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Afghan nationals residing in India hold placards as they participate in a protest demanding better 
rights for women in Afghanistan, during a demonstration in New Delhi, India on October 30, 2021. 
(Photo by Mayank Makhija/NurPhoto via AP)
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Headline: A girl looks on among Afghan women 
lining up to receive relief assistance, during the holy 
month of Ramadan in Jalalabad

People view the damage inside of a mosque following a bombing in Kunduz, province northern 
Afghanistan, Friday, Oct. 8, 2021. A powerful explosion in the mosque frequented by a Muslim 
religious minority in northern Afghanistan on Friday has left several casualties, witnesses and the 
Taliban’s spokesman said. (AP Photo/Abdullah Sahil)

System ID: RTXI6PE3
Fixture ID: RC2B4Q9HTAKG
Media date: 6 Oct. 2021
Photographer: Jorge Silva
Headline: Women walk past a shop with a defaced 
picture of a woman in Kabul

In this image provided by the U.S. Marine Corps, evacuees wait to board a Boeing C-17 Globemaster III 
during an evacuation at Hamid Karzai International Airport in Kabul, Afghanistan, Monday, Aug. 30. 2021. 
(Staff Sgt. Victor Mancilla/U.S. Marine Corps via AP)

Afghan Sikh man mourns over a coffin during 
a funeral procession and cremation ceremony 
for those who were killed on Wednesday by a 
lone Islamic State gunman, rampaged through 
a Sikh house of worship, in Kabul, Afghanistan, 
Thursday, March 26, 2020. An explosive device 
disrupted Thursday’s funeral service for 25 
members of Afghanistan’s Sikh minority com-
munity, killed in an attack by the Islamic State 
group on their house of worship in the heart of 
the capital. (AP Photo/Tamana Sarwary)
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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) 
has monitored and reported on religious freedom conditions in 
Afghanistan for more than two decades, but 2021 was particu-

larly difficult. Following U.S. withdrawal from the country, the Taliban 
took control on August 15, 2021. The Taliban’s victory was calamitous 
for many reasons, including the detrimental effect it had on religious 
freedom. USCIRF has long raised concern that the Taliban’s brutal appli-
cation of its extremist interpretation of Sunni Islam violates the freedom 
of religion or belief of all Afghans who do not adhere to that interpreta-
tion, including Muslims and adherents of other faiths or beliefs.

With the Taliban’s return to power, religious freedom conditions 
in Afghanistan, and the overall human rights situation, significantly 
deteriorated in 2021. Religious minorities faced harassment, detention, 
and even death due to their faith or beliefs. The one known Jew and 
most Hindus and Sikhs fled the country. Christian converts, Baha’is, 
and Ahmadiyya Muslims practiced their faith in hiding due to fear of 
reprisal and threats from the Taliban. Years of progress toward more 
equitable access to education and representation of women and girls 
disappeared. Throughout 2021, USCIRF consistently called attention 
to the escalating persecution of religious minorities in the country, 
including in two virtual events, two podcast episodes, and a factsheet. 

Given the sharp decline in religious freedom conditions wit-
nessed in the country in 2021, USCIRF recommends in this Annual 
Report that the U.S. Department of State designate Afghanistan under 
the Taliban’s de facto government as a “country of particular concern” 
(CPC) under the International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 (IRFA). 
The last such recommendation by USCIRF was in 2001, right before 
the ousting of the previous Taliban regime that controlled most of the 
country starting in 1996.

Even before its return to power, the Taliban presented a grave 
threat to religious freedom, including in 2020 and the first half of 2021. 
The group committed violent attacks, excluded religious minorities, 
and punished residents in areas under their control in accordance 
with their extreme interpreta-
tion of Islam. The government 
of Afghanistan, under then 
President Ashraf Ghani, faced 
difficulties maintaining territorial 
control and security, impacting 
the safety of religious minority 
communit ies. Given these 
conditions, USCIRF in its 2021 
Annual Report recommended 
that the Taliban be designated 
as an “entity of particular con-
cern” (EPC) under IRFA and that Afghanistan be placed on the State 
Department’s Special Watch List (SWL), a lesser category than CPC. 
The State Department has designated the Taliban as an EPC every 
year since its first set of EPC designations in 2018, most recently in 

November 2021. The State Department caveated that this designation 
was based on information analyzed as of August 15, 2021, before the 
Taliban’s takeover as the de facto governing authority.

The crisis in Afghanistan should serve as a collective call to action 
to ensure the protection of the most vulnerable religious communities 
around the globe. Beyond Afghanistan, this report sounds the alarm 
regarding the deterioration of religious freedom conditions in a range 
of other countries and provides policy recommendations to the U.S. 
government to respond to violations occurring in these places. This 
year, these countries include the Central African Republic (CAR), which 
USCIRF removed from last year’s annual report following improve-
ments in religious freedom conditions, after previously reporting 
on the country since 2015. During 2021, Central African authorities 
and their partners committed egregious and ongoing violations of 
religious freedom in CAR—including targeted abductions, torture, 
and killings of Muslims—which led USCIRF to reinstate its recommen-
dation to place CAR on the SWL. 

USCIRF is also concerned about the potential for backsliding in 
countries that did not meet the CPC or SWL standard this year, par-
ticularly Sudan, where the October 2021 military takeover threatens 
recent advancements in religious freedom protections made by the 
civilian-led transitional government. USCIRF continues to monitor the 
situation in Sudan closely. In all contexts where the freedom of religion 
or belief is violated or under threat, we urge the U.S. government 
to actively promote this fundamental right and protect persecuted 
religious communities.

About This Report 
Created by IRFA, USCIRF is an independent, bipartisan U.S. govern-
ment advisory body, separate from the U.S. Department of State, that 
monitors and reports on religious freedom abroad and makes policy 
recommendations to the president, secretary of state, and Congress. 

USCIRF bases these recommen-
dations on the provisions of its 
authorizing legislation and the 
standards in the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights, the 
International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights (ICCPR), and 
other international documents. 
USCIRF’s mandate and annual 
reports are different from, and 
complementary to, the mandate 
and annual reports of the State 

Department’s Office of International Religious Freedom. 
USCIRF’s 2022 Annual Report assesses religious freedom 

violations and progress in 27 countries during calendar year 2021 
and makes independent recommendations for U.S. policy. The key 

The crisis in Afghanistan should serve  
as a collective call to action to ensure the 

protection of the most vulnerable  
religious communities around the globe.

https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-exodus-religious-minority-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-update-risk-religious-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/christians-extreme-danger-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/hazara-community-threatened-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Religious%20Minorities%20in%20Afghanistan.pdf
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title22/chapter73&edition=prelim
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-asks-state-dept-designate-9-countries-worst-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/Afhanistan%20Chapter%20AR2021.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/Afhanistan%20Chapter%20AR2021.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-policy-update-preserving-religious-freedom-sudan
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Legislation%20Factsheet%20-%20IRFA.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Legislation%20Factsheet%20-%20IRFA.pdf
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findings, recommendations, and analysis in this report are based on 
a year’s research by USCIRF, including hearings, meetings, and brief-
ings, and are approved by a majority vote of Commissioners. Under 
the statute, each Commissioner has the option to include a statement 
with his or her own individual views. Although USCIRF was not able 
to travel in 2021 to observe religious freedom conditions abroad 
due to the coronavirus pandemic, USCIRF was able to meet virtually 
with various stakeholders to further substantiate reports received 
throughout the year. 

The report’s primary focus is on two groups of countries: first, 
those that USCIRF recommends the State Department should 
designate as CPCs under IRFA, and second, those that USCIRF rec-
ommends the State Department should place on its SWL. The report 
also includes USCIRF’s recom-
mendations of nonstate actors 
for designation by the State 
Department as EPCs under 
IRFA. In addition, the report 
analyzes the U.S. government’s 
implementation of IRFA during 
the reporting year and provides 
recommendations to bolster 
overall U.S. efforts to advance 
freedom of religion or belief 
abroad. It also includes a section 
discussing key trends and devel-
opments in religious freedom 
globally during the reporting 
period, including in countries that are not recommended for CPC or 
SWL status. This year, that section covers topics including the COVID-
19 pandemic and religious freedom, blasphemy and hate speech law 
enforcement, transnational repression of religious freedom, religious 
intolerance in Europe, deterioration of religious freedom conditions in 
South Asia, and political upheaval raising religious freedom concerns. 
Finally, the report’s last section highlights key USCIRF recommen-
dations that the U.S. government has implemented since USCIRF’s 
previous annual report. 

In this report, USCIRF uses the terms “religious freedom,” “free-
dom of religion,” and “freedom of religion or belief” interchangeably 
to refer to the broad right to freedom of thought, conscience, and 
religion or belief—including the right to nonbelief—protected under 
international human rights law.

Standards for CPC, SWL, and  
EPC Recommendations 
IRFA defines CPCs as countries where the government engages in 
or tolerates “particularly severe” violations of religious freedom. It 
defines the State Department’s SWL for countries where the govern-
ment engages in or tolerates “severe” violations of religious freedom. 

Under IRFA, particularly severe violations of religious freedom 
mean “systematic, ongoing, [and] egregious violations . . . , including 
violations such as—(A) torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treat-
ment or punishment; (B) prolonged detention without charges; (C) 
causing the disappearance of persons by the abduction or clandestine 
detention of those persons; or (D) other flagrant denial of the right to 
life, liberty, or the security of persons.” Although the statute does not 
specifically define severe violations of religious freedom, in making 
SWL recommendations USCIRF interprets it to mean violations that 

meet two of the elements of IRFA’s systematic, ongoing, and egre-
gious standard (i.e., that the violations are systematic and ongoing, 
systematic and egregious, or ongoing and egregious). 

To meet the legal standard for designation as an EPC, a nonstate 
group must engage in particularly severe violations of religious free-
dom, as defined above, and must also be “a nonsovereign entity that 
exercises significant political power and territorial control; is outside 
the control of a sovereign government; and often employs violence 
in pursuit of its objectives.”

The Annual Report highlights the countries and entities that, in 
USCIRF’s view, merit CPC, SWL, or EPC designation; it is intended to 
focus U.S. policymakers’ attention on the worst violators of religious 
freedom globally. The fact that a country or nonstate group is not 

covered in this report does not 
mean it did not violate religious 
freedom during the reporting 
year. It only means that based 
on the information available to 
USCIRF, the conditions during 
that year did not, in USCIRF’s 
view, meet the high threshold—
the perpetration or toleration 
of particularly severe or severe 
violations of religious free-
dom—required to recommend 
the country or nonstate group 
for CPC, SWL, or EPC designa-
tion. In the case of a nonstate 

group, it also could mean that the group did not meet other statu-
tory requirements, such as exercising significant political power and 
territorial control. 

USCIRF monitors and has concerns about religious freedom 
conditions abroad, including violations of freedom of religion or belief 
perpetrated or tolerated by governments and entities not covered 
in this report. The full range of USCIRF’s work on a wide variety of 
countries and topics can be found at www.uscirf.gov.

USCIRF’s 2022 CPC, SWL, and  
EPC Recommendations 
For 2022, based on religious freedom conditions in 2021, USCIRF 
recommends that the State Department:

• Redesignate as CPCs the following 10 countries: Burma, China, 
Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Tajiki-
stan, and Turkmenistan;

• Designate as additional CPCs the following five countries: 
Afghanistan, India, Nigeria, Syria, and Vietnam; 

• Maintain on the SWL the following three countries: Algeria, 
Cuba, and Nicaragua; 

• Include on the SWL the following nine countries: Azerbaijan, 
CAR, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, Turkey, and 
Uzbekistan; 

• Redesignate as EPCs the following seven nonstate actors: 
al-Shabaab, Boko Haram, the Houthis, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham 
(HTS), Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS), Islamic State 
in West Africa Province (ISWAP) (also referred to as ISIS-West 
Africa), and Jamaat Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM).

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

The Annual Report highlights the countries 
and entities that, in USCIRF’s view,  

merit CPC, SWL, or EPC designation;  
it is intended to focus  

U.S. policymakers’ attention on the  
worst violators of religious freedom globally.

http://www.uscirf.gov
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/01/13/2021-00556/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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The conditions supporting the CPC or SWL recommendation 
for each country are described in the relevant country chapters of 
this report. The conditions supporting the EPC recommendations for 
Boko Haram and ISWAP are described in the Nigeria chapter and for 
HTS in the Syria chapter. 

For al-Shabaab, the Houthis, ISGS, and JNIM, the EPC recom-
mendations are based on the following conditions: 

Although al-Shabaab’s territorial control continued to shrink, the 
group actively operated in the southern and southcentral regions of 
Somalia in 2021. The terrorist group carried out a series of deadly 
attacks in Somalia and in neighboring Kenya against both Muslims 
and non-Muslims. Reportedly, the group carried out amputations, 
floggings, and executions of Muslims who disagreed with its interpre-
tation of Sunni Islam. In Lamu County, Kenya, a priest reported that 
the group attacked Christians and destroyed a church. 

In 2021, the Houthi movement, formally known as Ansar Allah, 
expanded its territorial holdings throughout Yemen. In March 2021, 
Houthi leader Abdul Malik al-Houthi accused the United States of 
“seeking to establish Baha’i, Ahmadiyya and atheist [communities] in 
Yemen in order to undermine Islam.” The group forced Yemenis living 
in Houthi-controlled areas to take indoctrination “trainings,” even when 
these trainings were contrary to their religious beliefs. Prison officials 
also forced detainees to take Islamic religious trainings as a condition 
for their release, even when the detainees were not Muslim. The group’s 
slogan, posted widely throughout Houthi-controlled areas in Yemen, 
includes the phrase “a curse on the Jews,” and the tiny remaining 
Jewish community faced ongoing and severe repression from Houthi 
authorities. Houthi authorities 
continued to detain Jewish pris-
oner of conscience Libi Marhabi 
despite a court order for his 
release. Houthi authorities also 
continued to prosecute Baha’is 
released from prison in 2020 and 
blocked Baha’i bank accounts 
in March 2021. Christians, 
especially converts, were also 
persecuted by Houthi authori-
ties. In 2021, Houthi authorities 
detained two Christian convert 
priests and arrested a Christian 
man on charges of apostasy and promoting Christianity.

In 2021, militant Islamist groups ISGS and JNIM continued to 
control territory in parts of Mali and Niger. While reporting during the 
calendar year is sparse, these groups likely continued trends of exe-
cuting individuals with differing religious beliefs, restricting religious 
practice and preaching, and imposing harsh punishments based on a 
singular interpretation of Islamic law.

Violations of Human Rights on the Basis of Religion
USCIRF’s mission is to advance international freedom of religion or 
belief (FoRB) by independently assessing and unflinchingly confront-
ing threats to this fundamental right. Within this conception, USCIRF 
is committed to addressing human rights violations perpetrated based 
on the coercive enforcement of interpretations of religion and has 
done so since it was created by Congress in 1998. USCIRF fulfills this 
commitment through its reporting, advocacy, and policy recommen-
dations to the president, secretary of state, and Congress. 

Some foreign governments enforce laws and policies that permit 
or condone violations of human rights of minority groups and other 
vulnerable communities on the basis of religion. Under international 
human rights law, however, religion is not a legitimate justification for 
egregiously violating individuals’ fundamental rights. As explained 
by the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Committee—the body 
of independent experts charged with interpreting provisions of the 
ICCPR—the existence of a state or majority religion cannot result in 
the impairment of the rights of individuals under the ICCPR. Interna-
tional law requires states to respect FoRB and other human rights for 
everyone, equally. Thus, states must not coercively enforce religious 
interpretations on individuals or communities who do not adhere to 
those interpretations. Individuals and religious communities enjoy 
the right to hold and follow diverse views on religious precepts free 
from government interference. Governments are accountable to 
international human rights standards guaranteeing FoRB and other 
fundamental human rights to all.

To that end, USCIRF has provided qualitative and quantita-
tive information in its annual reports, publications, and other work 
(see Appendix 4) highlighting problematic laws and policies of for-
eign countries that permit or condone violations of human rights 
of minority groups and other vulnerable communities on the basis 
of religion. Some of USCIRF’s key recent activities on this topic are 
discussed below.

Throughout 2021, USCIRF published products and held public 
events that provide examples of states’ abuses of human rights on the 
basis of religion. USCIRF’s Country Update: Iran, released in August 

2021, detailed how the Iranian 
government uses religion as a 
basis for violating the rights of 
its citizens, including by exe-
cuting members of its lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
intersex (LGBTI) community. 
USCIRF’s September 2021 
Country Update: Saudi Arabia 
described Saudi authorities’ 
enforcement of the govern-
ment’s interpretation of Sunni 
Islam and the country’s guard-
ianship system, which severely 

limits women’s rights. These themes were further explored in USCIRF’s 
December 2021 hearing on “State-Sanctioned Religious Freedom 
Violations and Coercion by Saudi Arabia and Iran.” 

Additionally, USCIRF released a factsheet on Religious Minorities 
in Afghanistan in October 2021, outlining the Taliban’s imposition of 
its strict interpretation of Sunni Islam that violates the freedom of 
religion or belief of Afghanistan’s religious minorities and others who 
do not share the same religious beliefs. USCIRF further highlighted the 
impact of the coercive application of these beliefs on religious minori-
ties and other vulnerable Afghans during the “USCIRF Conversation: 
Update on At-Risk Religious Communities in Afghanistan” event held 
in October 2021. Also in October, USCIRF released a factsheet on 
Religious Freedom Violations in the Republic of Chechnya describing 
how the Chechen dictatorship maintains hegemony through the 
imposition of a purported “traditional” version of Islam, including by 
conducting violent purges of the LGBTI community and witch hunts 
that often target elderly women. In November 2021, USCIRF published 
Country Update: Malaysia addressing how the implementation of 
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USCIRF is committed to  
addressing human rights violations 
perpetrated based on the coercive  

enforcement of interpretations  
of religion and has done so since it was 

created by Congress in 1998.

https://religionnews.com/2021/02/08/after-report-on-christian-persecution-kenyan-faith-leaders-point-to-islamist-militants/
https://web.archive.org/web/20210310212347/https:/www.almasirah.net/post/181849/
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N21/415/62/PDF/N2141562.pdf?OpenElement
https://www.timesofisrael.com/houthi-persecution-civil-war-emptying-yemen-of-nearly-all-jews-un-says/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021%20Yemen%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://twitter.com/DefendingBahais/status/1375199808063950850
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/yemen/
https://english.aawsat.com/home/article/2795051/houthis-threaten-christians-yemen-same-fate-priest-detained-4-years
https://almoaten.net/2021/02/11/ha2-11-3/
https://almoaten.net/2021/02/11/ha2-11-3/
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/yemen-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-04/2021%20Annual%20Report_0.pdf
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR%2fC%2f21%2fRev.1%2fAdd.4&Lang=en
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/ccpr/pages/ccprindex.aspx
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-irans-escalation-religious-repression
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-freedom-conditions-saudi-0
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-state-sanctioned-religious-freedom-violations-and-coercion-saudi
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-state-sanctioned-religious-freedom-violations-and-coercion-saudi
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-minorities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-minorities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-update-risk-religious-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-update-risk-religious-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-freedom-violations-russias-republic
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-freedom-conditions-malaysia


religion-based law in Malaysia’s dual court system can violate religious 
freedom and related rights. In this report, USCIRF details the use of 
these religious laws to target members of vulnerable groups, such as 
Malaysia’s Muslim LGBTI community.

USCIRF also conducted research on the coercive enforcement 
of interpretations of religion by nonstate actors, particularly EPCs. In 
November 2021, USCIRF published a report on EPCs and Religious 
Freedom, which outlines the human rights responsibilities of EPCs and 
other armed nonstate actors. USCIRF also released reports on Violent 
Islamist Groups in the Central Sahel and Violent Islamist Groups in 
Northern Nigeria, which address the imposition of a strict interpreta-
tion of Shari’a by EPCs and other violent Islamist groups in these areas 
and its impact on human rights.

USCIRF continued to highlight the ways in which the enforcement 
of blasphemy or apostasy laws, which are based on religious inter-
pretations, undermines human rights—including freedom of religion 
or belief and freedom of expression—and often targets vulnerable 
religious and other communities. Commission reports on this topic 
published in 2021 include Country Update: Egypt, Factsheet on Reli-
gious Freedom Violations in Kano State, Nigeria, and Factsheet on 
Ahmadiyya Muslims. At the end of 2021, USCIRF’s FoRB Victims List 
showcased 73 victims targeted under blasphemy or apostasy laws. 
USCIRF’s 2021 work on other problematic laws based on religious 
interpretations included the March factsheet on The Use of Shari’a as 
Religious Justification for Capital Punishment against LGBTI Persons 

discussing how such laws violate the human dignity and rights of 
LGBTI persons and embolden societal hostility, discrimination, and 
violence against them.

