tradition of female participation in the armed forces, there have been some public suggestions to introduce compulsory military service for Qatari women as well.  These voices have not found a receptive ear in the country’s political and military elites.  Analysts believe that even if some service requirement were to be introduced, women would only be assigned to “traditional” social, cultural, and medical roles.
  For the first time, in 2015 the government permitted Qatari women to register for voluntary service that began in the following year.

The conscription laws of all three states assign heavy penalties to those who evade the draft.  The Kuwaiti law stipulates a two-year jail term for draft dodgers who are unable to enroll at university or gain vocational training, as well as being refused benefits, including healthcare.
  Qatari men, who fail to sign up for military service or who do not report to a summons face up to a month in jail and a 50,000 Qatari Rial fine (about US $13,730).  Emiratis found guilty of this infraction can expect fines ranging from UAE Dirham 10,000-50,000 (US$ 2,725-13,600), a jail sentence of between one month and a year, or both.  Those Emiratis who try to avoid service by faking medical conditions or injuring themselves on purpose, face a minimum sentence of one year in jail and fines up to UAE Dirham 100,000 (US$ 27,250).
  In the UAE, those who do not complete their military service before they seek employment are refused jobs – a sanction that, according to press reports, has already affected a number of young Emiratis.
  National service laws do not apply to another group of young men, those who are members of illegal organizations, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, which is banned in some Gulf states (e.g., Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, the UAE) that consider it a terrorist organization.


At the same time, the three states offer substantial incentives for those who perform their national duty.  These inducements, outlined in the conscription bills, include job placements and promotions, loans for those about to marry and intending to purchase land.
  Most importantly, however, as Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid of the UAE stated, “protecting the nation and preserving its independence and sovereignty is a sacred national duty” and national service “is an honor, and graduating from there is heroic.”
  
Implementation and Early Experience


In the spring of 2017 both Qatar and the UAE graduated the seventh group of national service recruits, allowing observers to draw some tentative generalizations about the programs.  According to media reports, politicians, and military officials, thus far the rate of participation and, more broadly, the national service experiences, have been better than anticipated.
  Given that there are nearly four times as many UAE then Qatari citizens, the numbers in the former – which has also implemented the law more extensively from the beginning – are correspondingly higher.

Both in Qatar and in the UAE, the ruling elites – in particular, senior male members of the royal families – have done their best to promote national service.  They frequently visit training centers, participate in graduation ceremonies, and extol the virtues of military training to the media.
  The UAE armed forces even produced an informative four-part documentary on the national service, “Every Emirati Son,” that devotes special attention to the training and everyday life of conscripted soldier so that new entrants know what to expect.
  There is also growing number of short films on youtube.com and other social media platforms extolling the virtues of national service in the other GCC states.  Judging by the number of times they have been viewed, these propaganda videos appear to have been quite popular.

The number of draftees undergoing service has been higher than expected.  In the first round of conscription in the UAE 8,000 youths joined, an additional 6,000 followed in the second round, that started in mid-December 2014.  GCC military officials seem to share the opinion that the best time to draft young men is approximately at age 18 – right after they completed their secondary education but before enrolling at colleges or joining the work forces.  Still, most of the early recruits were in their mid-twenties and, according to media reports, most of them were in pitiful physical shape when they began their service.
  Responding to enquiries from the public, Major General Sheikh Ahmed bin Tahnoon, the chairman of the UAE’s National and Reserve Service Authority, announced that older Emiratis could also volunteer but they must secure a “no-objection letter” from their employers to complete a 15-week training program.
  

In the UAE, the new draftees are trained in five national service camps and, as elsewhere, take some time to adjust to their new environment (24 soldiers to a room, 4AM wake-up calls, pre-dawn prayers, rigorous exercise, mess hall meals, etc.).  Some injuries are inevitable in such environments, especially with what are commonly described as mostly out-of-shape youths; in September 2014 one Emirati soldier died of a heart attack while in training.
  Though many Muslim scholars view tattoos as haram (proscribed by Islamic law), it is not unusual for Emirati men and women, especially if they had spent time abroad, to have them.  The military, along with several other types of employers – e.g, police, some airlines – requires those with visible tattoos to remove them before they enter the service.
  Following the basic training, soldiers – depending on the unit they are assigned to – participate in small- and medium-unit maneuvers to put their training to use and to learn to appreciate the reasons for the many drills that might have appeared to them pointless earlier.

