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Everyone has the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion; 

this right includes freedom to change his 
religion or belief, and freedom, either alone 
or in community with others and in public or 
private, to manifest his religion or belief in 
teaching, practice, worship and observance.

Article 18, Universal Declaration of Human Rights



INTRODUCTION
The UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) published 
its latest annual report on human rights in April 2014, 
outlining the government’s work to secure and promote 
human rights internationally. 

Freedom of religion or belief (FoRB) is now considered a 
‘human rights priority area’ for the British government and 
the latest report reflects this, stating that “all FCO ministers 
are ambassadors for religious freedom”. Baroness Warsi, 
the FCO Minister who holds the FoRB portfolio, has 
been instrumental in initiating an ongoing international 
dialogue on the issue, particularly with the member 
states of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). 
The events of the ‘Arab Spring’, and the plight of religious 
minorities in the Arab region, particularly Christians, has 
led to freedom of religion or belief becoming a human 
rights priority for the European Union as well, which has 
recently produced official guidelines on FoRB for use in 
its human rights policy abroad.

However, despite growing UK and European interest and 
engagement on FoRB, nevertheless there remain huge 
challenges to the enjoyment of FoRB internationally. 
The following briefing highlights particular geographic 
concerns, both at regional and country level. It is 
important that the British government continues to raise 
FoRB internationally as a human rights thematic issue 
of particular concern, and that it continues its efforts to 
further mainstream FoRB within its wider human rights 
and foreign policy strategy. Additionally the UK should 
increase its efforts to raise geographic-related concerns, 
along with its European partners, whenever it has an 
appropriate bilateral or multilateral opportunity to do 
so. 
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SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA
CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC

Since 10 December 2012, when fighting broke out between 
the Bozizé government and the Seleka rebel alliance 
that overthrew it, the human rights and humanitarian 
situation in the Central African Republic (CAR) has 
continued to deteriorate. Most alarming has been the 
advent of sectarian violence, both in the capital and in 
rural areas. The international community and media have 
been slow to comprehend that the CAR had no previous 
history of sectarian violence. On the contrary, decades 
of instability and upheaval had been characterised by 
struggles for political power and control of resources. 
From 10 December 2012, local sources increasingly 
noted the targeting of the Christian population by Seleka 
elements. 

The targeted violence worsened after Seleka’s seizure of 
power in March 2013 and alleged disbanding, ultimately 
occasioning retributive violence by reconstituted ‘anti-
balaka’ (‘anti-AK 47 bullets’) militia groups that have 
been responsible for significant human rights violations 
since December 2013. This includes the current cleansing 
of the Muslim community, which has been extensively 
documented extensively by the international media and 
observers. However, out of sight of international media 
and peacekeepers, in rural areas, and particularly in 
the north of the country, regular reports emerge of the 
continuing targeting of Christian communities. On 16 
April  2014 Archbishop Nestor Désiré Nongo-Aziagbia, the 
bishop of Bossangoa, and three priests from the Diocese 
of Batangafo were abducted by Seleka fighters while 
conducting their Easter pastoral tour; they were released 
following strong interventions from the Vatican. On Good 
Friday Father Christ Wilibona Foreman of St Kizito Parish 
in Paoua was shot dead by members of the Seleka. On the 
same day fighting broke out in Sibut between mercenaries 
supported by the Seleka on one hand and French Sangaris 
and pan-African MISCA troops on the other.  

The Christian community and leaders strongly dispute 
that anti-balaka groups constitute a ‘Christian militia’, 
pointing out they are pre-existing village defence groups 
bolstered by former soldiers loyal to deposed President 
Bozizé, former Seleka fighters, angry youths seeking 
revenge for Seleka violations, and, increasingly, common 
criminals, who also attack and extort non-Muslims. 
Persistent international portrayal of the previously 
multifaceted conflict as being between Christians 
and Muslims in a country that includes followers of 
indigenous and other beliefs, and in a geographical region 
where violent religion-based insurgencies exist, has 
proved unhelpful and dangerous. It has become a self-
fulfilling prophecy, playing into the ‘clash of civilisations’ 
narrative that feeds Islamist insurgencies. The Nigerian 

terror group Boko Haram has vowed to assist Muslims 
in the CAR. During the week beginning 21 April 2014, 
several hundred Fulanis were reported to have arrived in 
Batangafo in vehicles, on horses and on foot, and to have 
surrounded and occupied the town. Reports also indicate 
that Fulani militia burned down many houses and killed 
villagers near Kaga-Bandoro, while in Bossangoa, Seleka 
members are reported to have invaded surrounding 
villages, burning homes and killing civilians. Fears persist 
of a possible partitioning of the country along sectarian 
lines.