In addition to the work described above, USCIRF also raises 
awareness on these issues through its public hearings, briefings, and 
other events, which seek to highlight the Commission’s research and 
recommendations and showcase diverse panelists offering a variety of 
perspectives. In May 2021, for example, USCIRF hosted an event with 
Nasreldin Mufrih, Sudan’s then Minister of Religious Affairs, where 
he provided an update on how the country’s transitional government 
was addressing the previous regime’s violations of human rights 
based on religion. These efforts were further discussed in USCIRF’s 
Policy Update on Sudan, released in November 2021. In February, a 
USCIRF event focused on ways the U.S. government can protect and 
assist refugees and asylum seekers, including those fleeing the coer-
cive enforcement of religion. During 2021, USCIRF’s podcast series, 
Spotlight, offered in-depth analysis about developments that have 
implications for religious freedom and other human rights. Examples 
of episodes that discuss the official imposition of religious norms 
include Pakistan’s Laws that Enable Islamist Extremism, Hazara Com-
munity Threatened in Afghanistan, Enforcing Blasphemy Laws Have 
Dire Consequences, Religious Restrictions in Iran, and Governments 
Using Shari’a to Impose Death Sentences on LGBTI Persons. 

Information on all of USCIRF’s activities can be found at 
 https://www.uscirf.gov/.
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https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-about-entities-particular-concern-and
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-about-entities-particular-concern-and
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-violent-islamist-groups-central-sahel
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-violent-islamist-groups-central-sahel
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-about-violent-islamist-groups-northern
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-about-violent-islamist-groups-northern
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-egypts-religious-freedom-improvements-and
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-freedom-nigerias-kano-state
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-freedom-nigerias-kano-state
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-about-persecution-ahmadiyya-muslims
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-about-persecution-ahmadiyya-muslims
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-about-sharia-and-lgbti-persons
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-about-sharia-and-lgbti-persons
https://www.uscirf.gov/event-type/hearings
https://www.uscirf.gov/event-type/webinars
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/update-religious-freedom-progress-sudan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-policy-update-preserving-religious-freedom-sudan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-releases-new-policy-update-preserving-religious-freedom-sudan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-refugees-fleeing-religious-persecution
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/pakistans-laws-enable-islamist-extremism
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/hazara-community-threatened-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/hazara-community-threatened-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/enforcing-blasphemy-laws-have-dire-consequences
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/enforcing-blasphemy-laws-have-dire-consequences
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/religious-restrictions-iran
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/governments-using-sharia-impose-death-sentences-lgbti-persons
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/governments-using-sharia-impose-death-sentences-lgbti-persons
https://www.uscirf.gov/
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM ACT

Key Findings
Since taking office in January 2021, the administration of President 
Joseph R. Biden has maintained and continued many of the interna-
tional religious freedom (IRF)-related initiatives from the previous 
administration of Donald J. Trump. The administration indicated that 
its foreign policy priorities will include championing human rights. 
During his confirmation process, Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken 
expressed the administration’s commitment to human rights and IRF. 

The U.S. government continued to serve as the Secretariat of 
the International Religious Freedom or Belief Alliance (IRFBA). During 
2021, the Alliance made multi-country statements regarding reli-
gious freedom in Burma and 
Afghanistan, on behalf of miss-
ing Yazidi women and children, 
and in support of persecuted 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. The Biden 
administration continued to 
implement the executive order 
on Advancing International Reli-
gious Freedom, signed by then 
President Trump in June 2020, 
by bolstering religious freedom 
within the priorities and pro-
gramming of the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). 
This included activities to address the needs of vulnerable religious 
minority communities in various parts of the world as well as organiza-
tional initiatives such as the IRF Sector Council to foster agency-wide 
coordination and cooperation.

In March 2021, the Biden administration announced its candidacy 
to rejoin the United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council. At the session 
that month, the United States cosponsored a resolution in the council 
on freedom of religion or belief. In October, the United States was 
elected to serve on the council for the next term, beginning in 2022.

In February 2021, consistent with USCIRF recommendations, 
President Biden announced his intent to raise the refugee ceiling to 

125,000 for fiscal year (FY) 2022, which began on October 1, 2021. In 
May 2021, President Biden announced he was raising the refugee ceil-
ing for FY 2021 from 15,000 to 62,500 and that he intended to “push 
hard to complete the rigorous screening process for those refugees 
already in the pipeline for admission.”

Also in February, President Biden signed an executive order that, 
among other actions, initiated a review of the Expedited Removal pro-
cess, the implementation of which USCIRF has monitored under IRFA. 

Among other IRF-related appointments, the Biden administration 
nominated Rashad Hussain in July 2021 to serve as the ambassador 
at large for IRF, and the Senate confirmed him in December 2021.

In November 2021, the 
U.S. Department of State desig-
nated 10 countries as “countries 
of particular concern” (CPCs) 
under IRFA, all of which USCIRF 
recommended for such desig-
nation. The State Department 
designated Russia as a CPC for 
the first time, an action USCIRF 
has recommended every year 
since 2017. The Biden adminis-
tration chose not to redesignate 

Nigeria as a CPC again after it was added to the list for the first time 
in 2020. For the 10 designated countries, the State Department reim-
posed existing sanctions on six and issued waivers on taking any 
action for the other four. USCIRF has long called on administrations 
to discontinue the practice of relying on waivers or existing sanctions 
in response to CPC designations. The State Department also placed 
four countries on its “Special Watch List” (SWL) for severe religious 
freedom violations, adding Algeria for the first time, an action USCIRF 
has recommended since 2020. In addition, the State Department 
designated nine “entities of particular concern” (EPCs) pursuant to 
IRFA, which are nonstate actors that engage in particularly severe 
violations of religious freedom.

STATE DEPARTMENT 2021 DESIGNATIONS

CPC Designations Burma, China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan

SWL Countries Algeria, Comoros, Cuba, and Nicaragua

EPC Designations Al-Shabaab, Boko Haram, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), the Houthis, the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), ISIS-
Greater Sahara, ISIS-West Africa, Jamaat Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin, and the Taliban

The State Department designated Russia  
as a CPC for the first time,  

an action USCIRF has recommended  
every year since 2017.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/priorities/
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/hearings/nominations-011921
https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-applauds-executive-order-advance-international-religious-freedom
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/06/05/2020-12430/advancing-international-religious-freedom
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/06/05/2020-12430/advancing-international-religious-freedom
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/USAID_Advancing_International_Religious_Freedom_Impact_Brief.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/USAID_Advancing_International_Religious_Freedom_Impact_Brief.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/middle-east/religious-freedom
https://www.state.gov/key-outcomes-at-the-46th-session-of-the-un-human-rights-council/
https://www.state.gov/election-of-the-united-states-to-the-un-human-rights-council-hrc/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/02/04/remarks-by-president-biden-on-americas-place-in-the-world/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/05/03/statement-by-president-joe-biden-on-refugee-admissions/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/02/02/executive-order-creating-a-comprehensive-regional-framework-to-address-the-causes-of-migration-to-manage-migration-throughout-north-and-central-america-and-to-provide-safe-and-orderly-processing/
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/barriers-protection-treatment-asylum-seekers-expedited-removal
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/07/30/president-biden-announces-intent-to-nominate-and-appoint-leaders-to-serve-in-key-religious-affairs-roles/
https://www.senate.gov/legislative/LIS/roll_call_votes/vote1171/vote_117_1_00505.htm
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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• Promptly appoint a well-qualified indi-
vidual as a special adviser for IRF on the 
National Security Council (NSC) staff and 
provide them with the financial resources 
and staff needed to fulfill their mandate;

• Maintain the United States’ leadership 
roles in the Alliance and the International 
Contact Group on Freedom of Religion or 
Belief, participate in and support future 
events to advance religious freedom, 
and continue to implement the execu-
tive order on “Advancing International 
Religious Freedom”; 

• Prioritize freedom of religion or belief in 
the United States’ renewed engagement 
with the UN human rights system, includ-
ing at the UN Human Rights Council, and 
work with countries to counter the efforts 
to undermine that system by states that 
egregiously violate religious freedom and 
other human rights; 

• Increase the use of human rights-related 
financial and visa authorities to impose 
asset freezes and/or visa bans on indi-
viduals and entities for severe religious 
freedom violations, citing specific abuses, 
and coordinate with other countries with 
similar sanctions regimes on such targeted 
sanctions whenever possible;

• Review U.S. policy toward the four 
CPC-designated countries for which waiv-
ers on taking any action based on those 
designations are in place—Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan—
and make appropriate policy changes to 
demonstrate meaningful consequences 
and encourage positive change;

• Increase funding for existing data analyt-
ics programs that assess atrocities, state 
fragility, and civilian security to extend 
and expand the collection and analy-
sis of country-specific data on religious 

repression to inform U.S. foreign policy 
and strategy; 

• In accordance with the definition of who 
constitutes a refugee in international and 
U.S. law, prioritize for resettlement through 
the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program 
(USRAP) survivors of the most egregious 
forms of religious persecution, including 
Iranian religious minorities eligible for pro-
cessing under the Lautenberg Amendment, 
members of other severely persecuted reli-
gious or belief communities, and survivors 
of genocide or other atrocity crimes; and

• Address longstanding flaws in the treat-
ment of asylum seekers in Expedited 
Removal, including by enhancing the qual-
ity and oversight of the initial processing 
of noncitizens, improving detention condi-
tions, and appointing a high-level official at 
the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) to coordinate and oversee reforms.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE ADMINISTRATION

• Hold oversight hearings on U.S. IRF 
policy; highlight IRF issues through 
legislation, hearings, brief ings, and 
other actions; and examine, during 
congressional delegation trips abroad, 
conditions for persons of all faiths and 
beliefs or none; 

• As individual members of Congress, 
advocate for IRF by sponsoring religious 
prisoners of conscience through the Tom 

Lantos Human Rights Commission’s 
(TLHRC) Defending Freedoms Project, 
collaborating with the International 
Panel of Parliamentarians for Freedom 
of Religion or Belief, and joining the U.S. 
House of Representatives or U.S. Sen-
ate Bipartisan Task Force for Combating 
Antisemitism and caucuses such as the 
House IRF Caucus and Ahmadiyya Mus-
lim Caucus; 

• Adopt S. Res 80 to create the Senate 
Human Rights Commission, as a similar 
initiative to the House’s TLHRC, to monitor 
and address human rights abuses abroad, 
including violations of the freedom of reli-
gion or belief; and

• Evaluate the policy tools available for 
targeted human rights-related sanctions 
to ensure maximum impact in curtailing 
abuses.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO CONGRESS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Factsheet: International Religious Freedom Act
• Factsheet: Recommendations for State Department CPC and SWL Designations 
• Factsheet: EPCs and Religious Freedom
• Hearing: Ending Genocide: Accountability for Perpetrators
• Hearing: Targeted Sanctions: Implications for International Religious Freedom 
• Event: USCIRF Conversation on the Global Compact on Refugees
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https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/freedom-religion-liberte-group_groupe.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/freedom-religion-liberte-group_groupe.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/freedom-religion-liberte-group_groupe.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2020%20Factsheet%20-%20UN%20HR%20Mechanisms.pdf
https://2017-2021.state.gov/dipnote-u-s-department-of-state-official-blog/the-bureau-of-conflict-and-stabilization-operations-deployments-data-diplomacy/index.html
https://2017-2021.state.gov/dipnote-u-s-department-of-state-official-blog/the-bureau-of-conflict-and-stabilization-operations-deployments-data-diplomacy/index.html
https://acleddata.com/2021/03/10/introducing-acled-religion-a-new-pilot-project-tracking-religious-repression-and-disorder/
https://acleddata.com/2021/03/10/introducing-acled-religion-a-new-pilot-project-tracking-religious-repression-and-disorder/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Report%20Highlights.%20CBPs%20Record%20Identifying%20Asylum%20Seekers.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Report%20Highlights.%20ICE%20Detention%20of%20Asylum%20Seekers%20in%20Expedited%20Removal.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Report%20Summary.%20Barriers%20to%20Protection.pdf
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/defending-freedom-project
https://www.ippforb.com/
https://www.ippforb.com/
https://www.ippforb.com/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-resolution/80
https://www.uscirf.gov/resources/factsheet-international-religious-freedom-act-irfa
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/recommendations-state-department-cpc-and-swl-designations-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/epcs-and-religious-freedom-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/uscirf-hearing-ending-genocide-accountability-perpetrators
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-targeted-sanctions-implications-international-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-global-compact-refugees
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Legal Framework 
IRFA, as amended by the Frank R. Wolf International Religious Free-
dom Act of 2016, seeks to make religious freedom a higher priority 
in U.S. foreign policy through a range of mechanisms and tools. 
These include governmental institutions (USCIRF as an independent 
legislative branch agency, the ambassador at large and the State 
Department’s IRF Office, and a position on the White House NSC 
staff); ongoing monitoring and annual reports on religious freedom 
violations; and the imposition of consequences for the worst violators. 
The consequences set forth in IRFA consist of CPC designations and 
related actions, placement on the State Department’s SWL, the ability 
to bar entry to the United States of foreign officials responsible for 
particularly severe religious freedom violations, and EPC designations 
for nonstate actors.

IRFA includes religious freedom as an element of U.S. foreign 
assistance, cultural exchange, and international broadcasting pro-
grams and requires training on religious freedom and religious 
persecution for State Department foreign service officers and U.S. 
immigration officials. Further, it includes provisions on U.S. refu-
gee and asylum policy. It also specifically cites U.S. participation 
in multilateral organizations as an avenue for advancing religious 
freedom abroad. IRFA is centered on the right to freedom of religion 
or belief as recognized in international law, as articulated in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights, and other international instruments and 
regional agreements.

For a more detailed description of IRFA, its legislative history, 
and its implementation, see USCIRF’s Factsheet: IRFA.

Alongside IRFA, other laws provide tools to sanction individ-
ual religious freedom abusers. Some apply to specific countries, 
such as the Comprehensive Iran Sanctions and Divestment Act 
(CISADA, P.L.111-195). More broadly, the 2016 Global Magnitsky 
Human Rights Accountability Act allows the president, who has del-
egated these authorities to the secretaries of treasury and state, to 
deny U.S. visas to and freeze the U.S.-based assets of any foreigner 
responsible for “extrajudicial killings, torture, or other gross viola-
tions of internationally protected human rights” against someone 
seeking to expose illegal gov-
ernment activity or to exercise 
or defend internationally pro-
tected rights. Executive Order 
(E.O.) 13818, issued in Decem-
ber 2017 to implement and 
build on the Global Magnitsky 
Act, authorizes visa bans and 
asset freezes against foreign 
persons involved in “serious 
human rights abuse,” providing 
an even more expansive basis 
for targeted sanctions. 

In addition, Section 7031(c) of the State Department’s annual 
appropriations law (P.L. 116-260 for FY 2021) requires the secretary 
of state to make foreign officials and their immediate family members 
ineligible for U.S. entry if there is credible evidence that such individ-
uals have been involved in “a gross violation of human rights.” Unlike 
the visa ineligibility provision enacted in IRFA, visa bans under this 
provision can be announced publicly. 

Key Developments in 2021 and Early 2022
Key U.S. Government IRF Positions

On January 24, 2022, Rashad Hussain was sworn in as the sixth 
ambassador at large since IRFA’s enactment. Ambassador Hus-
sain immediately began implementing his mandate through public 
speeches, travel, and meetings, including with the nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) IRF Roundtable and other stakeholders. 

In July, the Biden administration nominated Deborah Lipstadt as 
the special envoy to monitor and combat antisemitism, granting the 
rank of ambassador to the position for the first time, and the Senate 
confirmed her in March 2022. 

In December, the administration appointed Under Secretary for 
Civilian Security, Democracy, and Human Rights Uzra Zeya to serve 
concurrently as the special coordinator for Tibetan issues. USCIRF 
welcomed this appointment but noted that “double hatting” positions 
could undermine the U.S. government’s important efforts to promote 
religious freedom abroad. 

Lack of Designation for Nigeria

The State Department designated Nigeria as a CPC in 2020 for the 
first time, an action USCIRF has recommended every year since 2009. 
In 2021, the State Department chose not to redesignate Nigeria as a 
CPC, despite religious freedom conditions in the country not changing 
significantly from the previous year. Furthermore, the State Depart-
ment completely bypassed downgrading the country to the SWL, 
indicating that Nigeria is a country with no severe religious freedom 
violations as defined by IRFA. USCIRF issued a public statement criti-
cizing the State Department’s decision. Information on the particularly 
severe religious freedom violations that took place in Nigeria in 2021 
can be found in the chapter on Nigeria in this report.

Individual Violators

During 2021, there were no known visa denials to any foreign officials 
for particularly severe religious freedom violations under Section 212(a)
(2)(G) of the Immigration and Nationality Act, the provision added by 

IRFA. However, the U.S. govern-
ment continued its use of newer 
accountability tools to deny U.S. 
visas to or block the U.S.-based 
assets of foreigners for corrup-
tion or human rights abuses.

As of December 2021, 
the U.S. government had 
sanctioned 419 foreign indi-
viduals and entities under the 
2016 Global Magnitsky Human 
Rights Accountability Act and 
the related 2017 executive order, 

E.O. 13818. Of these sanctions, 38 related directly to religious freedom. 
In January 2021, the U.S. Department of the Treasury imposed Global 
Magnitsky sanctions on Iraq’s Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) Chair-
man and former National Security Advisor Falih al-Fayyadh for engaging 
in egregious human rights abuses. In March, the U.S. government 
imposed Global Magnitsky sanctions on two Chinese officials for their 
involvement in atrocities committed against Uyghurs and other Turkic 
Muslims in Xinjiang. These sanctions were issued in conjunction with 
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In 2021, the State Department chose  
not to redesignate Nigeria as a CPC,  

despite religious freedom conditions in the 
country not changing significantly  

from the previous year.

https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ281/PLAW-114publ281.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ281/PLAW-114publ281.pdf
https://www.state.gov/j/drl/irf/
https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/ccpr.aspx
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Legislation%20Factsheet%20-%20IRFA.pdf
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Documents/hr3364_pl115-44.pdf
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Documents/glomag_pl_114-328.pdf
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Documents/glomag_pl_114-328.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/09/28/2017-21026/delegation-of-authority-under-the-global-magnitsky-human-rights-accountability-act
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/09/28/2017-21026/delegation-of-authority-under-the-global-magnitsky-human-rights-accountability-act
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/12/26/2017-27925/blocking-the-property-of-persons-involved-in-serious-human-rights-abuse-or-corruption
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/12/26/2017-27925/blocking-the-property-of-persons-involved-in-serious-human-rights-abuse-or-corruption
https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ260/PLAW-116publ260.pdf
https://www.state.gov/biographies/rashad-hussain/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/07/30/president-biden-announces-intent-to-nominate-and-appoint-leaders-to-serve-in-key-religious-affairs-roles/
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-appalled-administrations-removal-nigeria-list-violators
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Documents/glomag_pl_114-328.pdf
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/Documents/glomag_pl_114-328.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/12/26/2017-27925/blocking-the-property-of-persons-involved-in-serious-human-rights-abuse-or-corruption
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm1231
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm1231
https://www.state.gov/promoting-accountability-for-human-rights-abuse-with-our-partners/
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targeted sanctions imposed by the United Kingdom, Canada, and 
the European Union against the same abusers. In July, the Treasury 
Department sanctioned religious freedom violators in Syria, including 
the Turkish-backed militia Ahrar al-Sharqiya as well as individuals Ahmad 
Ihsan Fayyad al-Hayes—commonly known as Abu Hatem Shaqra—and 
Farrukh Fayzimatov. In July, the Treasury Department sanctioned indi-
viduals in Cuba for suppressing peaceful protests, including the beating 
of a Catholic priest. In September, the Treasury Department sanctioned 
four Iranian intelligence operatives for attempting to kidnap an Iranian 
American activist living in Brooklyn who advocated for Iranian women’s 
freedom to choose whether or not to wear Islamic headscarves.