UAE officials announced in mid-2017 that one of the welcome side-benefits of conscription has been significant reduction of crime among draft-aged men.  Assault, vandalism, and trespassing, as well as “swearing and insulting people” all fell, while many newly discharged soldiers described their service as a “turning point” in their lives.  Furthermore, the time-management skills and healthy lifestyle habits of most recruits had also improved, according to several reports praising the draft.
  

In late August 2015, approximately a year-and-a-half and several groups of draftees after the beginning of the conscription policy, Qatari military leaders, in view of the foregoing experience, decided to implement some changes.  Brigadeer Nasser Abdul Rahman Al Jaber, the deputy head of the National Service Authority, announced that the focus of the national service would shift toward more rigorous and specialized military training with a corresponding de-emphasis on civilian aspects.  Starting in the following month, incoming conscripts were required to spend two months at the Al Shamal training camp and one month embedded in an army unit.  Those serving for four months would also have a significant portion of their time spent attached to regular troops.


After the experience of the first few groups of conscripts the necessity to amend draft-related legislation also became clear.  Some of these measures were intended to improve the performance of youths in the school system and in the labor market.  In the UAE, for instance, students completing their high school education with an aggregate score of higher than 90% can now postpone their military service until after their undergraduate studies whereas those with lower results must begin their service immediately.
  The latter group of students is actually prohibited from registering in colleges prior to completing their stint in the military.  Responding to pubic demand, UAE regulations introduced in 2015 permitted men and women with Emirati mothers but foreign fathers, as well as the only male child in a family to sign up.  Though initially Qatar’s rules regarding potential exemptions were quite strict and uncompromising, an August 2016 law allowed those studying abroad, undertaking job training, or accompanying a government official, “special leave from duty.”
  Kuwaiti measures now allow the start of military service to be delayed by several years – in order to allow students to complete their studies – but make public employment conditional on fulfilled military service obligation.  

The notion that military service was a profoundly serious matter was first brought to home to Qataris and Emiratis in 2015 when their forces were deployed in the conflict in Yemen.  Although Qatar sent approximately 1,000 troops to Yemen to take part in the Saudi-led coalition’s “Operation Decisive Storm,” this contingent did not include soldiers doing their national service.
  Emirati families, however, were reportedly shocked to learn that their conscripted sons were deployed to Yemen alongside professional military forces – in particular Abu Dhabi’s elite Presidential Guard – to, among other tasks, protect Aden and its port and to provide support to the forces loyal to Yemeni President Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi.
  Although dozens of Gulf soldiers – mostly UAE and Bahraini nationals – have died in Yemen, reports do not specify whether or not they have been draftees.
  Apparently those UAE draftees who were sent to Yemen were not deployed in combat roles.
  At the same time, Emirati and Qatari military officers and discharged conscripts agree that their military service was a positive experience that made them appreciate their country more and brought them closer to their cohort – in other words, realizing some of the stated goals of mandatory conscription.

Explaining Conscription: Why in Some States and Not Others?

Broadly speaking, there are three main reasons for the introduction of mandatory military service in the three Gulf monarchies: socio-economic, military-strategic, and political.  To be sure, there is some overlap between these categories but I will consider them separately.  
Socio-Economic Reasons

Those who have the opportunity to seriously discuss with older GCC citizens the life, conduct, and circumstances of local youth – and especially in its three most prosperous states, the focus of this essay – are often told that young men have become over-privileged, over-indulged, and entitled.  Until a couple of generations ago adult males of the region needed to work hard in traditional trades and occupations – such as pearling, fishing, animal herding, carpet weaving, etc. – just to survive.  In the contemporary GCC countries younger people seldom have any connection to this era and have come to expect that the welfare state would provide them with everything – including public sector jobs – without the need for reciprocity.  A Qatari general lamented that “young men often sleep till noon and then spend the rest of the day in cafés and driving around Doha in the their fancy cars.”
  According to other sources, Kuwaitis hope that conscription will instill “some kind of discipline” in their younger generation that has been lazy having lived such as easy life.”
  Recently Qatar’s ruler noted that “When I see on the streets of Qatar the phrase ‘Qatar deserves the best,’ I say ‘Qatar deserves the best from its sons’” – implying, just as U.S. President John F. Kennedy famously voiced in his inauguration speech, that the citizens of a fortunate nation do have the obligation to do something for their country.