EAST AFRICA

Militant Islamism is increasingly affecting countries 
along Africa’s eastern coast. Attacks on churches and 
security installations in Kenya by the Somali terror 
group al Shabaab operatives and sympathisers have 
increased since October 2011, when Kenya’s army joined 
international efforts to stabilise Somalia following cross-
border abductions of foreign tourists by al Shabaab. Recent 
bombings in Nairobi’s Eastleigh suburb claimed six lives 
and occasioned an excessive government crackdown, 
involving the detention of at least 2,000 people of Somali 
origin, and the deportation of anyone without legitimate 
documentation. However, racial targeting is likely to have 
a limited effect; eyewitnesses state that the perpetrators 
of the gun attack in March on a Mombasa church were not 
of Somali ethnicity.

Mombasa has also witnessed several other church attacks 
and the murders of three clergymen since 2013, the latest 
being the killing on 14 February 2014 of  Lawrence Kazungu 
Kadenge, an assistant pastor at Glory of God Ministries 
Church. A progressive rise in religious freedom violations 
in the United Republic of Tanzania was starkly illustrated 
during 2013, when the beheading of a pastor in the north-
west was followed by the bombing of Arusha’s Catholic 
cathedral. Increasing attacks on Zanzibar’s Christian 
community, including the destruction by mobs of over 
24 churches, the murders of two clerics in February 2013 
and credible death threats to key pastors soon thereafter, 
received greater attention when an acid attack on an 
elderly Catholic priest was preceded by a similar attack 
on two British teenagers. However, the discovery and 
arrest of alleged al Qaeda supporters undergoing military 
training in a remote area on the Tanzanian mainland in 
2013, and the suspected use of a remote-controlled 
explosive outside a historic Anglican cathedral in Zanzibar 
in March 2014 indicate a possible further escalation. 
 

ERITREA

Although Article 19 of Eritrea’s constitution, ratified 
in 1997, states that “no person may be discriminated 
against on account of…religion”, the ruling People’s Front 
for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ) has not implemented 
this document. Only Sunni Islam, the Eritrean Orthodox 
Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Eritrea, and 
the Roman Catholic Church are officially recognised. 
Other religious groups must register in order to practise 
their faith; however, the registration process is onerous, 
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intrusive, restrictive and seemingly inconclusive. 
Thousands of adherents of non-recognised creeds are 
detained without charge or trial for practising their faith, 
in inhumane, life threatening conditions where they can 
face torture or even death. Authorised denominations 
also suffer. In a series of government-initiated punitive 
measures from 2005-2006, the legitimate patriarch of 
the Orthodox Church was driven from office, replaced by 
a government-approved priest, in violation of canonical 
law, and placed under house arrest, where he remains to 
date.

The government controls the Church’s finances, is closing 
or selling its assets, and priests sympathetic to the true 
patriarch are detained, forced to flee the country, or, 
following the 2005 withdrawal of clerical exemption 
from military service, forcibly conscripted. Those 
allowed to continue in office must carry guns, following 
a government order obliging all able-bodied civilians to 
bear arms. Those who refuse are jailed. Military service, 
which is meant by law to last for 18 months, is in reality 
indefinite. Recruits receive minimal wages and young 
female recruits are subject to sexual harassment by 
senior officers.

All members of the Eritrean Diaspora aged 18 and over are 
obliged to pay an illegal 2% tax levied on their earnings 
to Eritrean embassies, or risk ramifications for family 
members still in Eritrea. Even students must allegedly 
contribute around £50 a year. Collection of the tax is 
prohibited by a 2011 UN Security Council Resolution, 
which determined that proceeds were being used to fund 
“arms and related material” to rebel militia across the 
Horn of Africa.