Countries continued to join the United States in passing laws that 
enable targeted sanctions against human rights violators. Australia 
adopted Global Magnitsky-style sanctions in December 2021. Leg-
islation in Japan is still pending, and there have been calls for similar 
actions in New Zealand.

Programs

IRFA envisaged the funding of religious freedom programs, authoriz-
ing U.S. foreign assistance to promote and develop “legal protections 
and cultural respect for religious freedom.” For FY 2021, the State 
Department was required to make funds available for international 
religious freedom programs. During 2021, the State Department’s 
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor (DRL) issued several 
requests for proposals to advance religious freedom and/or provide 
protection to religious minority groups—including to support projects 
in Bangladesh, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, and Sudan—along with the-
matic and regionally focused programs on issues such as combating 
antisemitism online. 

During 2021, the Biden administration continued to provide 
humanitarian aid for religious groups targeted for persecution or 
genocide and programs to promote religious freedom, tolerance, 
and pluralism. In May 2021, 
USAID announced an additional 
$155 million in humanitarian 
assistance to meet the urgent 
needs of Rohingya refugees and 
other minority groups affected 
by ongoing violence in Burma 
that has specifically targeted 
them because of their religion 
and ethnicity. Similarly, the U.S. 
government continued to assist 
Iraqi religious and ethnic minori-
ties to rebuild communities 
devastated by ISIS. In June, the 
State Department announced an 
additional $436 million in human-
itarian assistance for the people of Syria. In July, the State Department 
announced an additional $155 million in humanitarian assistance for 
the people of Iraq as well as for Iraqi refugees in the region and the 
communities hosting them.

Refugee Resettlement

Under the USRAP, the president sets a ceiling for how many refugees 
the United States will accept from abroad each year; under IRFA, 
religious persecution should be considered in this determination. 

Over the course of the Trump administration, the refugee ceilings 
for each fiscal year were set at successively declining levels, with the 
administration focusing instead on humanitarian assistance for those 
displaced abroad and programs to help enable their return home. 
USCIRF consistently called for a return of the annual resettlement 
ceiling to the previously typical level of 95,000.

In October 2020, then President Trump set the annual ceiling for 
FY 2021 at 15,000, the lowest in the program’s history. The admin-
istration dedicated 5,000 of those slots to refugees fleeing religious 
persecution, including refugees eligible for U.S. resettlement under 
the Lautenberg Amendment—a special program for certain perse-
cuted religious minority groups.

In February 2021, President Biden announced his intent to 
raise the refugee ceiling to 125,000 for FY 2022, which then began 
on October 1, 2021, and issued an executive order to take steps to 
position the administration to be able to do so. In May 2021, the 
administration announced it was raising the refugee ceiling for FY 
2021 from 15,000 to 62,500 and that it intended to develop new 
priority access categories for several especially vulnerable groups, 
including Turkic Muslim refugees who are nationals or last habitual 
residents of China, Rohingya Muslim refugees who are nationals 
or last habitual residents of Burma, and Iraqi and Syrian nationals 
who are members of a religious or ethnic minority. At the end of FY 
2021, the United States had admitted only 11,411 refugees during 
that fiscal year.

USCIRF held a hearing on “Refugees Fleeing Religious Persecu-
tion” in February 2021 that explored opportunities to improve U.S. 
refugee resettlement, asylum, and humanitarian aid policies.

Asylum Seekers in Expedited Removal

As authorized by IRFA, USCIRF has examined the U.S. government’s 
treatment of asylum seekers in Expedited Removal, the process that 

allows DHS officers to deport 
quickly—without immigration 
court hearings—noncitizens 
who arrive at U.S. ports of entry 
or cross the border without 
proper documents, unless they 
can establish a credible fear of 
persecution or torture. USCIRF’s 
reports on the subject, released 
in 2005, 2007, 2013, and 2016, 
documented major problems 
that successive administrations 
have not addressed. Specifically, 
USCIRF found that DHS officials 
often fail to follow required 
procedures to identify asylum 

seekers and refer them for credible fear determinations; that they 
detain asylum seekers in inappropriate, prison-like conditions; and 
that funding disparities and a lack of high-level oversight hamper the 
complicated, multi-agency process. These flaws raise serious con-
cerns that the United States is erroneously returning asylum seekers 
to countries where they could face persecution or torture in violation 
of both U.S. and international law—a risk that the expanded use of 
Expedited Removal over the years has only exacerbated. 

In February 2021, President Biden ordered the secretary of 
homeland security to review Expedited Removal procedures and make 
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https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0292
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0298
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0343
https://www.wsj.com/articles/australia-adopts-magnitsky-sanctions-rules-11638436638
https://www.humanrightsfirst.org/press-release/human-rights-first-welcomes-australia-s-adoption-magnitsky-style-sanctions
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/China-sanctions-inspire-push-for-Japan-s-own-Magnitsky-Act
https://www.newsroom.co.nz/nz-encouraged-to-move-on-magnitsky-law-sanctions
https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ260/PLAW-116publ260.pdf
https://www.state.gov/drl-fy21-irf-supporting-religious-equality-and-protection-in-bangladesh/
https://www.state.gov/drl-fy21-irf-promoting-societal-respect-and-interfaith-understanding-in-indonesia/
https://www.state.gov/drl-fy21-irf-promoting-international-standards-for-religious-freedom-in-kazakhstan/
https://www.state.gov/drl-fy21-irf-strengthening-religious-freedom-in-sudan-through-the-rule-of-law/
https://www.state.gov/statements-of-interest-requests-for-proposals-and-notices-of-funding-opportunity/drl-fy21-irf-nea-combatting-antisemitism-online/
https://www.state.gov/statements-of-interest-requests-for-proposals-and-notices-of-funding-opportunity/drl-fy21-irf-nea-combatting-antisemitism-online/
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/may-18-2021-us-announces-nearly-155-million-new-funding-burma-bangladesh-crisis
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/jun-28-2021-us-announces-additional-humanitarian-assistance-people-syria
https://www.state.gov/u-s-announces-humanitarian-assistance-for-iraq/
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-urges-administration-increase-refugee-resettlement-ceiling
https://www.hias.org/what/us-policies
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/presidential-actions/presidential-determination-refugee-admissions-fiscal-year-2021/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/02/04/remarks-by-president-biden-on-americas-place-in-the-world/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/02/04/executive-order-on-rebuilding-and-enhancing-programs-to-resettle-refugees-and-planning-for-the-impact-of-climate-change-on-migration/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/05/03/statement-by-president-joe-biden-on-refugee-admissions/
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-refugees-fleeing-religious-persecution
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/uscirfs-expedited-removal-study
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/expedited-removal-study-report-card-2-years-later
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/resources/ERS-detention-reforms-report-April-2013.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Barriers%20To%20Protection.pdf
http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Report%20Highlights.%20CBPs%20Record%20Identifying%20Asylum%20Seekers.pdf
http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Report%20Highlights.%20ICE%20Detention%20of%20Asylum%20Seekers%20in%20Expedited%20Removal.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Report%20Summary.%20Barriers%20to%20Protection.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/02/02/executive-order-creating-a-comprehensive-regional-framework-to-address-the-causes-of-migration-to-manage-migration-throughout-north-and-central-america-and-to-provide-safe-and-orderly-processing/
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recommendations for “creating a more efficient and orderly process 
that facilitates timely adjudications and adherence to standards of 
fairness and due process,” a step that USCIRF welcomed.

Notable Congressional Efforts to Promote Religious 
Freedom Abroad

In 2021, Congress’ IRF promotion efforts included its oversight of the 
Biden administration’s implementation of IRFA. In May, a bipartisan 
group of senators and representatives wrote to President Biden urging 
him to quickly nominate a well-qualified individual as ambassador at 

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM ACT

large for international religious freedom and to prioritize religious 
freedom in the administration’s foreign policy.

Congress also highlighted religious freedom violations through 
legislation, hearings, and other initiatives. Notable actions by Con-
gress in 2021 to promote IRF included passage of the Uyghur Forced 
Labor Prevention Act in December. Congressional hearings on topics 
related to IRF included a TLHRC hearing on the state of religious 
freedom around the globe and also a hearing cohosted with USCIRF 
on ending genocide and holding perpetrators accountable. Members 
of Congress also advocated for the release of religious prisoners of 
conscience through the TLHRC’s Defending Freedoms Project.

https://twitter.com/USCIRF/status/1357029411707625473
https://www.lankford.senate.gov/news/press-releases/lankford-hill-press-biden-on-need-for-us-leadership-to-promote-international-religious-freedom
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/6256?r=4&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/6256?r=4&s=1
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/state-religious-freedom-around-globe
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/ending-genocide-accountability-perpetrators
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/defending-freedom-project
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■■  COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN
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2022 USCIRF RECOMMENDATIONS
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

AFGHANISTAN

• Designate Afghanistan under the de facto 
rule of the Taliban as a “country of par-
ticular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systemic, ongoing, and egregious violations 
of religious freedom, as defined by  the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Expand the existing Priority 2 (P-2) desig-
nation granting U.S. Refugee Admissions 
Program (USRAP) access for certain Afghan 
nationals and their family members, explic-
itly including Afghan religious minorities at 
extreme risk of religious persecution;

• Incorporate protections for freedom of 
religion or belief into dialogue between 
the U.S. government and the Taliban, 
continue to publicly condemn ongoing 
and severe atrocities committed by the 
Taliban and ISIS-K, and emphasize to 
Taliban leadership the close relationship 
between religious freedom and overall 
security; and

• Impose targeted sanctions on Taliban 
officials responsible for severe violations 
of religious freedom by freezing those 

individuals’ assets and/or banning their 
entry into the United States under human 
rights related financial and visa author-
ities—citing specific religious freedom 
violations—and coordinate with allies to 
impose similar sanctions.

The U.S. Congress should: 

• Create by law a P-2 designation for mem-
bers of religious groups at extreme risk of 
persecution by the Taliban.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Afghanistan worsened 
as the Taliban took control of the country on August 15. Despite 
initial statements from the Taliban that they had reformed some 

elements of their ideology, Afghans who do not adhere to the Tali-
ban’s harsh and strict interpretation of Sunni Islam and adherents of 
other faiths or beliefs are at risk of grave danger. Reports indicate 
that the Taliban continue to persecute religious minorities and pun-
ish residents in areas under their control in accordance with their 
extreme interpretation of Islamic law. USCIRF has received credible 
reports that religious minorities, including nonbelievers and Mus-
lims with differing beliefs from the Taliban, were harassed and their 
houses of worship desecrated. By year’s end, the one known Jew 
and most Hindus and Sikhs had fled the country. Christian converts, 
Baha’is, and Ahmadiyya Muslims practiced their faith in hiding due 
to fear of reprisal and threats from the Taliban and separately from 
the Islamic State-Khorasan Province (ISIS-K). 

In September 2021, despite promises to form an “inclusive” 
government, the Taliban announced an all-male and religiously and 
ethnically homogenous government cabinet. The Taliban also rein-
stated the Ministry for the Propagation of Virtue and the Prevention 
of Vice, which uses a notoriously violent hardline Islamist policing 
system. Since September 2021, the ministry has banned practices 
it deems un-Islamic, including wearing Western-style haircuts and 
listening to music. The ministry also imposed a new dress code as 
well as work, education, and travel restrictions on women. 

Prior to the Taliban taking over, the government of Afghanistan 
under then President Ashraf Ghani faced difficulties maintaining 

territorial control and security, impacting the safety of religious 
minority communities, particularly Shi’a Muslims (including ethnic 
Hazaras), Sikhs, Hindus, Ahmadiyya Muslims, Baha’is, and Christian 
converts, all of whom are at greater risk of persecution from the 
Taliban and ISIS-K.

The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan 
(UNAMA) documented at least 20 attacks targeting Shi’a Hazaras 
in the first half of 2021. After the Ghani administration lost control 
in August, there was a resurgence of Taliban and ISIS-K attacks tar-
geting the Shi’a community. During their time in power from 1996 
to 2001, the Taliban discriminated against and violently persecuted 
the Shi’a Hazara community, which they labeled as heretical. In 
early July, after the Taliban took control of Ghazni Province in their 
advance toward Kabul, Taliban fighters massacred nine Shi’a Hazara 
men there. In September 2021, Taliban fighters are reported to have 
forcibly evicted at least 2,800 Shi’a Hazaras from their homes in Dai-
kundi and Uruzgan provinces and seized their properties. Shortly 
afterward, in October 2021, there were confirmed reports that the 
Taliban killed 13 Shi’a Hazaras in Daikundi Province.

ISIS-K—which maintains a presence primarily in Kunar and 
Nangarhar provinces—also targeted religious minority communi-
ties. In October 2021, ISIS-K took responsibility for two separate 
attacks on Shi’a mosques in Kunduz and Kandahar, killing scores 
of Shi’a worshipers during Friday prayers. According to reports, 
ISIS-K made marginal gains in territory during 2021, although not 
to the extent of what it controlled when designated as an “entity of 
particular concern” by the U.S. Department of State prior to 2020.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Press Statement: USCIRF Calls on the State Department to Prioritize Refugee Resettlement of Afghan Religious Minorities 
• Factsheet: Religious Minorities in Afghanistan 
• Event: USCIRF Conversation: Update on At-Risk Religious Communities in Afghanistan
• Event: USCIRF Conversation: The Exodus of Religious Minority Communities in Afghanistan 

https://www.state.gov/u-s-refugee-admissions-program-priority-2-designation-for-afghan-nationals/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-refugee-admissions-program-priority-2-designation-for-afghan-nationals/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58479750
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58600231
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58600231
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Religious%20Minorities%20in%20Afghanistan.pdf
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/taliban-dress-code-segregation-women/31446726.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/taliban-replaces-womens-ministry-with-ministry-virtue-vice-2021-09-17/
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-further-restrict-afghan-women-with-new-travel-rules/6370936.html
https://unama.unmissions.org/protection-of-civilians-reports
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unama_poc_midyear_report_2021_26_july.pdf
https://unama.unmissions.org/sites/default/files/unama_poc_midyear_report_2021_26_july.pdf
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/afghanistan-hazara-dread
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/08/afghanistan-taliban-responsible-for-brutal-massacre-of-hazara-men-new-investigation/
https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/why-are-hazaras-being-evicted-from-their-homes-in-afghanistan-s-daikundi-50324
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/10/22/afghanistan-taliban-forcibly-evict-minority-shia
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/afghanistan-13-hazara-killed-taliban-fighters-daykundi-province-new-investigation
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/isis-k-resurgence
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/isis-k-resurgence
https://www.voanews.com/a/explosion-shiite-mosque-afghanistan/6271915.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-strongly-condemns-terrorist-attacks-shia-mosques-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-calls-state-department-prioritize-refugee-resettlement-afghan
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Religious%20Minorities%20in%20Afghanistan.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-update-risk-religious-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-exodus-religious-minority-communities-afghanistan
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Background
Afghanistan is home to a diverse array of ethnic groups, including 
Pashtuns (42 percent), Tajiks (27 percent), Hazaras (nine percent), 
Uzbeks (nine percent), Turkmen (three percent), and Baloch (two 
percent). Historically, the nation was religiously diverse, but the vast 
majority of non-Muslims fled after the Taliban consolidated con-
trol of the government in 1996. The country’s current population is 
approximately 99.7 percent Muslim (84.7–89.7 percent Sunni and 
10–15 percent Shi’a, including Ismailis and Ahmadis), with the few 
remaining non-Muslims (Hindus, Sikhs, Baha’is, Christians, Buddhists, 
Zoroastrians, and others) comprising the remaining 0.3 percent. By the 
end of 2021, there appears to be no remaining Jews in Afghanistan. 
Gathering statistics on religious communities that practice in secret 
is difficult but estimates for the Ahmadiyya Muslim community in 
Afghanistan range from 450 to 2,500. There are an estimated 12,000 
Christian converts throughout the country. 

The Taliban takeover and U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan 
in August led to mass panic, with a violent crackdown on civil soci-
ety, targeted killings, beatings and detentions, severe restrictions 
on women’s rights, diminished local media presence, mass exodus, 
and violent targeted attacks claimed by ISIS-K on Kabul Airport and 
houses of worship. 

Exodus and Persecution of Sikhs, Hindus, and Jews
Afghanistan’s overall instability has led to the near extinction of reli-
gious minorities, particularly the Jewish, Hindu, and Sikh communities. 
While the last known remaining Jew left Afghanistan in September 
2021 out of fear of persecution by the Taliban, the Hindu and Sikh 
community population dwindled to 140 at the end of 2021, a near 
extinction of the once robust community. Soon after the takeover, 
armed Taliban representatives went to the Sikh gurdwara in Karte 
Parwan in Kabul to urge Sikh and Hindu community members to “not 
feel fear or anxiety” in an attempt to assure them of their safety in 
Afghanistan. In October 2021, however, videos of alleged Taliban 
members vandalizing and ransacking the Sikh gurdwara in Karte 
Parwan emerged. Sikhs and Hindus have felt pressured to leave 
Afghanistan and take refuge in India due to the lack of safety and 
security following the Taliban takeover and ongoing targeted attacks 
on their houses of worship. 

Practicing Faith in Fear 
Christians, Ahmadiyya Muslims, Baha’is, and nonbelievers are unable 
to express their faiths or beliefs openly because they face dire con-
sequences, including death, if discovered by the Taliban or ISIS-K. 
Ahmadiyya Muslims are not recognized by either the Sunni or Shi’a 
Muslim faiths and have experienced a long history of persecution 
in Afghanistan. Today, Ahmadis practice their faith in secret due to 
continued societal persecution and discrimination. According to the 
Ahmadiyya Muslim community leader, some Ahmadis were detained 
in 2021. 

Afghans who converted to Christianity from Islam over the past 20 
years are considered “apostates,” a crime punishable by death accord-
ing to the Taliban’s strict interpretation of Islam. Converts, who already 
faced ostracization and the threat of honor killings by family and village 
members, are at heightened risk following the Taliban takeover. USCIRF 
received reports that the Taliban have gone door to door looking for 
Christian converts. Christians have received threatening phone calls, 
and one leader of a house church network received a threatening letter 
in August from Taliban militants. Some Christians have turned off their 
phones and moved to undisclosed locations. 

In Afghanistan, followers of the Baha’i faith have faced perse-
cution, exacerbated by a 2007 ruling from the General Directorate 
of Fatwas and Accounts under the Supreme Court that declared the 
Baha’i faith blasphemous and its followers infidels. Since then, the Baha’i 
community has lived in secret. 

Key U.S. Policy
Following the Taliban takeover, over 120,000 Afghans, including 
religious minorities, were evacuated to the United States and ally 
countries. Additionally, masses fearing persecution at the hands of 
the Taliban fled to neighboring countries, including Pakistan, Turkey, 
and Iran, where they continue to face uncertainty. In response to the 
crisis, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security created a govern-
ment-wide program, Operation Allies Welcome, to coordinate efforts 
to support vulnerable Afghan populations. In August 2021, the State 
Department announced a P-2 designation for certain Afghan nationals 
and eligible family members.

The Taliban takeover prompted the U.S. government and other 
international actors to halt aid programs, suspend financial assistance, 
freeze billions in Afghan central bank assets, and impose stringent 
sanctions on the Taliban. Despite these restrictions, in October 2021 the 
United States announced more than $144 million in humanitarian assis-
tance to the people of Afghanistan. This additional funding brought 
total U.S. humanitarian aid in Afghanistan and for Afghan refugees in 
the region to nearly $474 million in 2021. 

While the United States has not recognized the Taliban regime as 
the government of Afghanistan, in November 2021 a U.S. delegation 
met with Taliban representatives. The U.S. officials emphasized the 
importance of the Taliban fulfilling its public commitments, including 
protecting the rights of all Afghans, particularly women, girls, and 
religious minorities. In December, the State Department designated a 
Special Envoy for Afghan Women, Girls, and Human Rights to support 
vulnerable populations in Afghanistan. 