In the UAE military service is deliberately called “National and Reserve Service,” to suggest that it is meant to engage the entire Emirati citizenry in the service of their homeland.  Another often discussed aspect of conscription is the GCC governments’ growing realization of the worsening health standards of their (especially young) populations owing to their poor fitness and sedentary lifestyles.  Obesity rates have risen precipitously in the past decades and the costs of treating related diseases, such as diabetes, have escalated.
  Military service has been promoted by army officials as a program that will “change the psyche of people and their lifestyle, and the way the deal with others.”  Conscription is also hoped to counteract what many in these deeply conservative societies consider undesirable phenomena.  Articles in the Kuwaiti press, for instance, speculate that the mandatory military service will combat the “growing trend” of homosexuality and the presence of “transvestites and effeminate men walking around the malls.”


Qatar, Kuwait, and the UAE are the first, fifth, and seventh richest countries in the world in terms of per capita GDP/Purchasing Power Parity.
  Clearly, economic reasons have not been the driving impetus behind the introduction of mandatory military service, but all of these countries have seen their revenues from hydrocarbon exports diminish and their governments have contemplated some cutbacks in public services – including the often inessential public sector employment for young men – and in their generous social welfare provisions.
  In fact, the notion of conscription received serious attention at the 2013 World Economic Forum on the Middle East, held in Jordan, where numerous experts suggested that compulsory military service might change the mindset of young men who were unwilling to consider taking just any job, by instilling qualities highly prized in the labor market, such as team work and time management.


One provision of the UAE law – added as a result of public consultation – gives drafted unemployed Emiratis a modest income while they are performing their military service.  Conscription is also intended to address issues of youth unemployment for the longer term, by teaching young Emiratis skills in demand on the labor market.  Another side-benefit is that the shorter conscription time for high school graduates might motivate those tempted not to complete their secondary education.  Currently at least 15% of male Emiratis drop out of high school (in contrast to 2% females).
  Increasing the educational level of citizens is one of the goals of the Qatari National Service Authority in Qatar as well.  In the UAE, those employed in the private and public sector are not exempt from military service and continue to receive their salaries and pension benefits while fulfilling their military obligation.  In Kuwait, where the government is eager to reduce public sector payrolls, lawmakers studied the benefits of a “reverse inducement” and eventually passed a non-binding recommendation to exempt citizens working in the private sector from mandatory military service.

Military-Strategic Reasons

In the past decade but particularly since 2011, the Gulf states – and especially Qatar and the UAE – have pursued a more activist foreign policy and have demonstrated their willingness and capacity to project military power.  Although the link between this newly dynamic and proactive foreign policy ought not be overplayed, it is one of the reasons for conscription and, more broadly, the elevated presence of the armed forces in the life of Qatari, Emirati, and Kuwaiti citizens.
  Another reason for the introduction of mandatory military service is the GCC’s reaction to its deteriorating external security environment since 2011, what with the rise of ISIS and on-going conflicts in Iraq, Libya, Syria, and Yemen that have spilled over national boundaries.
  This may not help in drafting soldiers from the general population, but in the potentially enlarged pool of skilled candidates for the officer corps.  These individuals might not have considered a military career in more peaceful times.

In public forums, UAE officials tried to assure the population that national service did not mean that “the country was under threat,” nevertheless they and their Qatari colleagues have made it clear that building a reserve force – one of the military rationales for the new national service laws – is needed to allow the GCC to play a more robust role in the defense of and security in the region.
  Still, the public justification of Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum – the UAE’s Vice President and Prime Minister and the Emir of Dubai – sounded somewhat incongruous.  He explained that the UAE’s “message to the world is a message of peace; the stronger we are, the stronger our message.”


Until recently the UAE had emphasized maintaining a small but well equipped and highly professional force.  For positions in the military that could not be filled by Emirati citizens, the government – true to the age-old tradition of Gulf armies – recruited contract soldiers abroad.  In the past most of these personnel originated in Sunni Muslim countries with top trainers and senior commanders often hired from Australia, the United Kingdom, or the United States.
  More recently, however, UAE recruiters have displayed an enthusiasm for Colombia’s top soldiers who have amassed decades of experience fighting guerrillas.  Hundreds of them have taken contracts with UAE forces where their salary is several times higher than at home.
 