NIGERIA
Nigeria’s federal constitution provides legal protections 
and rights for all citizens. However, these are not always 
enjoyed by religious minorities in northern and central 
areas, particularly after the adoption of the shari’a penal 
code by twelve states, effectively rendering Islam the 
official state religion. Non-Muslims in these states are 
generally denied the rights, opportunities, provisions and 
protection Muslims enjoy, and to which all citizens are 
entitled. Churches and land are often seized with little or 
no compensation, and non-Muslims are rarely reimbursed 
for personal or corporate losses incurred during episodic 
religion-related violence. The situation has been 
exacerbated by the re-emergence of the terrorist group 
Boko Haram and its offshoot Ansaru. Since its inception 
in 2002, Boko Haram has targeted symbols of the federal 
government and the “Western” religion of Christianity. 
However, Boko Haram is also increasingly attacking Muslim 
communities it deems to have betrayed it, and Muslim 
clerics openly opposed to its narrow interpretation of 
Islam. Around 20 people are thought to have died when 
gunmen attacked a mosque in Buni Gari Village in Yobe 
State, north-eastern Nigeria, during the early hours of 5 
April 2014. Boko Haram leader Abubakar Shekau has also 
threatened northern traditional rulers and prominent 
Muslim politicians, warning against involvement in 
the democratic process. In addition, during 2014 the 

death toll in violence ostensibly committed by armed 
Fulani herders against non-Muslim villagers in Kaduna, 
Plateau and Benue States has mounted inexorably. This 
has occasioned speculation of a linkage between these 
groups and Boko Haram elements.

SUDAN
The Republic of Sudan has existed in its present form since 
July 2011, following the independence of South Sudan. 
Since then, the situation for religious minorities in Sudan 
has become critical. Over 97 percent of those living in 
Sudan are Muslim. Not only are Christians in Sudan often 
obstructed from practising their faith, they can also face 
active persecution for doing so. Christians are prohibited 
from holding open air meetings, and violence against 
those identifying themselves as Christian is common. 
Converts from Islam are particularly vulnerable to societal 
and official pressure. Both blasphemy and apostasy are 
illegal, with the latter carrying the death penalty. 

The problems experienced by religious minorities predate 
South Sudan’s secession. Successive governments have 
been hostile to religious and ethnic minorities, particularly 
since the shari’a declaration of 1983. President al-Bashir 
repeatedly stated that following southern independence, 
Sudan would become an Islamic state with a new shari’a-
based constitution that is in the process of being drafted, 
in an opaque and non-inclusive manner. Following 
the secession, religious minorities experienced even 
greater hardship, hostility, and isolation. Since December 
2012 there has been an increase in arrests, detentions 
and deportations of Christians and those suspected of 
having links to Christians, particularly in Khartoum and 
Omdurman, Sudan’s largest cities. On 17 February 2014 
Sudanese authorities confiscated and demolished a 
Sudanese Church of Christ building in the Ombada area 
of Omdurman. There has also been a systematic targeting 
of members of minority ethnic groups, particularly the 
Nuba, giving credence to speculation that an agenda of 
Islamisation and Arabisation still prevails.
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NORTH AFRICA & 
MIDDLE EAST
EGYPT

Egypt is experiencing its second major transition 
in two years. Widespread anxiety at the increasing 
‘Brotherhoodisation’ of key institutions, growing 
discontent at continuing crackdowns on civil society 
and deep disillusionment with a severe economic slump 
led to vast public protests from 30 June 2013 onwards, 
resulting in the ousting of President Morsi by the military 
and the creation of an interim government. The period 
since Morsi’s removal has been marred by an excessive 
crackdown on his supporters, growing restrictions on 
freedom of expression and assembly, increasing terrorist 
activity and escalating sectarian attacks. A new constitution 
approved in January 2014 states that religious freedom 
is absolute, but limits this to the ‘revealed religions’ of 
Islam, Christianity and Judaism, while also committing 
Egypt to international human rights conventions, some of 
which include freedom of religion or belief in its fullness; 
and outlawing discrimination on any grounds, including 
religion.  

Neither conversion nor the problematic issue of 
religious designation in national identity documents are 
addressed in the constitution. However, the constitution 
does task any incoming parliament with the passing of 
legislation to end discrimination in the maintenance of 
church buildings, which previously required presidential 
permission. This task may have been greatly eased by the 
passing of a tolerant fatwa in March 2014 by Al Azhar, the 
foremost authority in Sunni Islam, which extends equal 
rights to ‘dhimmis’; recognises their right to freedom 
of religion or belief, and prohibits the destruction or 
damaging of churches or monasteries, whether through 
demolition or assault.

Extremist groups and individuals continue to attack 
Christian communities, erroneously holding Copts 
primarily responsible for Morsi’s downfall. Kidnappings 
of Coptic men, women and children, extortion, and 
targeted killings of members of the Coptic community, 
particularly women, continue to occur, especially in 
Upper Egypt. Questions persist over whether there is 
sufficient protection or even the will on the part of some 
in the security services to offer adequate protection to 
targeted Christians. As long as Christians continue to 
be closely identified with the current political order, 
whose more inclusive mindset with regard to minorities 
may not yet have filtered down to the rest of society, 
the community’s ultimate fate will rest on whether the 
current dispensation succeeds or fails. 