On November 15, the State Department designated the Taliban 
as an “entity of particular concern,” or EPC, under IRFA for engaging 
in particularly severe violations of religious freedom. The State Depart-
ment caveated that the Taliban’s designation is based on information 
analyzed as of August 15, 2021, before its takeover as the de facto 
governing authority. ISIS-K was not designated as an EPC, as the State 
Department determined in 2020 that it lost control of the territory it 
previously controlled. 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/afghanistan/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/09/29/new-senate-bill-addresses-afghanistan-crisis/
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-war-afghanistan
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/04/world/asia/taliban-women-protest-afghanistan-panjshir.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/04/world/asia/taliban-women-protest-afghanistan-panjshir.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/11/30/taliban-killings-security/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/afghan-journalists-beaten-taliban-detention-editor-says-2021-09-09/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-59565558
https://www.voanews.com/a/survey-finds-40-of-afghan-media-disappeared-since-taliban-takeover/6363831.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/south-central-asia_kabul-airport-attack-kills-wounds-more-1/6210012.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-update-risk-religious-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-exodus-religious-minority-communities-afghanistan
https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/afghanistan-news-sikhs-in-kabul-assured-of-safety-sikhs-in-kabul-gurudwara-in-video-shared-by-taliban-2513867
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/31496367.html
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/31496367.html
https://apnews.com/article/afghanistan-discrimination-islamic-state-group-kabul-archive-b310aecece22454cc5918756e245810c
https://apnews.com/article/afghanistan-discrimination-islamic-state-group-kabul-archive-b310aecece22454cc5918756e245810c
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/more-afghan-sikhs-hindus-migrating-to-india-from-afghanistan/30778319.html
https://www.alhakam.org/100-years-ago-fresh-sign-in-afghanistan/
https://www.alislam.org/library/books/Tadhkirah.pdf
https://www.alislam.org/friday-sermon/2021-12-17.html
https://mobile.twitter.com/pressahmadiyya/status/1471893772728426500
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Religious%20Minorities%20in%20Afghanistan.pdf
https://www.ucanews.com/news/dangers-multiply-for-afghan-christians-under-taliban-rule/94045
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/248726/terrified-christians-in-afghanistan-brace-for-attacks-we-are-coming-for-you
https://wng.org/articles/the-taliban-seizes-power-while-taking-names-1629135433
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/568992-afghanistans-christians-are-turning-off-phones-and-going-into-hiding
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/568992-afghanistans-christians-are-turning-off-phones-and-going-into-hiding
https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/essays/national-laws-on-blasphemy-afghanistan
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/240282-AFGHANISTAN-2020-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf
https://www.army.mil/article/252827/operation_allies_welcome
https://www.state.gov/afghanistan-relocation-and-resettlement-update/
https://www.state.gov/afghanistan-relocation-and-resettlement-update/
https://www.voanews.com/a/more-than-300-000-afghans-flee-to-pakistan-since-taliban-takeover-of-afghanistan-/6357777.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/23/world/europe/afghanistan-refugees-turkey-iran-taliban-airport.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/thousands-of-afghans-flee-to-iran-as-uncertainty-grows-under-taliban/6244617.html
https://www.dhs.gov/allieswelcome
https://www.state.gov/u-s-refugee-admissions-program-priority-2-designation-for-afghan-nationals/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/us-policy/2021/08/17/treasury-taliban-money-afghanistan/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/18/business/afghan-central-bank.html
https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-announces-additional-humanitarian-assistance-for-the-people-of-afghanistan-2/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-delegation-meeting-with-taliban-representatives/
https://www.state.gov/leadership-on-afghan-women-girls-and-human-rights-rina-amiri-and-stephenie-foster/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.state.gov/countries-of-particular-concern-special-watch-list-countries-entities-of-particular-concern/
https://2017-2021.state.gov/united-states-takes-action-against-violators-of-religious-freedom-2/index.html
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

BURMA

• Redesignate Burma as a “country of par-
ticular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systematic, ongoing, and egregious viola-
tions of religious freedom, as defined by the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Actively support international efforts to 
hold the Tatmadaw, Burmese agencies, 
and officials accountable through the 
international legal system for atrocities 
against religious communities, including 
by intervening in the case of The Gambia 

v. Myanmar at the ICJ and using coordi-
nated sanctions against Tatmadaw leaders 
for particularly severe violations of reli-
gious freedom; and

• Increase engagement with multilateral 
and regional partners—in particular the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN)—as well as domestic actors 
in Burma, including the NUG, to stem 
ongoing religious freedom violations and 
promote accountability.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Support initiatives that prioritize the pur-
suit of religious freedom in Burma, such 
as language in the Burma Act of 2021 
(H.R. 5497) and the National Defense 
Authorization Act (S. 1605), that require 
the imposition of targeted sanctions, and 
encourage accountability mechanisms 
in relation to the atrocities committed 
against the Rohingya. 

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Burma declined sig-
nificantly. On February 1, the Burmese military, known as the 
Tatmadaw, seized the institutions of the state, arrested members 

of the civilian government, including leader Aung San Suu Kyi, 
and placed Senior General Min Aung Hlaing in effective control 
of the country. The coup ended a decade of quasi-democracy 
and triggered an escalation of violence. Conditions for ethnoreli-
gious minorities, such as the predominantly Muslim Rohingya and 
Christian Chin, deteriorated alongside the breakdown of order 
and violations of civil and political rights. The Tatmadaw targeted 
houses of worship, faith leaders, and religious communities in its 
crackdown on opposition. The Tatmadaw arrested religious lead-
ers, including those from the Buddhist majority, for opposing the 
military junta.

Faith communities, including ethnoreligious Christian minori-
ties, now face persecution that some have likened to what the 
Rohingya have faced since 2017. Previous civilian governments and 
the Tatmadaw institutionalized discrimination against Rohingya 
Muslims and denied Rohingya basic rights and dignity. In 2017, the 
Tatmadaw under General Hlaing perpetrated mass killings and 
rapes against the Rohingya Muslims in Rakhine State, forcing over 
745,000 to flee to Bangladesh within days. Each year since 2017, 
hundreds of thousands of Rohingya continued to flee due to ongo-
ing violence. There is a pending case at the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ) for violations of the Genocide Convention.

The Tatmadaw increased its persecution of Christian communi-
ties during 2021. In February, the Tatmadaw raided the Hakha Baptist 
Church in the capital of Chin State, arresting the pastor. The same 
month, the Tatmadaw raided a Kachin Baptist Church in Shan State. 

In March in Kalay township in Sagaing Region, the military shot and 
killed 25-year-old pastor Chung Lian Ceu and three other civilians. 
In May, the military attacked a Catholic Church in Kayah State. In 
June, airstrikes damaged another Catholic church in Kayah State. In 
September, the Tatmadaw gunned down Baptist pastor Cung Biak 
Hum in Chin State as he went to help put out a fire caused by military 
shelling. Soldiers have torched homes and churches. 

The Tatmadaw has closely associated itself with Buddhist 
nationalism to promote its legitimacy. In September, it released 
from jail Wirathu, a nationalist monk notorious for advocating 
violence and hate against Muslims. General Hlaing has publicly 
demonstrated his support for those monks that align with the 
military junta, its violent crackdown, and its targeting of ethnoreli-
gious communities such as the Rohingya. Conversely, many monks 
have been jailed for protesting the military junta and some have 
been disrobed. 

In opposition to the military junta, members of the National 
League for Democracy (NLD) and others have formed the National 
Unity Government (NUG). The NUG has attempted to unite the 
non-Tatmadaw-controlled areas of Burma and coordinate various 
armed ethnic groups to stand against the military junta. The NUG 
has pledged to undo decades of abuse and disenfranchisement 
of the Rohingya. Members of the NUG also have issued personal 
statements of apologies to the community. While the NUG has not 
yet committed to fully embracing an agenda of religious freedom 
and equality, it has declared its acceptance of the International 
Criminal Court’s (ICC) jurisdiction. As a possible way to protect 
minority ethnic and religious communities, the NUG has suggested 
transitioning post-coup Burma into a federal system. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES 
• Hearing: Ending Genocide —U.S. Government Genocide Determinations and Next Steps
• Hearing: Ending Genocide—Accountability for Perpetrators
• Podcast: Fourth Anniversary of the Rohingya Genocide
• Country Update: Burma—Religious Freedom since February 1, 2021 Coup

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021%20Burma%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/8/27/un-documents-shocking-crimes-by-myanmar-army
https://www.unocha.org/rohingya-refugee-crisis
https://www.myanmar-now.org/en/news/as-ramadan-begins-soldiers-attack-sleeping-muslims-at-mandalay-mosque
https://www.myanmar-now.org/en/news/as-ramadan-begins-soldiers-attack-sleeping-muslims-at-mandalay-mosque
https://www.icj-cij.org/en/case/178
https://www.persecution.org/2021/03/26/ethnic-chin-myanmar-face-uncertain-future-military-junta/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/03/01/lashio-church-myanmar-raided-military-police/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/03/26/ethnic-chin-myanmar-face-uncertain-future-military-junta/
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2021-05/myanmar-catholic-church-attack-military-four-dead.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/10/14/a-living-hell-churches-suffer-in-myanmar-military-attacks
https://www.ft.com/content/fdc4a13d-d00a-4cdf-bd09-2af054583377
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/more-than-meets-the-eye-myanmar-junta-leaders-renovation-of-pagoda.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/28/world/asia/myanmar-monks-coup.html
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/myanmar-rights-group-demands-military-release-3-monks/2135686
https://thediplomat.com/2021/08/myanmars-shadow-government-promises-justice-for-rohingya-atrocities/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/ethnic-minorities-plight-04232021173252.html
https://thediplomat.com/2021/12/myanmar-junta-orders-judges-to-ignore-correspondence-from-international-courts/
https://www.thedailystar.net/backpage/news/rohingya-citizenship-myanmars-nug-draft-new-charter-ensure-it-2105037
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-ending-genocide-us-government-genocide-determinations-and-next-steps
https://www.uscirf.gov/uscirf-hearing-ending-genocide-accountability-perpetrators
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/fourth-anniversary-rohingya-genocide
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021%20Burma%20Country%20Update.pdf
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Burma’s population consists of Buddhists (87.9 percent), Christians (6.2 
percent), Muslims (4.3 percent), Animists (0.8 percent), and Hindus 
(0.5 percent). The 2008 constitution treats Buddhism as the de facto 
state religion but also recognizes Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and 
Animism. Despite the recognition, religious and ethnic minorities not 
belonging to the Buddhist faith have faced longstanding persecution. 
In 2015, Burma passed race and religion laws supported by Buddhist 
nationalists such as the Ma Ba Tha. These laws regulate religious 
conversion, marriage, and births and restrict the religious freedom of 
non-Buddhists, particularly Muslims. 

Since the coup on February 1, 2021, the economy and political 
order of the country have collapsed. On August 1, 2021, General 
Hlaing, in defiance of international calls for a return to democracy, 
declared himself prime minister until 2023. The Tatmadaw arrested and 
sentenced leaders of the civilian government and opposition forces, 
including Aung San Suu Kyi and Win Myint. Clashes between the Tat-
madaw and ethnic armed groups, as well as the military’s crackdown 
on peaceful protests for democracy, resulted in at least 1,300 deaths 
and hundreds of arrests. By November 2021, the violence perpetrated 
by the Tatmadaw caused 223,000 Burmese to be internally displaced 
and placed three million in dire need of humanitarian aid. As violence 
escalated in December, thousands fled into neighboring countries. 

Rohingya and Other Refugees
Tatmadaw violence since the coup has pushed at least 200,000 people 
from different communities to be internally displaced or seek refuge in 
neighboring countries. An estimated 30,000 predominantly Christian 
Chin fled into neighboring India in December 2021, adding to the 1.1 
million refugees who have fled from Burma in the past five years. Also 
in December, both Indonesia and Malaysia refused a boat of over 100 
Rohingya refugees stranded at sea, but Indonesia ultimately changed 
course and took them in.

At the end of 2021, around one million registered refugees who 
fled violence in Rakhine State resided in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. 
In September, amid escalating violence in the camps, prominent 
Rohingya leader Mohib Ullah was assassinated in Cox’s Bazar. The 
Bangladeshi government has been relocating some of these refugees 
to an island, Bhasan Char. Among the first of those to be relocated 
have been Rohingya Christians. Some observers worry they could be 
exposed to significant environmental risks, especially given worsening 
climate change. In December, United Nations (UN) Special Rappor-
teur for Myanmar Tom Andrews noted with concern the Bangladeshi 
government’s decision to close down educational opportunities 
for Rohingya children. He also expressed concern for the 130,000 
Rohingya internally displaced within Burma held in internment camps.

The coup has rendered impossible the safe and voluntary return 
home of Rohingya refugees displaced in the region. Nevertheless, 
host countries to Rohingya refugees, as well as ASEAN, have not 
departed from rhetoric centered on ultimately repatriating refugees 
back to Burma. 

International Justice and the Influence of  
Social Media
In November 2019, The Gambia, on behalf of the Organization of 
Islamic Cooperation, initiated a case at the ICJ against Burma alleg-
ing violations of the Genocide Convention in its 2017 crackdown on 
the Rohingya. The ICC is also investigating the military’s actions in 
Rakhine, although the court’s jurisdiction is limited. The legal pro-
ceedings in these cases continued during 2021, even after the coup. In 
November, Argentina’s justice system announced it would investigate 
allegations of war crimes committed by the Tatmadaw through the 
principle of universal jurisdiction.

There has been increased discussion of the role of social media in 
escalating violence against religious minorities in Burma, particularly 
the Rohingya. In August, Facebook acknowledged that hundreds of 
military personnel had used its platform to create troll accounts to 
disseminate incendiary comments and posts, including calling Islam 
a threat to Buddhism. In December, Rohingya refugees in the United 
States filed a $150 billion class action suit against Facebook’s parent 
company, Meta, for allowing content that promoted violence against 
the Rohingya. Also in December, Meta banned Tatmadaw-owned 
firms from its platforms.

Key U.S. Policy
Throughout 2021, particularly in response to the February 1 mili-
tary coup, the U.S. government has provided funding for Rohingya 
refugees in Bangladesh and others impacted by violence in Burma. 
The United States sanctioned several Burmese government offi-
cials, including high-ranking officials of the Tatmadaw. While these 
sanctions cited numerous human rights abuses, they have not cited 
religious freedom violations or targeted the oil and gas indus-
try, which many argue could cripple the financial backbone of the 
military junta. U.S. officials met with representatives of ASEAN 
and regional countries to discuss peacefully resolving the military 
coup and transitioning the country back to democracy; they also 
worked multilaterally through the UN. After the reporting period 
on March 22, 2022, Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken announced 
the United States had determined that the atrocities committed by 
the Tatmadaw against the Rohingya constitute genocide and crimes 
against humanity. 

On November 15, the U.S. Department of State redesignated 
Burma as a CPC under IRFA and reimposed as the relevant presiden-
tial action the existing, ongoing arms embargo referenced in 22 CFR 
126.1. The State Department has designated Burma as a CPC every 
year since 1999.

On December 27, President Biden signed into law the National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for fiscal year 2022. The NDAA 
included provisions relating to Burma, including calling for the U.S. 
government to support and legitimize the NUG and deny legitimacy 
and resources to the Tatmadaw. The law urges the return to democ-
racy and accountability for atrocities and human rights violations 
committed by the Tatmadaw. 

https://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/article/burma-four-race-and-religion-protection-laws-adopted/
https://www.npr.org/2021/08/02/1023782084/myanmar-military-leader-prime-minister-elections
https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/12/28/myanmars-military-coup-redux/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-11685977
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/11/1105202
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/thai/residents-flee-12292021175557.html
https://reporting.unhcr.org/myanmarsituation
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/29/world/asia/myanmar-coup-refugees.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/12/29/indonesia-to-accept-dozens-of-rohingya-refugees-stranded-at-sea
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/myanmar_refugees
https://www.dw.com/en/bangladesh-gang-violence-in-rohingya-refugee-camps-prompts-fear/a-59631798
https://www.dw.com/en/bangladesh-who-killed-rohingya-leader-mohibullah/a-59402644
https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/06/07/island-jail-middle-sea/bangladeshs-relocation-rohingya-refugees-bhasan-char
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/12/20/rohingya-crisis-un-envoy-bangladesh
https://www.daily-sun.com/post/588525/Indonesia-pledges-to-send-strong-message-to-Myanmar-for-Rohingya-repatriation
https://www.icj-cij.org/en/case/178
https://www.icc-cpi.int/bangladesh-myanmar
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/nov/29/argentina-court-myanmar-war-crimes-rohingya
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/15/technology/myanmar-facebook-genocide.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/rohingya-refugees-sue-facebook-150-billion-over-myanmar-violence-2021-12-07/
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2021/12/8/meta-to-ban-myanmar-military-owned-firms-from-its-platforms
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/may-18-2021-us-announces-nearly-155-million-new-funding-burma-bangladesh-crisis
https://www.state.gov/burma-sanctions/
https://apnews.com/article/myanmar-us-france-resist-oil-gas-sanctions-against-military-26960605aebc2ddb7b537a803f01f336
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Hon.%20Thomas%20Andrews%20Testimony.pdf
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-at-the-united-states-holocaust-memorial-museum/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1605/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1605/text
https://thediplomat.com/2021/12/what-the-national-defense-authorization-act-means-for-us-policy-toward-myanmar/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

CHINA

• Redesignate China as a “country of par-
ticular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systematic, ongoing, and egregious vio-
lations of religious freedom, as defined 
by the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA); 

• Expand financial and visa sanctions to 
target Chinese officials and entities 
responsible for carrying out severe reli-
gious freedom violations, especially 
within the CCP’s UFWD, SARA, the public 
security and state security apparatus, and 

localities where particularly egregious vio-
lations occur; 

• Work with like-minded countries in 
international fora, including the United 
Nations (UN) Human Rights Council, to 
collectively hold the Chinese govern-
ment accountable for severe religious 
freedom violations, including by cre-
ating a UN Commission of Inquiry to 
investigate and identify perpetrators 
of genocide and other atrocity crimes 
in Xinjiang and document other severe 

human rights abuses throughout China; 
and

• Enforce China-related human rights leg-
islation to ensure that U.S. companies do 
not contribute to religious freedom viola-
tions in China. 

The U.S. Congress should: 

• Work with the administration to ensure 
that China-related human rights legisla-
tion, such as the Uyghur Forced Labor 
Prevention Act and Tibet Policy and Sup-
port Act, are fully enforced.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in China deteriorated. 
The government continued to vigorously implement its  
“sinicization of religion” policy and demand that religious groups 

and adherents support the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) rule 
and ideology. In December, top CCP and government officials 
held the National Conference on Religious Work in Beijing, after 
which authorities and state-controlled religious organizations at 
all levels organized meetings to study and implement the CCP’s 
religious policies. Throughout 2021, the State Administration for 
Religious Affairs (SARA)—a government agency under direct 
control of the CCP’s United Front Work Department (UFWD)—
and other agencies issued new legal measures, imposing further 
restrictions on clergy, religious schools, and religious content on 
the internet. Although China recognizes Buddhism, Catholicism, 
Islam, Protestantism, and Taoism, adherents of groups with per-
ceived foreign influence—such as underground Catholics, house 
church Protestants, Uyghurs and other Muslims, and Tibetan 
Buddhists—and those from other religious movements, such 
as Falun Gong and the Church of Almighty God, are especially 
vulnerable to persecution. 

During the year, Xinjiang authorities continued to detain 
Uyghur and other Turkic Muslims arbitrarily in concentration camps, 
prisons, and forced labor camps for a variety of religiously related 
reasons. Former detainees and witnesses reported physical and 
psychological torture, rape and other forms of sexual violence, 
forced labor, and forced sterilization and abortion while in custody. 
Moreover, authorities separated as many as 880,000 Muslim chil-
dren from their parents and destroyed or desecrated important 
religious and cultural sites throughout Xinjiang. In 2021, the U.S. 
government and the parliaments of Canada and several European 
countries, research organizations, and the United Kingdom (UK)-
based Uyghur Tribunal determined the atrocities in Xinjiang to be 
genocide and/or crimes against humanity. Furthermore, evidence 
suggests that Chinese authorities began to implement similar 
repressive policies against Hui Muslims—a group the government 
previously tolerated—throughout China. 

The Chinese government continued its pervasive control and 
suppression of Tibetan Buddhism. In May, it issued a white paper on 
Tibet that included an emphasis on sinicizing religion there. In July, 
CCP General Secretary Xi Jinping visited Tibet and stressed the 
importance of “fully implementing” the Party’s religious policies. 
Local authorities organized seminars to indoctrinate monks and 
nuns at Tibetan Buddhist monasteries, restricted Tibetans’ access 
to temples with heavy security presence, destroyed sites and sym-
bols of religious significance, and detained and punished Tibetans 
for listening to the Dalai Lama’s teachings or possessing his portrait. 