The introduction of mandatory service – and the resulting growing pool of trained citizen-soldiers – suggests that the UAE is shifting towards a larger reserve force, to be made up both of draftees who completed their national service and former professional military personnel.  Unlike Saudi Arabia, for instance, the UAE (as well as Kuwait and Qatar) have relatively small populations to staff the army.  There are only 950,368 Emirati citizens, a mere 11.5% of its total population of 8.2 million.  In Kuwait, the corresponding figures are 1,281,712 — 30.8% of 4.1 million, and in Qatar 243,019 —14.3% of 1.7 million.
  Moreover, aside from its membership in the Saudi-led coalition fighting in Yemen, the Emirates have also been involved in an on-going territorial dispute with Iran, over three Gulf islands controlled by the latter.

Qatari General Misfr al-Ayadi, the Commander of the Students Training Centre, stated that conscripts would be trained like professional military personnel or like students at military colleges and one of the objectives of the project was to give young citizens “enough training to tackle missions at the armed forces in case of emergencies and crises.”
  The UAE law did not specify that the armed forces needed more soldiers, it referred to the imperative that citizens be aware of their responsibilities and detailed the tough penalties faced by those who evaded what Mohammed bin Rashid called “a sacred national duty.”
  When pressed on the potential of a “two-military problem” – i.e., a separate professional force and a distinctive component made up of those on their compulsory military service – Emirati experts insists that conscripts are integrated into regular units suggesting that the UAE Ministry of Defense is not sufficiently concerned about the capabilities of short-term conscripts to keep them out of the professional force.


The introduction of compulsory military service in the three Gulf states may also be viewed in the larger framework of their drastically increased military outlays, particularly since 2011.  The Arab uprisings that year greatly diminished regional security to which the prosperous states of the Gulf – especially Qatar and the UAE – responded by bolstering their defenses through rapidly increasing their already heavy spending on armaments and defense-related materiel.
    
Political Reasons

Arguably the most important reason for the introduction of the draft is political, more specifically, to foster stronger ties between citizens and the state – understanding that “the state” in the Gulf is synonymous with “the ruling family.”  The mandatory military service legislations of all three countries clearly state that an important purpose of this endeavor is to protect the homeland and its borders.  As UAE Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum tweeted, “Protecting the nation and preserving its independence and sovereignty is a sacred national duty and the new law will be implemented on all.”
  Kuwaiti supporters of the draft’s reintroduction argued that it would “build stronger character and reinforce young men’s sense of patriotism and sacrifice in the service of the country.”


Some experts suggest that, in contrast to the UAE’s conscription process, Qatar’s experience has been discouraging and it may not be much more than a method of instilling discipline and inculcating a healthier lifestyle in Qatar’s young men.
  Nevertheless, the crisis that broke out in the summer of 2017 between Qatar and fellow GCC members Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the UAE demonstrated not only the deepening of patriotism but also produced a groundswell of support for Qatar’s royal family, and especially the emir, Sheikh Tamim.  A record number of individuals signed up for military service.
 

But there is another political reason that is just as important for the long-term stability and prosperity of the GCC state: mandatory military service gives the state an exceptional opportunity to mold its citizens.  After all, aside from military training and learning skills, conscripts constitute a truly “captive audience” for the regime’s propaganda messages.  There are few better opportunities to indoctrinate a country’s citizens than during their military service.  The main idea, GCC leaders contend, is to strengthen the sense of belonging to the nation among young people and to inspire and deepen their patriotism.  The encouragement of nationalist sentiments expressed by Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum and other rulers in the Arabian Peninsula has been unusual until now.  The absolute monarchs of the GCC preferred their subjects’ loyalties and allegiances to be focused on them – and the welfare state provisions they extended – rather than on the more hard-to-define “nation” as, they feared, nationalism might dilute fealty to the monarchy.  As Kristin Smith Diwan wrote, mandatory conscription embraces a “more robust conception of nation, and … imposes more expansive demands on nationals and … the initiation of national service sits squarely at the intersection of regional ambition and national integration.”
    