IRAN

Since the 1979 revolution Iran’s religious and ethnic 
minorities have suffered increasing human rights 
violations. Religious minorities are viewed with 
suspicion and treated as a threat to a theocratic system 
bent on imposing a strict interpretation of Shi’a Islam. 
Although Iran is party to several international covenants 
that provide for freedom of religion or belief, Christians, 
Baha’is, Sufi Dervishes and Sunni Muslims have been 
killed judicially and extra-judicially, tortured, imprisoned 
or generally harassed on account of their faith. The 
persecution of Muslim converts to Christianity has been 
escalating since 2009 and has continued under President 
Rouhani. This escalation was accompanied by a rise in 
anti-Christian rhetoric from senior official leaders. The 
Baha’i community, which remains unrecognised, and 
the Dervishes have increasingly been targeted by hate 
speech. However, in an encouraging development in 
April 2014, Ayatollah Abdol-Hamid Masoumi-Tehrani, 
a senior Shi’a cleric, presented the Baha’i International 
Community with a symbolic gift and raised concerns over 
their mistreatment.

syria

The Syrian civil war is a tragedy that has affected every 
religious and ethnic community. Obscured by the 
ongoing atrocities by all warring parties, the campaign 
against Syrian Christians in areas occupied by Sunni 
Islamist militia is increasingly taking on the appearance 
of religious cleansing. Shari’a courts have been set up 
in occupied areas to enforce conformity with extreme 
Wahhabi Islam. Recently, the Christian community in al-
Raqa was ordered by the Islamic State of Iraq and the 
Levant (ISIL or ISIS) to pay ‘jizya’ or ‘dhimmi’ tax, adopt 
the Islamic dress code and worship behind closed doors.

An estimated 500,000 Christians are thought to have fled 
the country, with many leaving after being threatened 
with abduction, rape and the seizure and destruction of 
property. Those remaining, who include the disabled, 
elderly and large families, have suffered this fate, with 
many killed or forced to convert on pain of death by 
jihadi groups. The whereabouts of Archbishop Boulos 
(Paul) Yazigi of the Greek Orthodox Church, Archbishop 
Yohanna Ibrahim of the Syriac Orthodox Church and 
Italian Jesuit priest Father Paolo Dall’Ogglio, all of whom 
were abducted in 2013, remain unknown. In April 2014 
the elderly and respected Dutch priest Frans van der Lugt 
was murdered.

turkey

The Turkish constitution provides for freedom of belief, 
worship and the private expression of religious ideas, and 
prohibits discrimination on religious grounds. Although 
officially a secular state, Turkey is caught between its 
secular and Islamic identities. In recent years Turkey has 
taken some positive steps to address the concerns of 
religious minorities and to uphold freedom of religion or 
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belief. That said, problems remain for religious minorities 
in the areas of identity cards, education, and registration 
of church buildings. There are occasional violent attacks 
and daily societal discrimination towards Alevi Muslims, 
Bahai’s and Christians – particularly those who converted 
from Islam. Seven years after three employees of a 
Christian publishing house were murdered in Malatya, 
a decision on the case remains outstanding. Moreover, 
following the passing of a new law reducing the length 
of time suspects awaiting a verdict can spend in prison 
from ten years to five, the alleged perpetrators of these 
murders, several of whom were caught at the scene, 
were released on bail in March 2014. Despite the Turkish 
government promising last September to return land 
previously owned by the historic Mor Gabriel Monastery, 
only half of the land, totalling 244,000m2 or 60 acres, was 
handed back to the monastery in February. Reports state 
that 79 acres have yet to be returned, with 67 acres of the 
remaining property in the hands of the Forestry Ministry, 
and the rest with the Turkish Treasury.