Despite the Vatican-China agreement on bishop appoint-
ments, authorities continued to harass and detain underground 
Catholic priests who refuse to join the state-controlled Catho-
lic association, such as Bishop Joseph Zhang Weizhu of Xixiang, 
Hebei Province. They also intensified persecution of Protestants 
by harassing, detaining, arresting, and physically abusing leaders 
of Protestant house churches who refuse to join the state-con-
trolled Three-Self Patriotic Movement, such as Elder Zhang Chunlei 
of Ren’ai Reformed Church and Pastor Yang Hua of Living Stone 
Church in Guiyang City, Guizhou Province. Pastor Wang Yi of Early 
Rain Covenant Church in Chengdu City, Sichuan Province, remained 
imprisoned, serving a nine-year sentence amid reports of his dete-
riorating health. Moreover, authorities throughout China routinely 
raided churches, detained Christians, and confiscated religious 
materials. The government also continued to demolish church 
buildings and crosses—including the Sacred Heart Catholic Church 
in Xinjiang—under its “sinicization of religion” campaign. 

The government continued its persecution of other religious 
movements, often using the “anti-cult” provisions under Article 300 
of China’s Criminal Law. Falun Gong source Minghui reported that 
in 2021, authorities harassed and arrested thousands of Falun Gong 
practitioners and sentenced 892 to prison terms. At least 101 practi-
tioners died as a result of government persecution. The government 
escalated its persecution of the Church of Almighty God, reportedly 
arresting thousands of its members throughout China and torturing 
many for practicing their faith. Some reportedly died in custody. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-12-04/xi-stresses-sinicization-and-regulation-of-religious-activities
https://www.ucanews.com/news/china-stresses-more-marxism-tightening-control-of-religion/95322
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20China%20Factsheet.pdf
https://bitterwinter.org/crackdown-on-religious-content-coming-march-2022/
https://bitterwinter.org/crackdown-on-religious-content-coming-march-2022/
https://apnews.com/article/business-religion-china-only-on-ap-f89c20645e69208a416c64d229c072de
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/ASA1741372021ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/18/china/xinjiang-uyghur-families-china-amnesty-report-exclusive-dst-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/ASA1741372021ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-declares-chinas-treatment-of-uighur-muslims-to-be-genocide-11611081555
https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-declares-chinas-treatment-of-uighur-muslims-to-be-genocide-11611081555
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/uyghur/genocide-declarations-06152021171101.html
https://newlinesinstitute.org/uyghurs/the-uyghur-genocide-an-examination-of-chinas-breaches-of-the-1948-genocide-convention/
https://uyghurtribunal.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Uyghur-Tribunal-Summary-Judgment-9th-Dec-21.pdf
https://www.cecc.gov/sites/chinacommission.house.gov/files/documents/CECC%20Staff%20Report%20Hui%20Muslims%20and%20the%20Xinjiang%20Model%202021-03-26_FINAL.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/ASA1741372021ENGLISH.pdf
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2021-05/21/content_5609821.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/leaders/2021-07/23/c_1127687414.htm
https://www.tibetwatch.org/news/2021/5/24/further-religious-controls-imposed-in-central-tibet
https://www.tibetwatch.org/news/2021/3/18/restrictions-continue-in-and-around-lhasa-even-after-the-10th-march-anniversary
https://www.tibetwatch.org/news/2021/12/24/99ft-buddha-statue-and-45-prayer-wheels-forcibly-demolished-with-prayer-flags-taken-off-and-burned
https://www.tibetwatch.org/news/2021/12/13/tibetan-monk-sentenced-to-five-years-for-publishing-writings-of-the-dalai-lama
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/248587/months-after-china-detains-xinxiangs-bishop-zhang-catholics-seek-answers
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/05/07/press/5245/article.htm
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/05/07/press/5245/article.htm
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/china/health-06182021140210.html
https://www.chinaaid.org/2021/08/religious-affairs-authorities-fine-lay.html
https://www.chinaaid.org/2021/09/shanxi-taiyuan-police-officials-post.html
https://www.asianews.it/news-en/Yining%E2%80%99s-Sacred-Heart-church-to-be-torn-down-52395.html
https://www.cecc.gov/resources/legal-provisions/criminal-law-of-the-peoples-republic-of-china
https://en.minghui.org/html/articles/2022/1/12/198103.html
https://en.minghui.org/html/articles/2022/1/5/197996.html
https://en.minghui.org/html/articles/2022/1/8/198043.html
https://bitterwinter.org/1000-church-of-almighty-god-members-arrested/
https://bitterwinter.org/church-of-almighty-god-750-arrested-in-three-months/
https://bitterwinter.org/600-church-of-almighty-god-members-sentenced-2021/
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Background
China is officially an atheist state. Of China’s estimated 1.4 billion 
people, approximately 18 percent are Buddhist, including Tibetan 
Buddhists; five percent are Christian; and two percent are Muslim. 
Other significant religious traditions include Taoism, Falun Gong, and 
folk religion practices. 

The CCP, whose members are banned from believing in or prac-
ticing any faith, has long repressed religious freedom, and in recent 
years it has become increasingly hostile toward religion, implementing 
campaigns to “sinicize” Islam, Tibetan Buddhism, and Christianity to 
rid them of alleged “foreign” influences. These policies require reli-
gious groups to support CCP rule and its political objectives, including 
by altering their religious teachings to conform to CCP ideology and 
policy. Both registered and unregistered religious groups and indi-
viduals who run afoul of the CCP face harassment, detention, arrest, 
imprisonment, and other abuses. 

National Religious Work Conference
At the National Conference on Religious Work, top CCP officials  
reiterated many of the same policy priorities from the 2016 conference, 
which was followed by severe religious freedom violations in subse-
quent years. General Secretary Xi emphasized “fully implementing” the 
Party’s theory and policies on religious affairs, including the “sinicization 
of religion” policy. He called for strengthening control and management 
of religion, requiring officials to adhere to Marxist views of religion, and 
demanding state-controlled religious groups to support the CCP’s rule 
and its religious policies. 

In addition to the top leadership, other central, provincial, and 
military officials—including officials from Xinjiang and the Xinjiang 
Production and Construction Corps—attended the conference virtu-
ally. Afterward, government authorities and state-controlled religious 
organizations at all levels organized separate meetings to study Gen-
eral Secretary Xi’s speech and to implement the policies. Minister of 
Public Security Zhao Kezhi convened one such meeting and empha-
sized that his agency must “effectively prevent and resolve major risks 
within the religious sphere [and] safeguard national security and unity, 
ethnic unity, and social stability.” Specifically, Minister Zhao called for 
a crackdown on “religious extremist thoughts and forces,” “illegal 
missionary activities,” “cults,” religious activities associated with the 
Dalai Lama, and “illegal religious activities on the internet.”

Accountability for International Crimes  
against Uyghurs
In December 2021, the UK-based and civil society-led Uyghur Tribunal 
judged that China has committed—beyond a reasonable doubt—
genocide and crimes against humanity under international law. The 
tribunal considered and reviewed extensive evidence presented by 

victims, witnesses, and experts, and it linked the repressive policies 
and abuses in Xinjiang to the highest echelon of Party and govern-
ment leadership, including General Secretary Xi and former Xinjiang 
Communist Party Secretary Chen Quanguo. The tribunal invited the 
Chinese government to take part in its proceedings but did not receive 
a response. The Uyghur Tribunal was formed in large part due to the 
lack of meaningful UN actions and inaccessibility to international 
courts. The International Criminal Court (ICC) stated in December 
2020 that it would not investigate abuses against Uyghurs in Xinjiang 
as China is not a party to the ICC. 

Key U.S. Policy
In January 2021, the administration of then President Donald J. Trump 
designated China’s treatment of Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslims 
in Xinjiang as genocide and crimes against humanity. In March, the 
administration of President Joseph R. Biden affirmed this determina-
tion. That same month, the United States, Canada, the UK, and the 
European Union imposed coordinated, targeted sanctions on two 
Chinese officials—Wang Junzheng and Chen Mingguo—for their 
involvement in serious human rights abuse in Xinjiang. In May, the 
U.S. Department of State announced visa sanctions against Chinese 
official Yu Hui for his involvement in the persecution of Falun Gong 
practitioners. In December, the U.S. government sanctioned Shohrat 
Zakir and Erken Tuniyaz, former and current chairman of Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region, respectively, for their involvement in 
serious human rights abuses in Xinjiang, as well as Chinese company 
SenseTime for developing facial recognition programs that targeted 
Uyghurs. That same month, the Biden administration implemented 
a diplomatic boycott of the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics given the 
Chinese government’s ongoing genocide and crimes against humanity 
in Xinjiang and other human rights abuses. Also in December, the 
Biden administration appointed Under Secretary for Civilian Security, 
Democracy, and Human Rights Uzra Zeya to serve concurrently as the 
special coordinator for Tibetan issues. On November 15, the State 
Department redesignated China as a CPC under IRFA and reimposed 
as the relevant presidential action existing restrictions on exports to 
China of crime control or detection instruments or equipment.

In July, the U.S. government issued an updated Xinjiang Supply 
Chain Business Advisory, which warned businesses with supply chain 
and investment ties to Xinjiang of heightened legal risks due to serious 
human rights abuses in the region. In December, Congress passed 
the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act—legislation USCIRF had 
recommended Congress support—and President Biden signed it 
into law. The law creates a “rebuttable presumption” that all goods 
and products from Xinjiang are made with forced labor and bans their 
import, unless U.S. Customs and Border Protection certifies by “clear 
and convincing evidence” that forced labor was not involved. 

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES 
• Factsheet: China’s 2021 Measures on the Management of Religious Clergy 
• Op-Ed: I Grew Up Witnessing Forced Labor. U.S. Companies Must Step Up. (New York Times)
• Podcast: China Sanctions U.S. Religious Freedom Officials
• Hearing: Ending Genocide—Accountability for Perpetrators
• Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project: Gulmira Imin, Jimmy Lai, The Panchen Lama, Hu Shigen, Adil Tuniyaz

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/religion-china#chapter-title-0-3
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/china/
https://bitterwinter.org/china-ccp-national-conference-on-religion/
http://politics.people.com.cn/n1/2016/0423/c1001-28299513.html
https://www.ucanews.com/news/china-stresses-more-marxism-tightening-control-of-religion/95322
http://www.chinapeace.gov.cn/chinapeace/c100007/2021-12/05/content_12568071.shtml
https://uyghurtribunal.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Uyghur-Tribunal-Summary-Judgment-9th-Dec-21.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-59595952
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-applauds-state-department-designation-uyghur-muslims-treatment
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/
https://www.state.gov/promoting-accountability-for-human-rights-abuse-with-our-partners/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-on-release-of-the-2020-international-religious-freedom-report/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0526
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2021/12/06/press-briefing-by-press-secretary-jen-psaki-december-6-2021/
https://www.state.gov/designation-of-under-secretary-uzra-zeya-as-the-u-s-special-coordinator-for-tibetan-issues/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Xinjiang-Business-Advisory-13July2021-1.pdf
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/07/13/us-warns-businesses-with-investment-ties-to-chinas-xinjiang.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/6256/text
https://www.state.gov/the-signing-of-the-uyghur-forced-labor-prevention-act/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20China%20Factsheet.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/20/opinion/uighur-forced-labor.html?smtyp=cur&smid=tw-nytopinion
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/china-sanctions-us-religious-freedom-officials
https://www.uscirf.gov/uscirf-hearing-ending-genocide-accountability-perpetrators
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/gulmira-imin
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/jimmy-lai
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/gedhun-choekyi-nyima-panchen-lama
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/hu-shigen
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/adil-tuniyaz-0
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

ERITREA

• Redesignate Eritrea as a “country of par-
ticular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systematic, ongoing, and egregious vio-
lations of religious freedom, as defined 
by the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA); 

• Maintain the existing, ongoing arms 
embargo referenced in 22 CFR 126.1(a) of 
the International Traffic in Arms Regulations 
as the presidential action imposed as a con-
sequence of CPC designation, to encourage 
religious freedom improvements;

• Impose targeted sanctions on Eritrean gov-
ernment agencies and officials responsible 

for severe violations of religious freedom 
by freezing those individuals’ assets and/
or barring their entry into the United States 
under human rights related financial and 
visa authorities, citing specific religious 
freedom violations; 

• Call on the Eritrean government to end 
religious persecution of unregistered reli-
gious communities, grant full citizenship 
rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses, and release 
the remaining detainees held on account 
of their religious activities ; and 

• Encourage the Eritrean government to 
extend an official invitation for unrestricted 

visits by the United Nations (UN) Special 
Rapporteur on the situation of human 
rights in Eritrea, the UN Special Rappor-
teur on freedom of religion or belief, the 
UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, 
and the International Red Cross. 

The U.S. Congress should: 

• Highlight religious freedom issues in 
Eritrea through legislation, hearings and 
briefings, and a congressional delegation 
trip to Eritrea to engage with Eritrean 
officials to encourage them to advance 
human rights and religious freedom. 

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Eritrea improved slightly, 
but overall, they remain poor. The government released approxi-
mately 130 religious prisoners from various prisons. Allegedly, some 

of these releases were made due to fears of COVID-19 spreading in 
prisons. Eritrean authorities continue to recognize only four religious 
groups as official: Sunni Islam, the Eritrean Orthodox Church, the 
Roman Catholic Church, and the Evangelical Church of Eritrea. 

The government deems unregistered religious groups to be 
illegal and punishes them for practicing their faiths publicly. The 
government regularly invokes Proclamation No. 73 to prosecute 
members of unregistered religious groups and intervene in the 
internal affairs of registered groups. This law was passed in 1995, 
shortly after Eritrea’s independence, to justify the persecution of 
political, civic, and religious dissidents. The law enables the govern-
ment to intervene in and regulate political and religious activities as 
well as pursue those who disagree with the government’s position. 
President Isaias Afwerki and his government use this and other 
restrictive laws to torture, imprison, and even kill individuals who 
oppose the government. Based on Proclamation No. 73, authori-
ties brought nine Catholic Church-run primary schools under the 
administration of the government and threatened to do the same 
to 19 other schools, including Muslim-run ones. 

All Eritreans above the age of 18 are required by law to 
participate in military service. Military conscription can extend 
indefinitely, and the government often restricts religious expres-
sion during that service. The government only exempts the 
physically disabled and pregnant women from mandatory military 
service. Individuals who refuse to participate are stripped of their 
citizenship and punished with long jail time. When Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses refused to take part in the Eritrean War of Independence 
(1961-1991), the government imprisoned many of them and denied 
them citizenship. As of December 2021, there were 20 Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in jail, some of whom have been imprisoned for more 
than 20 years. 

At least a thousand individuals are believed to be imprisoned 
due to their religious activity or religious freedom advocacy. These 
prisoners include Patriarch of the Eritrean Orthodox Church and 
USCIRF Religious Prisoner of Conscience Abune Antonios. Patriarch 
Antonios was illegally removed from his position in May 2007 and 
placed under house arrest. He passed away after 16 years of house 
arrest in February 2022. The government also continues to jail other 
religious leaders, including ones from the Full Gospel Church, the 
Orthodox Church, and the Salafi Muslim community. Some of these 
religious leaders have been in imprisonment since 2004.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES 
• Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Eritrea 
• Issue Update: The Condition of Nonbelievers in Africa 
• Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project: Patriarch Abune Antonios

https://www.refworld.org/docid/48aec42b2.html
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/africa/news/2021-06/eritrea-bishops-criticise-the-nationalisation-of-catholic-schoo.html
https://www.jw.org/en/news/legal/by-region/eritrea/jehovahs-witnesses-in-prison/
https://www.jw.org/en/news/legal/by-region/eritrea/jehovahs-witnesses-in-prison/
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/eritrea-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-07/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Nonbelievers.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/released-rpocs/patriarch-abune-antonios
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The Democracy and Justice party (PFDJ), under the leadership of 
President Afwerki, has been leading Eritrea since its independence in 
1993. Although the constitution protects citizens’ rights to freedom of 
thought, belief, and conscience as well as individuals’ rights to practice 
the religion of their choice, the government regularly violates these 
rights in practice. As of July 2021, the U.S. government estimates the 
total population of Eritrea at a little over six million. The population is 
divided in half between Muslims (49 percent) and Christians (49 per-
cent). The majority of the Muslim population lives in the northern region 
and Christians reside in the southern and central regions of the country. 
Eritrean Muslims are predominately Sunni, and the Christian community 
is mainly Orthodox. The other Christian communities consist of various 
denominations, including Catholics, Protestants, Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
and Pentecostals. The remaining two percent of the population are fol-
lowers of different religions. These mainly include adherents of African 
traditional religions, Baha’is (approximately 200 individuals), and a tiny 
Jewish community. Those who practice African indigenous religions 
reside in the southwestern part of the country. 

Eritrean authorities signed the Joint Declaration of Peace and 
Friendship with neighboring Ethiopia in July 2018. The accord ended 
over two decades of war between the two countries. Following the 
peace treaty, President Afwerki delivered a much anticipated speech 
on Independence Day, saying “the beginning of a new era” had come 
to Eritrea. Historically, Eritrea justified its oppression of political and 
civil rights by citing the ongoing war with Ethiopia. Many observers 
anticipated that the President’s commitment would translate into 
advancements on human rights, including religious freedom. However, 
three years after the agreement, over a thousand political prisoners, 
including many imprisoned for exercising their freedom of religion or 
belief, remained behind bars.

The 2020 Ethiopian civil war has had a direct impact on religious 
freedom issues in Eritrea. Eritrean troops were spotted participating 
in the civil war alongside the Ethiopian national army, fighting against 
the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF). The TPLF accused Eritrea 
of committing gross human rights violations as the Ethiopian army 
engaged in an armed struggle in the Tigray region, including the 
destruction of the two oldest places of worship: the al-Nejashi Mosque 
in Negash and the Church of St. Mary in Mekelle. Eritrean troops also 
detained hundreds of Eritrean refugees—who had crossed the border 
into Ethiopia to flee torture, forced military services, and imprison-
ment—and forcibly returned them to Eritrea. Some of these refugees 
were living in the Hitsats and Shimelba refugee camps since the war of 
independence. To retaliate against Eritrea, the TPLF has launched air-
strikes into Eritrea, forcing thousands of Eritreans to flee to neighboring 
Sudan, Ethiopia, and beyond. 

Government Oppression of Unregistered  
Religious Groups 
The Eritrean government requires all religious groups to register 
with the Office of Religious Affairs. The government considers 

unregistered groups illegal and therefore bans them from practicing 
their faith in public. The most prominent of these groups include Shi’a 
Muslims, Salafi Muslims, Protestants (Pentecostals and Seventh-day 
Adventists), Jehovah’s Witnesses, Jews, Baha’is, and adherents of 
African indigenous religions. The government consistently deprives 
the practitioners of these religions of their civil and human rights by 
harassing and arresting them. The government particularly perceives 
Jehovah’s Witnesses and Salafi Muslims as political forces and severely 
restricts their activities and punishes them with long prison sentences 
for practicing their faith. Similarly, Eritreans professing atheism or 
casting doubt on any religion or deity run the risk of arrest and social 
ostracization. Nontheists are often forced to associate online on 
platforms such as Facebook and WhatsApp groups because in-person 
association carries the risk of arrest. 

Positive Developments
Eritrean authorities continued to take some steps that enhanced 
religious freedom. Similar to its actions in 2020, in 2021 authorities in 
Asmara, the capital of Eritrea, set free approximately 130 prisoners of 
conscience from various religions and denominations. Most of those 
released were women, and some were released conditionally. In Feb-
ruary 2021, the Eritrean government released on bail 70 prisoners of 
conscience from different prisons. The government followed with the 
release of 21 prisoners in March and 36 prisoners in April 2021, many 
of them Christians. In August 2021, the Eritrean embassy in Washing-
ton, D.C. engaged with USCIRF on issues of freedom of religion or 
belief for the first time. USCIRF acknowledged the Eritrean authorities’ 
release of more than 350 prisoners and encouraged them to release 
the remaining religious prisoners as well as remove legal barriers to 
promote religious freedom.

Key U.S. Policy
Due to disagreements on critical issues, the United States and Eritrea 
have not exchanged ambassadors since 2010. In recent years, how-
ever, diplomatic engagement has increased. In May 2021, newly 
appointed U.S. Special Envoy for the Horn of Africa, Ambassador 
Jeffrey Feltman, and Deputy Ambassador Payton Knopf traveled to 
Eritrea during a regional visit focused on the crisis in Ethiopia and 
pressed the Eritrean government to withdraw its troops from the 
Tigray region where they reportedly had been committing grave 
human rights violations, including religious freedom abuses. Finally, 
the U.S. Embassy in Asmara continues to highlight the importance 
of advancing human rights issues by releasing all human rights and 
religious activists who are still imprisoned as well as allowing the 
registration of political and religious organizations. 