The UAE’s rulers have been explicit about their desire to have conscription serve the larger goal of creating a more organic link between citizens and their homeland.  In 2014, members of the ruling family – even female members, none more so than Sheikha Fatima bint Mubarak, the third wife of the state’s founder and first emir, Zayed bin Sultan Al-Nahyan, and also known as “the mother of the UAE” – extolled conscription and how it would reinforce values of loyalty, sacrifice, and national identity among Emiratis.
  Conscription, aside from its military-strategic aspect, is first and foremost a policy of “Emiratization,” in other words a policy to create, develop, and strengthen national unity.

More than 60 percent of Emiratis live in the less prosperous northern emirates, and the draft is a mechanism to ensure that young men from the entire country serve and are subjected to nationalist indoctrination.  A significant amount of the draftees’ non-physical training is taken up with lectures on UAE history, common values and culture, all in the service of deepening patriotism.
 Some analysts look at the evolution of the UAE as a two-stage process: the first stage was the passing from “many tribes” to a “unified federation;” and the second, taking place currently, is the gradual transition from “federation” to a real, cohesive, and valued “nation.”
  Conscription is one of the key instruments of forging that nation.

Not in Saudi Arabia, Oman, or Bahrain

It is important to recognize that none of the three countries where conscription has been introduced have faced the sort of sectarian division that has virtually eliminated the prospects of universal conscription in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia.  Even after Bahrain’s political elites have bolstered its Sunni Muslim population with the preferential granting of citizenship to Sunnis from abroad, Bahrain is still a Shia majority country.
  And Saudi Arabia’s oil rich Eastern Province is the home of its large (2 to 3 million-strong, that is between 10% and 15% of the overall population) Shia minority.  In both countries the Shia population is comprehensively – politically, economically, and, especially in Saudi Arabia, in religious life
 – marginalized.  Clearly, particularly given the deep-seated tension between Sunnis and Shia in these states, conscription that would include Shia youths is undesirable for Bahraini and Saudi ruling elites.  Besides, Saudi Arabia does not need more soldiers, it needs better ones – as the Saudi military’s performance in the on-going war in Yemen indicates.
  

Nevertheless, there is some popular support for the introduction of the draft in Saudi Arabia though there is no reliable data on its magnitude.
  In print and broadcast media Saudi citizens in favor of conscription often note similar concerns to their Qatari and Emirati counterparts.  They consider Saudi young men “soft bellied and weak,” “lacking discipline” and “respect for their elders,” “uninterested in hard work of any sort.”  They criticize Saudi youths’ “reliance on expatriates to do everything while they sit back,” and believe that the army would mold them into “responsible citizens.”  Still, others disagree pointing out that the country’s defense needs are already met without the forcing of youngsters into military service and that the countries adopting conscription laws had much smaller populations and smaller proportions of citizens than Saudi Arabia.


In April 2015 and again in November 2016 Grand Mufti Sheikh Abdulaziz bin Abdullah al-Asheikh, Saudi Arabia’s highest religious authority, called on his country’s leaders to introduce mandatory military service.  He first discussed the matter in his Friday sermon in a Riyadh mosque, only a couple of weeks after a Saudi-led military coalition began operations against Houthi militias in Yemen.  The Grand Mufti argued that compulsory conscription was the only way to assure that Saudi youth contributed to their country’s defense and security.
  Al-Asheikh’s exhortation did find resonance with some Saudi citizens, male and female, who voiced their support for the draft and their desire to serve on social media.
  Even in military circles, there is some approval for this viewpoint.  In February 2016, for instance, retired Brigadier General Ibrahim Al-Marie called for the compulsory drafting of Saudi youths into the military.  According to him, the threats facing Saudi Arabia justify the introduction of conscription and would ease on the country’s dependence on the United States for its protection.
  
Nevertheless, the Saudi royal family disagrees.  In 2014 then Crown Prince Mutaib bin Abdullah bin Abdulaziz, the head of the Saudi National Guard (and the son of the king) denied that there were plans to introduce conscription in the kingdom.  He noted that the number of Saudis who wanted to join the military far exceeded actual staffing needs.   The Kingdom’s Shura Council agreed, as the Deputy Chairman of its Security Committee, Maj. Gen. Abdul Hadi Al Amri explained in February 2018.  “Modern armies,” General Al Amri said, did “not need huge numbers of people, but rather smart weapons. The current training facilities do not accommodate a large number of conscripts. The professional military forces have the power and the ability that allow them to confront any aggression, without the need for conscripts.”
 