EAST ASIA
BURMA

Burma (officially called ‘Myanmar’) is a nation at the 
crossroads. For more than 50 years Burma has been ruled 
by a succession of brutal military dictatorships, and for 
over 65 years the country has been torn apart by civil war. 
Since 2011, however, a new government led by President 
Thein Sein has been introducing a series of political 
reforms. While the military continues to dominate politics, 
former General Thein Sein has released hundreds of 
political prisoners, permitted increased space for media, 
civil society and political actors, engaged with the leader 
of the National League for Democracy (NLD) Aung San 
Suu Kyi, and agreed preliminary ceasefires with most of 
the ethnic armed resistance groups. However, there is 
still a very long way to go. Grave human rights violations 
continue to be perpetrated, particularly in predominantly 
Christian Kachin State and in many Muslim-populated 
areas. Since 2012 a major wave of anti-Muslim violence 
has swept the country, initially targeting the Rohingya 
people in Arakan State before spreading to affect Muslims 
more widely in 2013. Militant Buddhist nationalism has 
arisen as a movement, creating an atmosphere of rising 
religious intolerance. The political reforms are still 
fragile, and amount to a change of atmosphere but not 
yet a change of system. There are reasons for cautious 
optimism, but Burma continues to face many very 
significant human rights challenges, particularly in regard 
to freedom of religion or belief.

china

Under the Chinese constitution, the state protects all 
“normal” religious activities (Article 36). The five officially 
recognised religious traditions – Buddhism, Taoism, 
Islam, Protestantism and Catholicism – are overseen by 
seven state-sanctioned associations. Additionally, the 

State Administration for Religious Affairs, a department 
under the State Council, is in charge of religious affairs. 
In practice the line between ‘oversight’ and ‘control’ is 
often blurred. The precise relationship between religious 
communities and the authorities varies enormously. 
Nevertheless, both in law and in practice, conditions fall 
short of international definitions of freedom of religion 
or belief. In China the level of religious freedom is 
intrinsically linked to rule of law. The three autonomous 
regions of Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia and Tibet are rule of 
law blind spots and are also some of the most severely 
troubled areas for violations of the right to freedom of 
religion or belief. Specific violations against Muslims, 
Protestants, Catholics and Tibetan Buddhists in these 
areas include disruptions to religious services, intrusive 
monitoring of religious institutions, closure of religious 
sites, confiscation of property, arbitrary administrative 
detention, and restrictions on religious teaching and 
training. There is also a gap between the law and reality 
in the country overall. In some cases, unregistered urban 
Protestant churches enjoy a greater degree of religious 
freedom than granted by the law: in other areas churches 
of the same size and denomination are deprived of even 
the limited protections granted by the law. This shows 
inconsistency in the implementation of the law, and 
highlights where the law itself is lacking.

indonesia

Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim-majority nation, 
has a long tradition of pluralism, religious freedom and 
inter-religious harmony, and is widely respected around 
the world for its successful transition from authoritarian 
rule to democracy. Rising religious intolerance, however, 
threatens to destroy these achievements and poses a 
threat not only to the country’s religious minorities, but to 
all Indonesians who value democracy, human rights, peace 
and stability. Across the archipelago a growing number of 
Christian churches are threatened with closure, or in some 
instances violently attacked and destroyed, by radical 
Islamist groups and local authorities. The Ahmadiyah1 
Muslim community also faces serious persecution, with 
many Ahmadi mosques and followers attacked. In 2012, 
Shi’a Muslims faced increasing threats and violence, a 
Shi’a cleric was imprisoned on charges of blasphemy, 
and an atheist was jailed because he publicly declared 
his disbelief in God. According to the Setara Institute, 
which publishes annual reports on religious freedom, 
264 violations were documented in 2012, compared with 
244 in 2011, 216 in 2010 and 200 in 2009. Indonesia’s 
pluralism is increasingly in peril.

1 In Indonesia, the spelling ‘Ahmadiyah’ is used. In other 
parts of the world the same community’s name is most 
often spelled ‘Ahmadiyya’. The word ‘Ahmadi’ is used as the 
adjective.
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laos

The landlocked south-east Asian nation of Laos (officially 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic) does not receive a 
great deal of international attention. Although the level 
of religious freedom has improved in Laos during recent 
years, efforts by the government to promote and protect 
the right to freedom of religion or belief are undermined 
by weak rule of law at the local level. A combination of 
social hostility and weak implementation of the limited 
protections which do exist, results in restrictions not only 
on the manifestation of religion or belief, but also on the 
freedom to adopt a religion or belief of one’s choice. This 
is especially true for Protestant Christianity, which is still 
seen by some as a foreign religion at odds with traditional 
culture. Violations against Christians include detention 
without charge or trial, forced eviction, confiscation of 
land and livestock, destruction of property, harassment 
and discrimination, and enforced disappearance.