Since 2004, the U.S. Department of State has designated Eritrea 
as a CPC for systematic, ongoing, egregious violations of religious 
freedom. Most recently, on November 15, the State Department 
redesignated Eritrea as a CPC under IRFA and maintained an arms 
embargo on the country under 22 CFR 126.1 of the International Traffic 
in Arms Regulations. 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/eritrea/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/eritrea/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/eritrea/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/eritrea/
https://www.voanews.com/a/africa_ethiopia-eritrea-peace-deal-little-show-analysts/6195957.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wAvZpSYjy8w
https://www.usip.org/publications/2019/08/year-after-ethiopia-eritrea-peace-deal-what-impact
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/Eritrea%20Chapter%20AR2021.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/11/8/fears-on-eritreas-secret-role-in-ethiopias-brewing-civil-war
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-in-tigrays-war-ancient-christian-and-muslim-houses-of-worship-risk/
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/ethiopia-conflict-eritrea/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/eritrea/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Eritrea%20Policy%20Update_0.pdf
https://fot.humanists.international/countries/africa-eastern-africa/eritrea/
https://www.facebook.com/Eritrean-Atheists-872992639535590/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/02/08/70-christians-released-prison-eritrea/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/03/04/21-christians-released-prison-eritrea/
https://www.state.gov/travel-by-u-s-special-envoy-for-the-horn-of-africa-jeffrey-feltman/
https://er.usembassy.gov/our-relationship/policy-history/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

INDIA

• Designate India as a “country of partic-
ular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
and tolerating systematic, ongoing, and 
egregious violations of religious freedom 
, as defined by the International Religious 
Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Impose targeted sanctions on individ-
uals and entities responsible for severe 

violations of religious freedom by freez-
ing those individuals’ or entities’ assets 
and/or barring their entry into the United 
States; and

• Advance human rights of all religious com-
munities in India and promote religious 
freedom, dignity, and interfaith dialogue 
through bilateral and multilateral forums 

and agreements, such as the ministerial 
of the Quadrilateral.

The U.S. Congress should: 

• Raise religious freedom issues in the 
U.S.-India bilateral relationship and 
highlight concerns through hearings, 
briefings, letters, and congressional 
delegations.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in India significantly wors-
ened. During the year, the Indian government escalated its 
promotion and enforcement of policies—including those pro-

moting a Hindu-nationalist agenda—that negatively affect Muslims, 
Christians, Sikhs, Dalits, and other religious minorities. The gov-
ernment continued to systemize its ideological vision of a Hindu 
state at both the national and state levels through the use of both 
existing and new laws and structural changes hostile to the coun-
try’s religious minorities. 

In 2021, the Indian government repressed critical voices—
especially religious minorities and those reporting on and 
advocating for them—through harassment, investigation, deten-
tion, and prosecution under laws such as the Unlawful Activities 
Prevention Act (UAPA) and the Sedition Law. The UAPA and Sedi-
tion Law have been invoked to create an increasing climate of 
intimidation and fear in an effort to silence anyone speaking out 
against the government. Father Stan Swamy, an 84-year-old Jesuit 
priest and longtime human rights defender of Adivasis, Dalits, 
and other marginalized communities, was arrested on dubious 
UAPA charges in October 2020 and never tried. He died in custody 
in July 2021 despite repeated concerns raised about his health. 
The government arrested, filed complaints against, and launched 
criminal investigations into journalists and human rights advocates 
documenting religious persecution and violence, including Khur-
ram Parvez, a prominent Muslim human rights advocate who has 
reported on abuses in Jammu and Kashmir. The government also 
broadly targeted individuals documenting or sharing information 
about violence against Muslims, Christians, and other religious 
minorities; as one example, UAPA complaints were filed against 
individuals for tweeting about attacks on mosques in Tripura. In 
September, the United Nations (UN) High Commissioner for Human 
Rights stated that the “[o]ngoing use of the [UAPA] throughout India 
is worrying, with [the Muslim-majority state of] Jammu and Kashmir 
having among the highest number of cases in the country.”

The government erected hurdles against the licensure and 
receipt of international funding by religious and charitable nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) under the Foreign Contribution 

(Regulation) Act (FCRA), significantly impacting religious communi-
ties. Numerous groups that document religious freedom violations 
or aid marginalized religious communities have been forced to shut 
down operations in the country given the restrictions under FCRA 
that regulate access to and reporting on foreign funds and prohibit 
their receipt for any activities purportedly “detrimental to the 
national interest.” At the close of 2021, the licenses of nearly 6,000 
organizations, including religious and humanitarian organizations 
such as Missionaries of Charity and Oxfam India, were not renewed 
under the FCRA (after an outcry, Missionaries of Charity’s license 
was renewed in January 2022).

Government action, including the continued enforcement 
of anti-conversion laws against non-Hindus, has created a culture 
of impunity for nationwide campaigns of threats and violence by 
mobs and vigilante groups, including against Muslims and Chris-
tians accused of conversion activities. Anti-conversion laws have 
increasingly focused on interfaith relationships. Existing laws 
in approximately one-third of India’s 28 states limit or prohibit 
religious conversion. Since 2018 (and continuing in 2021), multi-
ple states have introduced and enacted laws or revised existing 
anti-conversion laws to target and/or criminalize interfaith mar-
riages. Public notice requirements for interfaith marriages have 
at times facilitated violent reprisals against couples. Authorities 
also assisted, if not encouraged, the targeting by nonstate actors 
of interfaith couples, converts, their families, and their religious 
communities in an effort to prevent interfaith marriages. 

National, state, and local governments demonized and 
attacked the conversion of Hindus to Christianity or Islam. In Octo-
ber 2021, Karnataka’s government ordered a survey of churches and 
priests in the state and authorized police to conduct a door-to-door 
inspection to find Hindus who have converted to Christianity. In 
June 2021, Yogi Adityanath, chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, warned 
that he would invoke the National Security Act, which allows for 
the detention of anyone acting in any manner that threatens the 
security of state, and that he would also deploy a team of over 500 
officials to counter those (including, by his account, children) who 
were carrying out conversion activities.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/dec/10/how-terrorism-law-india-used-to-silence-modis-critics
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/02/india-government-must-stop-crushing-farmers-protests-and-demonizing-dissenters/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/indias-broken-justice-system-claims-another-life/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59286786
https://time.com/6073758/india-investigating-muslim-journalists/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59383554
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59383554
https://indianexpress.com/article/north-east-india/tripura/tripura-violence-102-social-media-accounts-booked-under-uapa-7610506/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/2021/09/environmental-crisis-high-commissioner-calls-leadership-human-rights-council-member-states
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Financial%20Regulations%20Factsheet.pdf
https://www.icnl.org/post/assessment-and-monitoring/indias-foreign-contribution-regulation-act-fcra
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59856377
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59856377
https://www.oxfamindia.org/press-release/fcra-renewal-denied
https://apnews.com/article/religion-india-philanthropy-mother-teresa-44d6b4ae42b3e622a4ffb27f224e9fa6
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59724425
https://www.npr.org/2021/10/10/1041105988/india-muslim-hindu-interfaith-wedding-conversion
https://media.opendoorsuk.org/document/pdf/Destructive%20Lies-Full%20version-DIGITAL-ODUK-2021.pdf
https://media.opendoorsuk.org/document/pdf/Destructive%20Lies-Full%20version-DIGITAL-ODUK-2021.pdf
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/gujarat-hc-anti-conversion-law-7465894/
https://blogs.loc.gov/law/2021/03/falqs-the-controversy-over-marriage-and-anti-conversion-laws-in-india/
https://blogs.loc.gov/law/2021/03/falqs-the-controversy-over-marriage-and-anti-conversion-laws-in-india/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-women-law-religion-idUSKBN29K260
https://apnews.com/article/religion-india-narendra-modi-1b630e78cd2c94c3a09fa5b51e9e4202
https://www.npr.org/2021/09/15/1037541945/indias-new-laws-against-love-jihad-give-hindu-conservatives-power-to-halt-weddin
https://www.thequint.com/news/india/anti-conversion-bill-church-survey-karnataka-bjp-govt-probed-homes-to-find-christian-converts#read-more
https://www.thequint.com/news/india/anti-conversion-not-just-a-survey-karnataka-govt-gets-intelligence-wing-to-spy-on-churches
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/indias-hindutva-hardliners-treat-religious-conversion-as-security-threat/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/we-havent-invoked-the-national-security-act-in-wrong-cases-says-yogi-adityanath/article35696059.ece
https://www.republicworld.com/india-news/politics/up-cm-yogi-adityanath-outs-modus-operandi-of-conversion-racket-500-member-team-deployed.html
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Background
India is the world’s most populous democracy, with an estimated 
population exceeding 1.3 billion, 79.8 percent of whom are Hindu, 14.2 
percent Muslim, 2.3 percent Christian, and 1.7 percent Sikh. Smaller 
religious groups include Buddhists, Jains, Baha’is, Jews, Zoroastrians 
(Parsis), and nonreligious persons. India’s constitution establishes 
the nation as secular and a democratic republic, and Article 25 of the 
constitution grants all individuals freedom of conscience, including 
the right to practice, profess, and propagate religion. 

The Indian government has been led since 2014 by the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP). The BJP-led government, leaders at the national, 
state, and local levels, and increasingly emboldened Hindu-nationalist 
groups have advocated, instituted, and enforced sectarian policies 
seeking to establish India as an overtly Hindu state, contrary to India’s 
secular foundation and at grave danger to India’s religious minorities.

The Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA) and 
National Register of Citizens (NRC) 
The religiously discriminatory Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA)—a 
fast track to citizenship for non-Muslim migrants from Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, and Pakistan who are residing in India—passed in Decem-
ber 2019 and came into force in January 2020. In conjunction with a 
proposed National Register of Citizens (NRC) requiring all residents to 
provide documentation of citizenship, the CAA could subject Muslims, 
in particular, to “statelessness, deportation or prolonged detention.”

In an ongoing state-level NRC effort in Assam, in 2019 approx-
imately 1.9 million persons were omitted from Assam’s NRC list; 
approximately 700,000 Muslim residents of Assam are at risk of being 
stripped of citizenship. It is unclear how those excluded can be rein-
stated. This process has left families in fear, in turmoil, and deeply 
harmed, as documented in a 2021 report. In May, the government 
of Assam asked for reverification of the Assam NRC list of citizens 
in some districts, threatening to exclude more Muslims. The NRC 
process in Assam has further aggravated communal tensions, and 
in September, escalating tensions led to government security forces 
violently evicting thousands of primarily Muslim villagers, resulting in 
the brutal deaths of at least two. 

Attacks on Religious Communities 
In 2021, numerous attacks were made on religious minorities, partic-
ularly Muslims and Christians, and their neighborhoods, businesses, 
homes, and houses of worship. Many of these incidents were violent, 
unprovoked, and/or encouraged or incited by government officials. 
Both officials and nonstate actors have used social media platforms 
and other forms of communication to intimidate and spread hatred 
and disinformation against religious minority communities. The quick 
spread of misinformation online has contributed to violent attacks. In 
October, mobs attacked mosques and torched properties of Muslim 
residents in Tripura, which borders Bangladesh. USCIRF received 

documented reports of at least 50 incidents between June and 
October 2021 targeting the Christian community in the state of Uttar 
Pradesh alone. 

Violent attacks have been perpetrated across the country 
under the guise of protecting cows in line with India’s constitution 
and laws in 20 states (and growing) criminalizing cow slaughter in 
various forms. Vigilante mobs, often organized over social media, 
have attacked religious minorities—including Muslims, Christians, 
and Dalits—under suspicion of eating beef, slaughtering cows, or 
transporting cattle for slaughter. Most such violent incidents are 
reported in states where cattle slaughter is banned. For example, 
in June 2021, three Muslim men were lynched on suspicion of cow 
smuggling in Tripura, and a vigilante mob beat two men they accused 
of smuggling cattle, resulting in one’s death and hospitalization of 
the other in Madhya Pradesh.

Other Developments 
Throughout the pandemic, patients reported different treatment by 
religion and by caste in hospitals, hindering their access to health-
care. In a survey conducted by Oxfam India during the alarming 
surge in COVID cases within India in 2021, 33 percent of Muslims said 
that they experienced religious discrimination in hospitals. Dalit and 
Adivasi survey respondents also reported discrimination in hospitals 
at significant rates. 

In 2021, mass protests continued against farm laws enacted in 
September 2020. Despite the widespread and diverse nature of the 
protests, efforts—including by government officials—were still made 
to discredit the protesters, especially Sikh protesters, as terrorists and 
religiously motivated separatists. The government repealed the farm 
laws in November 2021.

Key U.S. Policy
With shared interests in global security and economic trade, in 2021 
the United States and India continued to maintain strong relations 
through various bilateral and multilateral engagements. In January, 
the United States welcomed India joining the UN Security Council 
for a two-year term and supports a reformed council that includes 
India as a permanent member. In July, Secretary of State Antony J. 
Blinken traveled to India to meet with Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
and External Affairs Minister Dr. S. Jaishankar to discuss a wide range 
of issues, including continued cooperation on COVID-19 response 
efforts, Indo-Pacific engagement, shared regional security interests, 
shared democratic values, and the climate crisis. In September, Prime 
Minster Modi attended the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, hosted 
by President Joseph R. Biden, to discuss China’s growing global influ-
ence. Also in September, Atul Keshap, the U.S. Chargé d’Affaires in 
India, met with Mohan Bhagwat, the chief of Rastriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh (RSS). In December, Prime Minister Modi participated in the 
Biden administration’s Summit for Democracy. 

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Press Statement: USCIRF Condemns Death of Jesuit Priest Imprisoned in India
• Event: USCIRF Conversation: Democracy and Religious Freedom
• Podcast: Religion, Law, and Citizenship in Assam, India

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/india/#people-and-society
 https://www.india.gov.in/my-government/constitution-india 
https://earlywarningproject.ushmm.org/storage/resources/2207/Early-Warning-Project-Statistical-Risk-Assessment-2021-22.pdf
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/12/1053511
https://thewire.in/rights/detention-criminalisation-statelessness-the-aftermath-of-assams-nrc
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/2-years-of-assam-nrc-uncertainty-looms-over-re-verification-process-1848481-2021-09-02
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/6w56781n
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/himanta-seeks-10-20-nrc-re-verification/article34527842.ece
https://time.com/6103284/india-hindu-supremacy-extremism-genocide-bjp-modi/
https://indianexpress.com/article/north-east-india/assam/assam-eviction-drive-clashes-deaths-7530234/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/10/17/india-assam-eviction/
https://sabrangindia.in/article/over-300-attacks-christians-reported-year-over-2000-women-adivasis-and-dalits-injured
https://time.com/6072272/facebook-sanatan-sanstha-india/
https://www.dw.com/en/india-fake-news-problem-fueled-by-digital-illiteracy/a-56746776
https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-services-are-used-to-spread-religious-hatred-in-india-internal-documents-show-11635016354?mod=article_inline
https://scroll.in/article/990688/turning-india-over-to-the-mob-video-by-video
https://apnews.com/article/religion-india-violence-bangladesh-f5131de3b055272d68d7446dd6d043b0
https://frontline.thehindu.com/other/karnataka-cattle-slaughter-ban-an-act-of-bias/article37468309.ece
https://scroll.in/latest/998080/tripura-three-men-lynched-on-suspicion-of-cattle-smuggling
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/cow-vigilantes-lynch-mp-man-transporting-cattle-in-rajasthan-7359292/
https://www.oxfamindia.org/knowledgehub/workingpaper/inequality-report-2021-indias-unequal-healthcare-story
https://scroll.in/latest/1011223/33-of-muslims-experienced-religious-discrimination-in-hospitals-finds-oxfam-india-survey
https://www.cnn.com/2021/11/26/india/india-farmers-protest-one-year-intl-hnk-dst/index.html
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/khalistan-farmers-protest-supreme-court-7143649/
https://indianexpress.com/article/india/protesting-farmers-modi-govt-bjp-7632043/
https://www.cfr.org/blog/united-states-and-india-multilaterally-abridged-allies
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-india/
https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-and-india-deepening-our-strategic-partnership/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/09/24/fact-sheet-quad-leaders-summit/
https://www.dw.com/en/the-quad-summit-indo-pacific-leaders-present-united-front/a-59299599
https://thewire.in/politics/rss-bhagwat-hindutva-muslim
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/20/hindu-supremacists-nationalism-tearing-india-apart-modi-bjp-rss-jnu-attacks
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/20/hindu-supremacists-nationalism-tearing-india-apart-modi-bjp-rss-jnu-attacks
https://www.state.gov/summit-for-democracy/
https://mea.gov.in/Speeches-Statements.htm?dtl/34637/National+Statement+by+Prime+Minister+Narendra+Modi+at+the+Summit+for+Democracy
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-condemns-death-jesuit-priest-imprisoned-india
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-democracy-and-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/religion-law-and-citizenship-assam-india
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

IRAN

• Redesignate Iran as a “country of partic-
ular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systematic, ongoing, and egregious vio-
lations of religious freedom, as defined 
by the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA);

• Impose targeted sanctions on Iranian 
government agencies and officials respon-
sible for severe violations of religious 
freedom by freezing those individuals’ 
assets and/or barring their entry into the 
United States under human rights related 

financial and visa authorities, citing spe-
cific religious freedom violations;

• Raise religious freedom and other human 
rights abuses in bilateral and multilateral 
negotiations with Iran’s government on 
issues of regional and international security;

• Work with members of the International 
Religious Freedom or Belief Alliance as 
well as others throughout the international 
community to exert multilateral pressure 
on Iran to improve religious freedom con-
ditions; and

• Press for the release of all religious pris-
oners of conscience, including Youcef 
Nadarkhani and Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Reauthorize and exercise oversight to 
ensure implementation of the Lautenberg 
Amendment, which aids persecuted Ira-
nian religious minorities seeking refugee 
status in the United States, and extend this 
Amendment to religious minorities in Iran 
who are citizens of Afghanistan.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Iran remained poor. In 
February, then President Hassan Rouhani signed amendments 
to articles 499 and 500 of Iran’s penal code imposing prison time 

on those guilty of “insulting Islam” and conducting “deviant activ-
ity” that “contradicts or interferes with the sacred law of Islam.” In 
June, three Christians were arrested, charged, and sentenced to 
five years in prison each on the basis of these amendments. Iran 
also continued using charges of “corruption on Earth,” “enmity 
against God,” and national security-related charges to persecute 
religious minorities. In April, the Arak Criminal Court sentenced two 
men to death for “insulting the Prophet,” and upheld the sentence 
on appeal in August. Iran’s government also continued to arrest, 
charge, sentence, and jail scores of Christians on charges including 
“propaganda against the regime.” Christian converts from Islam 
faced particular targeting for persecution. Despite the prevalence 
of COVID-19 in Iran’s prisons, scores of religious minorities, includ-
ing Christians, Baha’is, and Sunnis, were called to begin prison 
sentences. Iran also continued to spread antisemitism. It released 
the results of its third Holocaust denial cartoon contest in January. 
Several submissions critical of Israel contained explicitly antisemitic 
tropes. In December, a state media outlet criticized a Shab-e Yalda 
display reminiscent of a Jewish Sukkah as a “distortion.” Smaller 
religious communities, including nontheists, also faced severe 
persecution. While Iran’s government considers followers of the 
Yarsan faith to be Shi’a Muslims who practice Sufism, members 
identify as a distinct and separate religion and are estimated to 
number up to two million. The Yarsani community’s January bid to 

gain recognition under Iran’s constitution failed, and Iran’s National 
Defense University published an article in Spring 2021 calling the 
community a “security threat.” 

Iran continues to detain those calling for greater religious 
freedom, including USCIRF Religious Prisoners of Conscience 
Golrokh Iraee and Pastor Youcef Nadarkhani. On April 12, 2021, 
Branch 26 of the Tehran Revolutionary Court sentenced Iraee in 
abstentia to an additional year in prison, a two-year travel ban, 
and a two-year ban on participating in political organizations. 
Authorities arrested Iraee in 2016 for “insulting Islamic sancti-
ties” after discovering an unpublished short story in her home 
criticizing the religiously-grounded practice of stoning adulterous 
women to death.