In his book, First Light, Bahrain’s King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa writes that during the planning stages of the Bahrain Defence Forces in the early 1970s the question of whether the manpower of the new force should be based on conscription or on volunteers was the topic of serious discussion.  Ultimately it was decided, he explains, that a volunteer force would be more suitable mainly because “a volunteer is an individual with motivation and his professionalism make him continue to serve and acquire expertise in his profession.”  The choice favoring volunteers, Hamad goes on, does not mean “that our minds are closed about the two systems.”
  Given the forum, one should not be surprised that Hamad did not mention the most obvious reason that justifies having a volunteer army and counsels against conscription: to avoid putting weapons in Shi’a hands that, given the “right” circumstances, might be turned against the state. 


Oman’s highly professional armed forces do not require the draft for their manpower needs because there are more than sufficient number of qualified volunteers.  In an extraordinary measure, however, the country’s air force launched a limited conscription campaign in order to reduce the number of disgruntled unemployed youths in the wake of Arab Spring demonstrations in March 2011.  According to reports, many youths “flocked to air force headquarters” and those that were found fit for service were transferred to the Salalah and Thamrit air bases.
  More recently, the prominent Omani businessman, Essa bin Mohammed Al Zedjali, echoed the concerns of many others in the Gulf.  In a long Times of Oman article he argued that one of the main objectives of conscription was “to boost the strength of character of youth, leadership qualities and collective conscience of a nation.”
  Oman, he went on, was in need of “a transformation turning its young population into an agile, disciplined, and skilled force” and there was no better training vehicle to achieve this objective than two-year compulsory military service.  He expressed his hope that the Majlis A’Shura – Oman’s democratically elected Consultative Assembly, the lower house of the Council of Oman – would take up the issue of conscription in its agenda for discussion.  Nevertheless, the Majlis appears not to have seriously considered introducing conscription in the Sultanate.  National and local officials in Oman tend to believe that their military does not need the inevitable disruptions and potential difficulties that conscripting thousands of reluctant youngsters would entail.
 

Conclusion


The introduction of mandatory military service in the three richest Gulf states is big news precisely because it is a major departure from the policies they have pursued since independence.  Although the new measure has surprised many in the Gulf and beyond, the reasons behind it are not just defensible but logical.  The GCC states’ increasingly activist foreign policy requires military establishments with the deeper personnel reserves that conscription can generate.  The Middle East, and even the Arabian Gulf region, has been in a political and security flux and it is sensible to anticipate that promoting nationalism and a sense of belonging – through the vehicle of national service – will cement the loyalties of young people and the overall cohesiveness of Gulf societies.  Finally, there is sound socioeconomic reasoning behind the introduction of the draft, from engaging young people with often little else to do to improving their general health.  Thus far the implementation of conscription has proceeded without major glitches and, by all accounts – not just the broadcast and print media but also according to social media – it has been a success. 

Generally speaking, conscription has been a hit so far both in the UAE and Qatar and it may well turn out to be so in Kuwait as well when it is introduced in late 2017.  The Gulf region has been rapidly changing in economic, societal, political, and military-strategic terms and the fact that Kuwait’s earlier experience – with a very differently conceived draft system – was not a success is not directly relevant to the current iteration of national service.  Still, no matter how successful these three countries’ conscription experiences will be in the long term, one should not anticipate their replication in the other GCC member states.  The main reasons in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia are sectarian division and in Saudi Arabia and Oman the ready availability of volunteers – in the latter case, especially, highly qualified ones – to facilitate the staffing of their armed forces.


Since the uprisings in the Arab world in 2011 some of the ruling families of the Arabian Peninsula have endeavored to encourage their citizens’ interest in state affairs, to become more stake-holders in their countries rather than detached if obedient beneficiaries of the state’s largesse.  One could hardly think of a measure that more directly “civilianizes the state” than the implementation of the mandatory draft.  This policy can go a long way in achieving the objective of involving a new generation of civilians in the affairs of the state.  At the very least, young Kuwaiti, Emirati, and Qatari citizens will be active participants in one of the most essential state institutions of their country, learn first-hand about national defense, and recognize their personal responsibility for the security of their homeland.  
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