In her 2009 report, the then Special Rapporteur on 
freedom of religion or belief, Asma Jahangir, noted that 
the Baha’i, Muslim, Catholic and other religious minority 
communities appear to refrain from missionary activities 
in order to prevent “problems with the authorities”. In 
the same report, the Special Rapporteur reported having 
received a number of serious allegations of Christians 
being coerced into renouncing their faith by local 
authorities. Reports of forced re-conversion continued to 
emerge in 2013 and 2014.

NORTH KOREA

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), or 
North Korea, is the world’s most closed, isolated and 
repressive state, with one of the worst records for human 
rights. It is ruled by the only dictatorship in the world which 
is both a dynasty and portrays itself as a deity. There is 
no freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, and 
any North Korean who expresses an opinion or a belief 
which differs from the regime’s propaganda faces severe 
punishment. It is estimated that over 200,000 people 
are detained in prison camps in North Korea, where they 
endure dire living conditions and brutal torture. Many of 
these are Christians.

In 2013, following a resolution adopted by the UN 
Human Rights Council, a Commission of Inquiry was 
established “to investigate the systematic, widespread 
and grave violations of human rights”. In response to the 
commission’s findings, the Human Rights Council passed 
a strong resolution which included a wide range of 
recommendations, most notably encouraging UN Security 
Council consideration of the report, including possible 
referral of North Korea to an “appropriate international 
criminal justice mechanism”.

The resolution “condemns in the strongest terms the 
ongoing and systematic, widespread and gross human 
rights violations” in North Korea including the “denial of 
the right of freedom of thought, conscience and religion”. 
It goes on to acknowledge that “the body of testimony 
and information received provides reasonable grounds 
to believe that crimes against humanity have been 
committed”.

VIETNAM

The Vietnamese constitution of 1992 guarantees freedom 
of religion or belief; however, in reality the situation is 
fragile. Conditions for believers vary according to region, 
ethnicity, legal status, denomination, and relationship 
with the authorities. It is difficult to make generalisations 
but it is clear that religious freedom is restricted for 
many religious groups in Vietnam including Protestants, 
Catholics, Hoa Hao Buddhists, Cao Daists, and some other 
Buddhist denominations. The government of Vietnam 
claims it has made attempts to address religious freedom 
concerns raised by domestic and international actors. 
However, Protestants from both registered and non-
registered denominations, as well as Catholic clergy 
and lay people, continue to face violations ranging from 
intrusive surveillance, discrimination and harassment, 
to forced eviction, arrest, detention, torture and extra-
judicial killing. In some cases the perpetrators are 
police and local officials; other times, state actors incite 
neighbours or pay ‘hired thugs’ to attack religious groups. 
One of the main concerns raised by Protestant pastors 
and churches in Vietnam is the growing tendency for new 
Christian converts to be targeted by members of their 
own local community. Members of unregistered Hoa Hao 
and Cao Dai denominations have also reported attacks on 
their property and harassment by both religious officials 
and hired gangs.

LATIN AMERICA
COLOMBIA

Internationally known mega-churches and rapid church 
growth over the past decades have contributed to a 
widespread perception both in and outside of the country 
that religious persecution does not exist in Colombia. 
However, while many Christians in Colombia exercise 
their right to meet and worship freely, the daily reality 
for a significant percentage of Colombian Christians is 
very different. 

These men and women, particularly those living in conflict 
zones or areas controlled by illegal armed groups, but also 
many living in the supposed safety of major urban areas, 
suffer direct persecution because of their faith. Across 
the country an estimated 200 churches are believed to 
be forcibly closed. In some regions, religious activity 
has been forbidden by order of the armed groups. Entire 
Christian communities have been displaced and pastors 
and church leaders have been marked for assassination. In 
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many cases these threats have been carried out. Christian 
adults and youths who refuse to join illegal armed groups 
for reasons of conscience, and converts to Christianity 
who wish to leave the armed groups, must go into 
hiding or be killed. Christian families and communities 
who resist the armed groups’ demands, which they find 
incompatible with their faith, often face horrific and 
inhumane consequences. The majority of victims come 
from already historically marginalised communities 
with little public voice; a significant percentage are 
campesinos, small scale and subsistence farmers living 
in rural parts of the country, and many are from Afro-
Colombian or indigenous communities. 

Colombian courts have ruled, in contravention of 
Colombia’s international human rights obligations, 
that when it comes to religious freedom, indigenous 
Colombians do not have the same rights as the rest of 
the population. This has resulted in indigenous Christians 
being subjected to discrimination, corporal punishment 
and, in the worst cases, banishment from their lands for 
refusing to reconvert back to traditional beliefs – all with 
the tacit support of the state.