Iran continues to harass and imprison women who protest 
religious headscarf laws. In July, officials in Mashhad arrested five 
people for not observing “Shari’a criteria” after women modeled 
at a fabric store’s opening event without headscarves. Iran also 
continued detaining lawyer Nasrin Soutudeh despite serious health 
problems requiring multiple prison furloughs to receive medical 
treatment throughout the year. The Iranian government also targets 
and fails to protect members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transex-
ual, and intersex (LGBTI) community. Iran actively executes people 
who engage in same-sex relations, citing religious grounds. The 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) arrested a lesbian woman 
in November on charges including “supporting homosexuality.” In 
May, authorities failed to fully prosecute the honor killing of a 20 
year-old gay nonbinary person.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Iran
• Hearing: State-Sanctioned Religious Freedom Violations and Coercion by Saudi Arabia and Iran
• Podcast: Religious Restrictions in Iran

https://www.state.gov/declaration-of-principles-for-the-international-religious-freedom-alliance/
https://www.state.gov/declaration-of-principles-for-the-international-religious-freedom-alliance/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/pastor-youcef-nadarkhani
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/pastor-youcef-nadarkhani
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/golrokh-ebrahimi-iraee
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Iran%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://articleeighteen.com/news/8610/
https://www.opendoorsuk.org/news/latest-news/iran-christians-legislation/
https://iran-hrm.com/2021/04/24/two-iranians-sentenced-to-death-for-insulting-prophet/
https://iran-hrm.com/2021/08/10/irans-supreme-court-upholds-death-sentence-ruling-called-unfair/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/09/09/three-converts-arrested-iranian-christian-community-plagued-persecution/
https://iranwire.com/en/features/10076
https://www.en-hrana.org/christian-convert-hamed-ashouri-sent-to-karaj-central-prison/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/06/09/iranian-christian-begins-9-month-prison-sentence/
https://www.thetablet.co.uk/news/14207/christian-couple-in-iran-win-short-reprieve-from-jail
https://iranwire.com/en/features/8810
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1368360760397737985
https://www.adl.org/blog/state-sanctioned-propaganda-iran-completes-its-third-holocaust-cartoon-collection
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/iran-news/article-689428
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/iran/
https://iranwire.com/en/features/8760
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/golrokh-ebrahimi-iraee
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/pastor-youcef-nadarkhani
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/case/golrokh-iraee-sentenced-absentia
https://iranwire.com/en/features/10932
https://www.hra-news.org/2021/hranews/a-30822/
https://iranwire.com/en/features/9914
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Iran%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://twitter.com/ICHRI/status/1347653711095615491
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/iran-news/iran-arrests-lesbian-for-trafficking-girls-supporting-homosexuality-688537
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Iran%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Iran%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-state-sanctioned-religious-freedom-violations-and-coercion-saudi
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/religious-restrictions-iran
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Background
The Islamic Republic of Iran has a theocratic, authoritarian government 
that allows only restricted political participation. Ninety to 95 percent 
of the population are Shi’a Muslim, while Sunni Muslims account for 
5–10 percent. Approximately 0.3 percent ascribe to other religions, 
including the Baha’i faith, Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Judaism. 
While the Jaafari school of Shi’a Islam is the official religion, the con-
stitution extends full respect to the five major Sunni schools. The 
constitution also recognizes Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians as 
protected minorities. Five of the Parliament’s 290 seats are reserved 
for religious minorities—two for Armenian Christians and one each 
for Assyrian/Chaldean Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians. There are 
two Hindu temples, and Buddhism has historic influences in Iran, but 
current data on the populations of both communities are sparse. Iran 
is home to several other smaller persecuted religious groups, including 
Mandeans, Yarsanis, nonbelievers, and spiritual movements. 

Religious Minorities
Throughout 2021, the government arrested scores of Baha’is across 
Iran. Many detained Baha’is were held incommunicado or taken to 
undisclosed locations. Ministry of Intelligence agents also searched 
the home of a Baha’i citizen and confiscated her belongings. Iranian 
universities continued to deny education to Baha’is on account of their 
faith. In November, Places Administration agents in Qaemshahr closed 
six Baha’i businesses. In August, officials from the Natural Resources 
Department of Mazandaran Province demolished the homes of three 
Baha’is without warning. In December, the Execution of Imam Kho-
meini’s Order (EIKO) announced the auction of thirteen Baha’i farms in 
Kata. The government of Iran also continued to deny Baha’is the right 
to bury their deceased in empty plots at the Golestan Javid cemetery 
outside Tehran which the community has used for decades. Instead, 
Baha’is are being forced to use the Khaveran mass grave site where 
victims of the 1988 prison massacres are buried.

Iran also continued to target Christians, especially Christian 
converts. In January, Christian converts Sam and Mariam Khosravi 
lost an appeal against a sentence for charges of “propaganda against 
the state,” months after a judge forced them to give up custody of 
their daughter on the basis of their religious beliefs. In February, the 
prosecutor’s office in Sarbaz summoned Christian convert Ibrahim 
Firouzi after he published six online videos regarding his mistreat-
ment. After being jailed in Zahedan prison for “insulting the sacred,” 
Firouzi undertook a hunger strike until receiving assurances he would 
be freed. Iranian authorities released him on bail in late February but 
charges against him remain in place. In April 2021, Christian convert 
Hamid Ashouri was sentenced to ten months in prison on charges 
of “propaganda against the state,” which he began serving at Karaj 
Central Prison in July. 

Iran continued detaining USCIRF Religious Prisoner of Con-
science Pastor Youcef Nadarkhani, who led a 400-member house 
church and was arrested in 2018 on charges of “acting against 
national security” and “promoting Zionist Christianity.” In February 
2021, the United Nations Working Group on Arbitrary Detention 
declared Nadarkhani’s detention a violation of international law. In 
November, Iran’s Supreme Court ruled that nine Christian converts 

serving prison sentences for involvement in house churches did not 
“act against national security,” a decision that may positively affect 
similar cases. The converts were released in December pending 
review of their sentences.

Sunni Muslims in Iran, particularly religious leaders, faced 
persecution and sentences on spurious charges. Authorities demol-
ished the foundations of a Sunni mosque in Iranshahr in January, 
and demolished another in Zahedan in December. In March, the 
Urmia Special Clerical Court sentenced cleric Rasul Hamzepour to 
three years in prison for “propaganda against the state.” In June, the 
Special Court for the Clergy summoned a Sunni cleric, Fazul al-Rah-
man Kuhi, during his furlough from Vakilabad prison. In December, 
intelligence officials in Azadshahr arrested Sunni cleric Nemotallah 
Mashouf after he refused to lead Friday prayers following the removal 
of the previous cleric. 

Gonbadi Sufis in Iran also faced ongoing persecution in 2021. 
Journalist Kasra Nouri remains in prison on a six-year term at Ade-
labad Prison. After being denied medical care at Evin Prison, Sufi 
prisoner Benham Mahjoubi fell into a coma in February and died 
soon thereafter. Also in February, Branch 28 of the Tehran Revo-
lutionary Court sentenced Abbas Deghan to prison time following 
his participation in 2018 protests against the Gonbadi Sufi leader’s 
house arrest. Iran executed a Sufi man, Hossein Mohammadi, in 
July. In August, Sufi cleric Hafiz Sedigh was arrested in Zabol. In 
November, Azad University denied Gonbadi Sufi Mostafa Daneshjoo 
admission despite a court order. During demonstrations in Isfahan 
over water scarcity in November, Persian social media websites likely 
funded by Iran’s government blamed the protests on the Gonbadi 
Sufi community.

Key U.S. Policy
The Joseph R. Biden administration began negotiations with Iran’s 
government in November 2021 over nuclear issues. At a United 
Nations (UN) speech in September, President Biden confirmed the 
administration’s intention to seek a return to the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action (JCPOA). 

In April 2021, a bipartisan group of senators led by Ronald L. 
Wyden (D-OR) introduced S.Res. 183, condemning Iran’s treatment of 
Baha’is and citing USCIRF’s 2021 Annual Report. Representative The-
odore E. Deutsch (D-FL) introduced a companion bill in the House, 
H.Res. 744 in October. That same month, members of Congress 
sent a bipartisan letter to the White House urging steps to promote 
greater internet freedom in Iran, which is often particularly critical 
for religious minority communities. In December, Senator Patrick J. 
Toomey (R-PA) and Senator Benjamin L. Cardin (D-MD) introduced 
a bill to impose mandatory sanctions on Iranian officials targeting 
dissidents inside and outside Iran, including dissidents actively sup-
porting religious freedom.

On November 15, the U.S. Department of State designated Iran a 
CPC under IRFA and imposed as the relevant presidential action sanc-
tions on Iranian officials who targeted peaceful protesters. Following 
Iran’s attempted kidnapping of an American-Iranian in New York who 
opposes religious headscarf laws, the State Department sanctioned 
on Iranian officials who target dissidents abroad.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/iran/#people-and-society
https://iranwire.com/en/features/8125
http://iranpresswatch.org/post/22225/bahai-citizens-sina-kamali-sarvestani-dorsa-dehghani-arrested-shiraz/
https://irannewswire.org/seven-iranian-bahais-detained-in-shiraz-southwestern-iran/
https://iranwire.com/en/features/10426
http://iranpresswatch.org/post/22472/intelligence-agents-swoop-bahai-home-shiraz/?repeat=w3tc
https://iranwire.com/en/features/8608
http://iranpresswatch.org/post/21734/shima-fattahi-prevented-continuing-education-belief-bahai-faith/
http://iranpresswatch.org/post/22510/six-shops-belonging-bahai-citizens-sealed-ghaemshahr/
https://iranwire.com/en/features/10070
https://www.bic.org/news/seizures-bahai-irrigated-farms-midst-iranian-water-crisis
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/04/iran-stop-destruction-of-mass-grave-site-and-allow-dignified-burials-of-persecuted-bahais/
https://www.barnabasfund.org/us/news/three-iranian-christians-lose-appeal-against-prison-sentence-for-propaga/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/iranian-couple-has-daughter-taken-from-them-just-because-they-follow-jesus/
https://articleeighteen.com/news/7810/
https://www.facebook.com/milad.bahari.39/posts/4897783963629261
https://articleeighteen.com/news/7860/
https://twitter.com/articleeighteen/status/1366320458002481157
https://www.en-hrana.org/christian-convert-hamed-ashouri-sent-to-karaj-central-prison/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/pastor-youcef-nadarkhani
https://www.freedom-now.org/wp-content/uploads/AUV-WGAD-Opinion-83-2020-Youcef-Nadarkhani-Iran.pdf
https://articleeighteen.com/news/9836/
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/article-691567
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1368360760397737985
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1367647434596364289
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-sunni-mosque-destroyed-baluchistan-activists/31067980.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-sunni-mosque-destroyed-baluchistan-activists/31067980.html
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1468739273910325254
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1374152210859356163
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Iran%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.kampain.info/archive/60688.htm
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1471982916297273344
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1469120725202223106
https://www.voanews.com/a/middle-east_voa-news-iran_activists-fear-jailed-iran-protester-died-after-care-neglected/6202363.html
https://iran-hrm.com/2021/02/01/abbas-dehghan-sentenced-to-jail-flogging-and-payment-of-reparation/
https://www.en-hrana.org/sufi-prisoner-hossein-mohammadi-executed-in-zanjan-prison-on-charge-of-murder/
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1424185929208582149
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1461488850702905346
https://www.npr.org/2021/11/28/1058533008/iran-nuclear-deal-talks-us
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/09/21/remarks-by-president-biden-before-the-76th-session-of-the-united-nations-general-assembly/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-resolution/183?r=23&s=1
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/Iran%20Chapter%20AR2021.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-resolution/744/text?r=81&s=1
https://youngkim.house.gov/media/in-the-news/bipartisan-congressional-group-urges-biden-support-internet-freedom-iran
https://www.banking.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/masih_alinejad_hunt_act.pdf
https://www.banking.senate.gov/newsroom/minority/toomey-cardin-unveil-bipartisan-iran-sanctions-legislation-in-press-conference-with-masih-alinejad
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.state.gov/targeting-repression-and-supporting-democracy/
https://www.state.gov/sanctioning-iranian-intelligence-affiliates-for-targeting-dissidents-abroad/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

NIGERIA

• Designate Nigeria as a “country of par-
ticular concern,” or CPC, for engaging 
in and tolerating systematic, ongoing, 
and egregious violations of religious 
freedom, as defined by the Interna-
tional Religious Freedom Act (IRFA), and 
redesignate Boko Haram and ISWAP as 
“entities of particular concern,” or EPCs, 
for engaging in systematic, ongoing, and 
egregious violations of religious freedom, 
as defined by IRFA;

• Fund programs to:

• Support interfaith civil society action on 
decriminalizing blasphemy and promot-
ing religious freedom in Nigeria; 

• Increase access to justice for victims of 
attacks on religious leaders and congre-
gations, including supporting judicial and 
security sector reform where appropriate 
and considering options for utilizing the 
recent $2.1 billion (USD) assistance pack-
age announced in November 2021; and

• Direct U.S. Embassy officials to urge the 
Nigerian government develop and imple-
ment a plan to decriminalize blasphemy 
across the country and, in the interim, 
make blasphemy a bailable offense and 
protect the safety of individuals accused 
of blasphemy

The U.S. Congress should:

• Request a briefing from the U.S. Depart-
ment of State to explain how it is 
implementing U.S. policy on Nigeria to 
promote religious freedom and report on 
the effectiveness of such efforts.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Nigeria remained poor as 
both state and nonstate actors continued to commit widespread 
and egregious religious freedom violations. Despite Nigeria’s 

constitution protecting religious freedom, Nigerian citizens faced 
blasphemy charges and convictions, violence, and attacks during 
religious ceremonies.

State authorities in the north of the country, particularly in Kano 
State, charged and convicted several individuals for blasphemy in 
2021. In June 2021, the Department of State Security (DSS) arrested 
Ahmad Abdul for allegedly insulting Allah in a song he released 
that was not vetted by the Kano Censorship Board. The chair of the 
board had recently announced a new policy that required poets 
and singers to submit their material to the board for approval. In 
July, authorities arrested Sheikh Abduljabara Kabara and charged 
him with blasphemy and incitement, claiming his sermons were 
“mortifying [to] the companions and the Holy Prophet Muhammad.” 
The arrest followed a debate organized by the government in which 
Kabara argued precepts of Islam with state-backed clerics. Also in 
July, authorities charged prominent humanist leader Mubarak Bala 
with causing a public disturbance by posting blasphemous content 
on social media. Authorities had detained Bala without charge for 15 
months prior to announcing the official charges. Moreover, a mob in 
Kano State killed a reverend in retaliation for his alleged involvement 
in converting a local member of a Muslim family to Christianity.

In a positive development, in January the Kano State High 
Court overturned the blasphemy conviction and death sentence 

of 16-year-old Omar Farouq, citing irregularities. The same court, 
citing the same irregularities, ordered that the blasphemy case 
against Muslim gospel musician Yahaya Sharif-Aminu be retried, 
but he remains in detention. In July, a court acquitted Ibrahim 
el-Zakzaky of all charges related to his activities leading the Shi’a 
Muslim group the Islamic Movement of Nigeria.

A diverse array of nonstate actors in Nigeria also continued 
to conduct attacks on houses of worship, religious leaders, and 
religious congregations in 2021. Activity by criminal and armed 
groups throughout the year accounted for six attacks on houses 
of worship, including at least five attacks against mosques in Kat-
sina, Niger, and Zamfara states and six attacks against churches in 
Kaduna State. In November, churches in Zamfara State received 
threatening messages from local armed groups demanding that 
they close or risk ferocious attacks. At least 13 religious leaders 
were kidnapped for ransom over the course of the year, including 
eight priests, two pastors, and two imams. Although government 
efforts to hold perpetrators accountable appear to have increased 
compared with previous years, the Nigerian government has often 
failed to respond sufficiently to violence against religious leaders 
and congregations.

While Boko Haram’s top general, Abubakar Shekau, died this 
year, militant Islamist groups Boko Haram and the Islamic State 
in West Africa Province (ISWAP) continued to control territory, 
conduct attacks based on belief, and enforce their interpretations 
of religious law and practice in communities under their control.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Factsheet: Violent Islamist Groups in Northern Nigeria
• Issue Update: Religious Freedom Violations in Kano State, Nigeria
• Hearing: Religious Freedom in Nigeria

https://www.bbc.com/hausa/media-57557823
https://www.bbc.com/hausa/media-57557823
https://www.bbc.com/hausa/labarai-53320361
https://pmnewsnigeria.com/2021/07/17/kano-govt-drags-sheikh-kabara-to-court/
https://www.bbc.com/hausa/labarai-57790314
http://saharareporters.com/2021/09/27/muslim-mob-allegedly-kills-pastor-converting-man-christian-kano-razes-house-church
https://edition.cnn.com/2021/01/22/africa/boy-blasphemy-free-nigeria-intl/index.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/yahaya-sharif-aminu
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/7/29/nigerian-court-acquits-shia-leader-ibrahim-zakzaky-of-all-charges
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-43967738
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2021-10-25/officials-say-18-villagers-shot-dead-at-mosque-in-nigeria
https://www.channelstv.com/2021/05/15/worshippers-kidnapped-from-katsina-mosque-regain-freedom/
https://www.channelstv.com/2021/05/15/worshippers-kidnapped-from-katsina-mosque-regain-freedom/
https://apnews.com/article/africa-religion-niger-kidnapping-nigeria-93ca331332b167dd8b0e2ad449166f60
https://www.thedefensepost.com/2020/11/23/gunmen-attack-mosque-nigeria/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/05/23/gunmen-burn-church-kill-eight-christians-kaduna-state/
https://chvnradio.com/articles/two-christians-killed-dozens-abducted-in-attack-on-church-in-nigeria
https://religionnews.com/2021/07/16/nigerian-herders-kill-33-burn-four-churches-days-after-kidnapping-schoolchildren/
http://saharareporters.com/2021/11/29/exclusive-bandits-write-christians-zamfara-shut-down-churches-or-risk-attacks
https://www.americamagazine.org/politics-society/2021/02/22/nigeria-priest-murders-kukah-buhari-240068
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2021-05/nigeria-priest-killed-kidnapped-alphonsus-bello-joe-keke.html
https://www.persecution.org/2021/04/07/kidnapped-pastor-killed-nigeria/
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/493035-bandits-kill-imam-for-resisting-kidnap-as-23-victims-regain-freedom.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/boko-haram-moves-into-north-central-nigeria-apparent-expansion-officials-2021-10-03/
https://platinumpost.ng/2021/10/05/boko-haram-issues-new-laws-in-nigers-conquered-communities-pegs-marriage-age-for-girls-at-12/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Violent%20Islamists%20in%20Northern%20Nigeria.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Kano%20Policy%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/uscirf-hearing-religious-freedom-nigeria
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Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa, with an estimated 219 
million people. Of its population, an estimated 53.5 percent identify as 
Muslim; 45.9 percent as Christian; and 0.6 percent with other religious 
beliefs, including atheism, African traditional religions, the Baha’i faith, 
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Judaism. Religious traditions, practices, 
and communities play a strong role in social life across Nigeria, with 
religious institutions providing health and educational services and 
opportunities for community and civic engagement.

Nigeria’s constitution protects freedom of religion or belief and 
prohibits the state from establishing a state religion and from discrim-
inating on the basis of religion. The Nigerian Criminal Code includes a 
penalty of up to two years’ imprisonment for insulting a person’s religion. 
Additionally, 12 northern states use criminal and family codes based in 
Islamic Shari’a alongside civil and customary laws; these codes prohibit 
blasphemy and other offenses based on a particular state interpretation 
of Islamic law. 

Other Religious Restrictions in Kano State
In addition to the blasphemy cases discussed above, in February 
2021, the Kano government sent heavily armed personnel from the 
DSS to prevent a local Muslim community from protesting the closure 
of their mosque and prohibited the community from carrying out its 
annual Mauqibi religious festival. This action followed Kano authori-
ties banning Sheikh Abduljabar Nasiru Kabara from preaching in the 
state and ordering the closure of his mosque and schools in February, 
accusing him of inciteful rhetoric and sermons. 

In July 2021, Kano’s Hisbah Board, which oversees a religious 
police force, arrested and charged five men suspected of engaging 
in homosexual activity. Individuals convicted of sodomy under Kano’s 
Shari’a Criminal Code may be sentenced to caning of 100 lashes and 
one year in prison if unmarried or with stoning to death (rajm) if mar-
ried or previously married. 