CUBA

In recent years violations of freedom of religion or belief 
have increased in number and severity in Cuba. All 
religious activities and institutions are strictly regulated 
by the Central Committee of the Cuban Communist 
Party. Leaders of registered religious groups regularly 
complain that official requests to carry out building 
repairs, for example, or to register a house church, are 
refused or go unanswered. Cubans associated with 
unregistered religious groups are routinely harassed and 
threatened by government officials. Cuban authorities 
attempt to dictate which individuals may or may not 
attend religious services. Religious leaders who refuse 
to accede to these demands are frequent targets of the 
government and some have been victims of violence and 
arbitrary detention. Cubans associated with independent 
civil society, including human rights and pro-democracy 
groups, are physically stopped and often arbitrarily 
detained to prevent them from participating in religious 
services.

MEXICO

Violations of freedom of religion or belief, ranging from 
moderate to severe, are regular occurrences in some 
parts of Mexico. This is mostly due to the government’s 
reluctance to involve itself in religious disputes or 
situations of religious intolerance, even when these result 
in violations of fundamental human rights protected in 
the Mexican constitution. The majority of these types of 
violations, which range in severity from school exclusion 
to acts of violence and forced displacement, occur in five 
states in Mexico, all of which have significant indigenous 
populations. In a separate issue, the number of violations 
of freedom of religion or belief, specifically threats against 
and attacks on religious leaders by criminal networks, has 
risen in recent years across the country.

SOUTH ASIA
india

India’s religious diversity and vitality perhaps surpasses 
that of any other country in the world. The most significant 
threat to pluralism in India derives from the extreme Hindu 
nationalist ideology known as Hindutva, espoused by the 
Sangh Parivar group. Concerns around FoRB in India have 
received greater international attention in recent months, 
following the outbreak of violence against Muslims in 
Muzaffarnagar in September 2013, and the nomination 
of Narendra Modi as the prime ministerial candidate for 
the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Mr 
Modi is stoutly unapologetic for the communal violence 
which engulfed Gujarat during the early months of his 
tenure as chief minister in 2002, in which 2,000 people 
died, mostly Muslims. 

Perpetrators of communal violence in India often go 
unpunished, due to state negligence or complicity. This 
impunity is a leading reason why communal violence 
continues to take place in several parts of India. Although 
the government has taken steps towards drafting 
legislation to prevent, control, and deal with the aftermath 
of communal violence in an effective way, the Prevention 
of Communal and Targeted Violence Bill, the result of an 
extensive consultation with civil society, has not been 
made law due to a lack of political will. 

Various forms of problematic legislation play a role 
in underpinning communal tension and violence, 
and discrimination against religious minorities. Anti-
conversion laws are routinely used to justify violence 
against Christian targets and create anti-minority 
hostilities. The former UN Special Rapporteur on freedom 
of religion or belief visited India in 2008 and wrote that 
she was “deeply concerned” that anti-conversion laws 
were “being used to vilify Christians and Muslims”, and 
that these laws “should be reconsidered since they raise 
serious human rights concerns”. Furthermore, Dalits who 
adopt other religions, usually Christianity or Islam, lose 
their legal status as Scheduled Castes and consequently 
their eligibility to access benefits available to Dalits of a 
different religious background. 

In addition, there have been growing concerns about 
the increasing pressure and harassment human rights 
defenders in the country face from not only extremist 
groups but also the intelligence bureau. The UN Special 
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders 
visited India in 2011, and in her report she noted that 
“the absence of legislation on the protection of human 
rights defenders is a significant lacuna”. This echoes the 
view of human rights defenders within the country that 
India needs a strong and comprehensive framework to 
protect human rights defenders from harassment and 
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intimidation, and to maintain appropriate and live links 
with international NGOs and human rights mechanisms 
without fear.

nepal

Nepal, historically a Hindu kingdom, has evolved into 
a modern democratic republic during the last two 
decades. Before 1990 Nepalis were not permitted 
to change their religion, and converts to Christianity 
were severely harassed and imprisoned. A decade-long 
military conflict with Maoist communist forces ended 
with the establishment of a democratic republic, but the 
peace process has yet to produce a constitution. CSW is 
advocating for the new constitution to guarantee every 
person the right to choose or change their religion or 
belief, and to communicate it to others, which current 
draft proposals do not guarantee. There is also a need to 
safeguard harmonious coexistence between people of the 
many different faiths which exist in Nepal. Draft proposals 
for the new constitution problematise conversion through 
the following provision: “No person shall be entitled to 
convert another person from one religion to another.” 
This leaves little room for seeing religious conversion 
as a positive choice, and is not consistent with Nepal’s 
international human rights obligations.

pakistan

Freedom of religion or belief concerns in Pakistan range 
from everyday institutional and social discrimination 
to targeted mass killings at places of worship. In recent 
years these have been exacerbated by sectarian violence, 
a volatile society, lack of accountability and perpetrator 
impunity. Pakistan has officially been an Islamic Republic 
since 1964, and shari’a law was given limited legal 
status. A tension exists within the constitution whereby 
legislation must comply with both the Fundamental 
Rights chapter and the Islamic Provisions chapter. The 
blasphemy laws (Section 295, PPC) make it a criminal 
act to insult another’s religion; Sections B and C, which 
require a life sentence for defilement of the Qur’an 
and a death sentence for insults against the Prophet 
Mohammed, are widely misused to settle personal scores, 
target religious minorities or further extremist agendas. 
The majority of accusations are made against Muslims, 
but when non-Muslims are accused, there is a higher 
likelihood of their entire community being attacked. This 
happened in March 2013 when an angry mob torched 
198 houses in Joseph Colony in Lahore, after rumours 
of a blasphemy case spread. Government-mandated 
curriculum changes over decades have resulted in a 
standard curriculum that is tantamount to indoctrination, 
as, in addition to compulsory Islamic Studies and Pakistan 
Studies, other classes are taught from an Islamic religious 
paradigm. Younger generations influenced by the 

biased curriculum are fertile ground for pervasive hate 
speech coming from grassroots clerics, MPs and federal 
ministers, and dissenting voices of tolerance are easily 
silenced. In recent years several Muslim minorities have 
suffered fierce and violent attacks. In the last few years, 
the Shi’a minority has seen hundreds killed, particularly 
in Quetta, Balochistan – and this is only the most recent 
Muslim minority to be attacked after decades of brutal 
anti-Ahmadi violence. The abduction, forced marriage 
and forcible conversion of Christian and Hindu women 
and girls has increased in frequency in recent years. 
Minority women suffer doubly as women and minorities 
have significantly higher illiteracy and poverty levels. 
Perpetrators are emboldened by the relatively low 
likelihood of conviction.

In December 2013 Pakistan received many economic 
benefits from the EU through GSP+ status, and in return 
agreed to implement the provisions of international 
human rights conventions to which it is a party. Pakistan 
must be strongly encouraged to implement these, as well 
as appropriate constitutional provisions, to improve the 
rights of religious minorities. 

sri lankA

Sri Lanka has been ravaged by the effects of a three 
decade-long civil war, which ended in brutal circumstances 
in May 2009. During the most recent UN Human Rights 
Council session in March 2014, a resolution was passed 
to enable an international investigation into Sri Lanka’s 
human rights violations and war crime allegations. 
It is important that the troubled process of national 
reconciliation should take into account the need for 
ethnic and religious pluralism, especially in the light of 
rising violence by the Bodu Bala Sena (BBS), Sinhalese 
Buddhist extremists, against Muslims and Christians. 
Attacks have targeted mosques, Muslim businesses and 
Christian churches. Although anti-Muslim attacks have 
been more high-profile, Christians suffer the largest 
number of attacks at the hands of Buddhist extremists at 
present. The last wave of serious anti-Christian violence 
took place in 2003-2004, but there have been fewer 
incidents in the intervening years. Attacks are made 
worse by administrative restrictions, and churches in the 
south of the country have been confronted with demands 
that they must prove their legality in order to be allowed 
to function. In the past there have been attempts to 
introduce anti-conversion legislation, as in several states 
of India. The most serious attempt, a bill by the Jathika 
Hela Urumaya (JHU) party of Buddhist monks, lapsed 
in 2010. However, the BBS has recently called on the 
government to make a fresh attempt, and warned that 
it would act as the ‘unofficial police’ on this issue in the 
meantime.

Although FoRB always intersects with other human rights 
issues, this is especially the case in Sri Lanka. FoRB is 
affected by the wider climate of impunity and fear, the 
restrictive climate in which civil society organisations 
operate, and the promotion of Sinhalese Buddhism as 
the national mainstream culture.  Promoting FoRB for all 
must be an important priority for Sri Lanka.