Attacks on Religious Leaders and Congregations
Throughout the year, religious leaders and congregations faced both 
state and nonstate violence based on their beliefs or their religious 
identity. State officials reportedly used violence against Shi’a Mus-
lims during a procession marking the religious holiday of Arbaeen 
in September. During Ramadan, bomb blasts near a mosque killed 
at least 27 worshipers in Mubi, while armed assailants kidnapped 
11 worshipers from a mosque in Katsina State. In May, armed actors 
burned down a church during an attack in Kaduna State that killed 
eight people. In July, armed actors reportedly burned four churches 
in attacks against communities in Kaduna. In September, a violent 
mob in Kano State attacked and killed a local reverend in retaliation 
for his alleged involvement in converting a member of a Muslim fam-
ily to Christianity. In October, two worshipers were killed in Kaduna 
State in an attack on a church during morning prayers. In November, 
churches in Zamfara State received threatening messages from local 
armed actors demanding that they close or risk ferocious attacks. 
Attacks on mosques killed 18 worshipers in Niger State in October, 

five worshipers in Zamfara State in November, and 16 worshipers in 
Niger State in December. 

Meanwhile, criminal gangs substantially increased their kid-
nap-for-ransom activities and did not spare religious institutions. 
Attacks and abductions targeting religious institutions, regardless of 
their motives, infringe on Nigerians’ freedom to worship safely and 
impinge on their rights of religious practice. Across the country, at 
least 13 religious leaders were kidnapped for ransom in 2021. While 
most abducted religious leaders have been released, some have died 
during these abductions, including a pastor in Akoko Ondo, a priest 
and an imam in Katsina, and an imam in Ogun. Kidnappers also tar-
geted two religious schools, abducting hundreds of school children 
from Salihu Tanko Islamic School and Bethel Baptist High School. 

Key Developments Regarding EPCs
Since 2002, militant Islamist group Boko Haram has operated out of 
northeastern Nigeria and conducted attacks on the basis of religion 
and belief throughout the Lake Chad Basin region. In June 2021, 
Boko Haram leader Abubakar Shekau was reportedly killed. More 
than 6,000 Boko Haram fighters then surrendered to the Nigerian 
military and disarmed.

Despite the loss of its top general, Boko Haram reportedly 
expanded its reach in northcentral Nigeria in 2021. In areas they have 
infiltrated, Boko Haram elements have reportedly directed residents to 
remove their children from formal schools and ordered both Muslim and 
Christian parents to marry off their daughters at the age of 12 or “face 
consequences.” Additionally, ISWAP continued to conduct violence in 
pursuit of its goals to enforce a particular interpretation of Islam, including 
continuing to hold Leah Sharibu hostage for refusing to convert to Islam.

Key U.S. Policy
Throughout the year, U.S. officials raised religious freedom issues, 
including societal abuses and discrimination against individuals based 
on religion in the context of growing insecurity throughout the coun-
try, in meetings with key Nigerian government officials. U.S. officials 
in the country also frequently engaged faith leaders and stakeholders 
in interfaith dialogue and broader peacebuilding work, including in 
Kaduna and Plateau states where religious violence has historically 
been particularly high.

In 2021, the U.S. government paused some military sales to Nigeria 
in response to alleged human rights violations in the country. While in July 
Nigeria received six of the 12 A-29 Super Tucano light attack airplanes 
it bought from the U.S. in 2017, Congress halted a nearly $1 billion USD 
arms sale that same month after allegations emerged of human rights 
abuses by the Nigerian military in its campaign to neutralize terrorists 
in its territory.

On November 15, the State Department removed Nigeria from its 
list of governments that engaged in and tolerated particularly severe 
religious freedom violations, despite the country being designated as 
a CPC the previous year based on conditions similar to those in 2021. 
Also in November, U.S. Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken announced 
a $2.1 billion development assistance package during a visit to Abuja. 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/nigeria/#people-and-society
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/nigeria/#people-and-society
https://publicofficialsfinancialdisclosure.worldbank.org/sites/fdl/files/assets/law-library-files/Nigeria_Constitution_1999_en.pdf
https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/countries/africa-sub-saharan/nigeria/
https://thenationonlineng.net/dss-operatives-take-over-sheikh-abduljabar-kabaras-mosque-house/
https://thenationonlineng.net/kano-debars-islamic-cleric-for-alleged-incitement/
https://punchng.com/five-suspected-homosexuals-to-face-prosecution-after-probe-hisbah-commander/
http://www.sharia-in-africa.net/media/publications/sharia-implementation-in-northern-nigeria/vol_4_4_chapter_4_part_III.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/nigerian-security-forces-kill-eight-shiite-march-participant-says-2021-09-28/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-43967738
https://www.channelstv.com/2021/05/15/worshippers-kidnapped-from-katsina-mosque-regain-freedom/
https://www.channelstv.com/2021/05/15/worshippers-kidnapped-from-katsina-mosque-regain-freedom/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/05/23/gunmen-burn-church-kill-eight-christians-kaduna-state/
https://religionnews.com/2021/07/16/nigerian-herders-kill-33-burn-four-churches-days-after-kidnapping-schoolchildren/
http://saharareporters.com/2021/09/27/muslim-mob-allegedly-kills-pastor-converting-man-christian-kano-razes-house-church
https://chvnradio.com/articles/two-christians-killed-dozens-abducted-in-attack-on-church-in-nigeria
http://saharareporters.com/2021/11/29/exclusive-bandits-write-christians-zamfara-shut-down-churches-or-risk-attacks
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2021-10-25/officials-say-18-villagers-shot-dead-at-mosque-in-nigeria
https://www.thedefensepost.com/2020/11/23/gunmen-attack-mosque-nigeria/
https://apnews.com/article/africa-religion-niger-kidnapping-nigeria-93ca331332b167dd8b0e2ad449166f60
https://www.americamagazine.org/politics-society/2021/02/22/nigeria-priest-murders-kukah-buhari-240068
https://angelusnews.com/news/world/nigerian-priest-recovering-after-week-long-kidnapping-ordeal/
https://catholicleader.com.au/news/world/nigerian-priest-kidnapped-by-fulani-herdsmen-narrowly-escaped-death/
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2021-05/nigeria-priest-killed-kidnapped-alphonsus-bello-joe-keke.html
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/493035-bandits-kill-imam-for-resisting-kidnap-as-23-victims-regain-freedom.html
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/249002/nigerian-catholic-diocese-rejoices-as-priest-is-freed-barely-24-hours-after-kidnapping
https://guardian.ng/news/emir-of-kajuru-in-kaduna-regains-freedom/
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2021/05/kidnapped-ondo-pastor-released/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/04/07/kidnapped-pastor-killed-nigeria/
https://allafrica.com/stories/202107090038.html
https://www.persecution.org/2021/04/07/kidnapped-pastor-killed-nigeria/
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2021-05/nigeria-priest-killed-kidnapped-alphonsus-bello-joe-keke.html
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/493035-bandits-kill-imam-for-resisting-kidnap-as-23-victims-regain-freedom.html
https://punchng.com/breaking-missing-ijebu-ode-chief-imam-found-dead-inside-car/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/31/dozens-kidnapped-from-islamic-school-in-northern-nigeria
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/over-120-students-missing-after-nigeria-school-raid-church-official-2021-07-07/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Violent%20Islamists%20in%20Northern%20Nigeria.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/a/africa_nigeria-says-safe-assume-boko-haram-leader-dead/6209934.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/almost-6000-boko-haram-fighters-have-surrendered-nigerian-army-says-2021-09-02/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/boko-haram-moves-into-north-central-nigeria-apparent-expansion-officials-2021-10-03/
https://platinumpost.ng/2021/10/05/boko-haram-issues-new-laws-in-nigers-conquered-communities-pegs-marriage-age-for-girls-at-12/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/leah-sharibu
https://ng.usembassy.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-at-a-discussion-with-civil-society/
https://ng.usembassy.gov/u-s-ambassador-visits-sokoto-and-kebbi-states/
https://ng.usembassy.gov/usaid-support-buoys-peace-building-between-rival-farmers-and-herders-in-taraba-state/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/nigeria-receives-first-six-light-attack-planes-united-states-2021-07-22/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/proposed-us-arms-sale-nigeria-hold-over-human-rights-concerns-sources-2021-07-29/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-remarks-at-the-signing-ceremony-for-2-1-billion-development-assistance-agreement-with-nigerian-vice-president-yemi-osinbajo-and-nigerian-foreign-minister-geoffrey-onyeam/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

NORTH KOREA

• Redesignate North Korea as a “country of 
particular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systematic, ongoing, and egregious viola-
tions of religious freedom, as defined by the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA); 

• Integrate security and human rights as 
complementary objectives in broader U.S. 
policy toward—and in bilateral negotia-
tions with—North Korea;

• Fill and maintain the position of Special 
Envoy for North Korean Human Rights 

Issues at the U.S. Department of State to 
promote and integrate religious freedom 
and human rights in U.S. policy toward 
North Korea, including by coordinating 
multilateral efforts in international fora, 
such as in the United Nations, and with 
the European Union and other like-minded 
countries; and 

• Impose targeted and broad sanctions—
including coordinated, multilateral 
sanctions with international partners—as 

appropriate for religious freedom viola-
tions in North Korea, and consider lifting 
certain sanctions in return for concrete 
progress in religious freedom and related 
human rights. 

The U.S. Congress should:

• Reauthorize the North Korean Human 
Rights Act and urge the Biden adminis-
tration to appoint the Special Envoy for 
North Korean Human Rights Issues. 

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in North Korea remained 
among the worst in the world. North Korea’s ruling ideology, 
known as Juche, forbids competing ideologies—including religious 

ones—and treats religion as an existential threat. Rooted in Juche, 
the Ten Principles for Establishing a Monolithic Leadership System 
require absolute and unconditional loyalty and obedience to the 
teachings of the North Korean leader. The Ten Principles effectively 
override the rights and freedoms enshrined in international law and 
the North Korean constitution, which nominally grants religious free-
dom. The ruling Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) actively enforces the 
Ten Principles at all levels of government and across society, monitors 
and controls religious belief and activities, and systematically denies 
North Korean citizens the right to religious freedom. 

North Korea’s songbun system classifies citizens based on 
their perceived loyalty to the state. Religious practitioners belong 
to the “hostile” class and are considered enemies of the state, 
deserving “discrimination, punishment, isolation, and even execu-
tion.” The government attempts to provide an illusion of religious 
freedom to the outside world through state-backed religious orga-
nizations and sites such as the Jangchung Cathedral. In reality, 
religious freedom remains nonexistent in North Korea as authorities 
actively and systematically target and persecute religious groups 
and adherents, including Christians, shamanic adherents, Bud-
dhists, and Chondoists. 

According to Korea Future’s 2021 report on religious freedom 
violations in North Korea, authorities persecuted religious adherents 
for their religious practice, religious activities in China, possession 
of religious items, contact with religious persons, and sharing of 
religious beliefs. Religious adherents suffered a range of official vio-
lations and mistreatments, including arbitrary deprivation of liberty, 
torture, sexual violence, forced labor, and execution. Under WPK 
command, myriad central and local party and government organi-
zations are directly involved in carrying out these egregious abuses. 

Protestant Christians remain especially vulnerable to perse-
cution. The nongovernmental organization (NGO) Open Doors has 
long ranked North Korea as the country where Christians face the 
“most extreme” persecution. Most North Korean Christians are 
unable to meet for collective worship due to pervasive surveillance 
and severe repression. Owning religious materials such as Bibles is 
considered extremely risky and life threatening, if discovered. Chris-
tians who are caught practicing their faith face harsh abuses such as 
long-term imprisonment in various prisons or prison-like facilities, 
torture, forced labor, sexual violence, and summary execution. 
Korea Future characterizes the state’s persecution of Christians as 
“systematic” in nature and “purposely directed at the destruction 
of Christian communities.” The United Kingdom’s All-Party Parlia-
mentary Group on North Korea concluded in its 2021 report that 
the atrocities against Christians in the country could amount to 
genocide. Based on credible evidence, the Ministry of State Secu-
rity (MSS) is believed to be principally responsible for persecution 
against Christians. In addition, the Border Security Command works 
closely with the MSS and Chinese authorities to detain, identify, 
and repatriate North Korean Christians who are caught possessing 
Bibles or engaging in religious activities in China. 

The practice of shamanism—which authorities define as a 
crime of “superstition”—is pervasive in North Korean society. 
Persecution of shamanic adherents has escalated in recent years 
after the WPK issued directives to “eradicate superstitious activi-
ties.” Some shamanic adherents reportedly received sentences of 
life in prison or death. The Ministry of People’s Security (MPS) is 
believed to be primarily responsible for abuses against shamanic 
adherents, though more recent reporting suggests that the MSS 
is becoming more involved in their persecution. Information on 
the condition of adherents of other major religious traditions—
such as Buddhism, Catholicism, and Chondoism—in North Korea 
remains very limited. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Special Report: Organized Persecution: Documenting Religious Freedom Violations in North Korea 
• Event: USCIRF Conversation: Religious Freedom Violations in North Korea

https://www.kinu.or.kr/pyxis-api/1/digital-files/3aee4b98-d429-46d0-b040-eacfb69d968c
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Organized%20Persecution%20-%20Documenting%20Religious%20Freedom%20Violations%20in%20North%20Korea.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608ae0498089c163350e0ff5/t/60a688ad49971408112a995c/1621526791430/Persecuting_Faith_Eng.pdf
https://www.hrnk.org/uploads/pdfs/HRNK_Songbun_Web.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/korea-north/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608ae0498089c163350e0ff5/t/6185747b98a32923b43b7de8/1636136111825/Persecuting+Faith+-+Documenting+religious+freedom+violations+in+North+Korea+%28Volume+2%29.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-08/2021%20Organized%20Persecution%20-%20Documenting%20Religious%20Freedom%20Violations%20in%20North%20Korea.pdf
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/the-10-most-dangerous-places-for-christians/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608ae0498089c163350e0ff5/t/6185747b98a32923b43b7de8/1636136111825/Persecuting+Faith+-+Documenting+religious+freedom+violations+in+North+Korea+%28Volume+2%29.pdf
https://www.appgnorthkoreainquiry.com/_files/ugd/897883_7740417d3bb04474807a9e9679d6b2ec.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/608ae0498089c163350e0ff5/t/6185747b98a32923b43b7de8/1636136111825/Persecuting+Faith+-+Documenting+religious+freedom+violations+in+North+Korea+%28Volume+2%29.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/organized-persecution-documenting-religious-freedom-violations-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-new-report-religious-freedom-violations-north-korea
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Background
Information about religious demographics and religious freedom con-
ditions in North Korea is difficult to confirm and often outdated. North 
Koreans traditionally followed Buddhism and an indigenous syncretic 
religious movement known as Chondoism (Religion of the Heavenly 
Way). The country had a sizeable Christian community before the 
Korean War (1950–1953), with Pyongyang known as the “Jerusalem 
of the East,” but successive crackdowns have shrunk the Christian 
population to an estimated 2 percent of the total population. Sha-
manism and traditional folk religion practices, such as fortunetelling, 
are widespread.

North Korean Defectors and Refugees
Defectors and refugees from North Korea are primary sources of 
information about religious freedom conditions in the country. In 
recent years, however, the number of North Koreans arriving in South 
Korea has decreased significantly due to tightened security along 
borders between China and North Korea as well as between China 
and Southeast Asian countries. The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted 
in a further decrease. In 2021, the Chinese government reportedly 
detained at least 1,170 North Korean refugees in China due to  
pandemic-related border closures, but it began to repatriate them to 
North Korea after the China-North Korea border reopened in July. 
According to the South Korean Ministry of Unification, only 63 North 
Koreans defected to South Korea in 2021, the lowest number in 20 
years. The Chinese government views all North Korean refugees as 
illegal economic migrants and repatriates them if discovered, without 
regard to their risk of persecution on return, which is a violation of its 
international obligations.

North Korean Christians who have contact with Christian mis-
sionaries and NGO workers in China face severe punishment when 
repatriated to North Korea. Since 2017, Chinese authorities have 
expelled hundreds of South Korean missionaries, many of whom 
played an instrumental role in helping North Korean refugees escape. 
The situation of Deacon Zhang Wen Shi—whom USCIRF adopted as 
a Religious Prisoner of Conscience—remains unknown. North Korean 
authorities reportedly abducted Zhang in November 2014 and subse-
quently sentenced him to 15 years in prison in connection to his work 
assisting North Koreans in China. 

United Nations Activity 
In January 2021, the Office of the United Nations (UN) High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights issued a report to promote accountability for 
human rights violations in North Korea. It found that the North Korean 
government committed crimes against humanity targeting “people 
considered a threat to the country’s political system and leadership, 
including people who [practice] religion,” and these atrocities may 
be ongoing.

In March 2021, the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) adopted 
a resolution condemning “long-standing and ongoing systematic, 
widespread and gross human rights violations and other human rights 
abuses committed” by North Korea. It expressed grave concerns 
over North Korea’s persecution of individuals on religious and other 
grounds; denial of the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and 
religion, including the right to adopt a religion or belief; and discrim-
ination based on the songbun system, including consideration of 
religion. The UNHRC also called on the North Korean government to 
ensure the right to freedom of religion or belief. The United States 
cosponsored the resolution, but South Korea did not. 

In December, U.S. Ambassador to the UN Linda Thomas-Green-
field delivered a joint statement to the UN Security Council on behalf 
of eight nations condemning North Korea’s human rights violations 
and abuses that include religious persecution. The joint statement also 
called on UN Security Council members to support an open briefing 
next year to discuss the dire human rights situation in North Korea 
and its implications for peace and security. That same month, the UN 
General Assembly passed a resolution—sponsored by more than 60 
countries—condemning North Korea’s human rights violations. The 
resolution called for swift investigations into these violations, which 
may amount to crimes against humanity, and a referral to the Interna-
tional Criminal Court. South Korea did not cosponsor this resolution 
for the third year in a row. 

Key U.S. Policy
There has been little progress in U.S.-North Korea relations in 2021. In 
April, the Biden administration indicated that it completed its North 
Korea Policy Review, the content of which likely will remain classified. 
The Biden administration stated its intention to take a “calibrated and 
practical approach” toward North Korea and its willingness to engage 
without preconditions. The administration has repeatedly reached out 
to the North Korean government for dialogue, but as of December 
2021 it had not received a positive response. During South Korean 
President Moon Jae-in’s visit with President Joseph R. Biden in May, 
the two leaders issued a joint statement that affirmed a mutual com-
mitment to promote human rights—including efforts to improve the 
human rights situation in North Korea—and to expand cooperation 
to ensure the freedom of religion and belief. 

On November 15, the State Department redesignated North 
Korea as a CPC under IRFA and reimposed as the relevant presi-
dential action existing, ongoing restrictions to which the country is 
already subject under Sections 402 and 409 of the Trade Act of 1974. 
In December, pursuant to Executive Order 13687, the U.S. Department 
of the Treasury sanctioned North Korea’s Central Public Prosecutors 
Office and senior official Ri Yong Gil for human rights violations. In 
March, 11 members of Congress sent a bipartisan letter urging the 
Biden administration to appoint the Special Envoy for North Korean 
Human Rights Issues and promote human rights in North Korea. 

http://www.globalreligiousfutures.org/countries/north-korea#/?affiliations_religion_id=0&affiliations_year=2020
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/07/22/china-restarts-forced-returns-refugees-north-korea
https://www.unikorea.go.kr/eng_unikorea/relations/statistics/defectors/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/deacon-zhang-wen-shi
https://daccess-ods.un.org/tmp/5740885.73455811.html
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FHRC%2FRES%2F46%2F17&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2021/03/103_306065.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/joint-statement-on-the-human-rights-situation-in-the-democratic-peoples-republic-of-korea
https://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/2021/12/17/national/northKorea/UNGA-17th-year-passes-resolution/20211217170931658.html
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20211118000710
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2021/04/30/press-gaggle-by-press-secretary-jen-psaki-aboard-air-force-one-en-route-philadelphia-pa/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/05/06/biden-s-next-steps-on-north-korea-contain-dose-of-realism-pub-84485
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2021/04/30/press-gaggle-by-press-secretary-jen-psaki-aboard-air-force-one-en-route-philadelphia-pa/
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-december-13-2021/#post-300083-NorthKorea
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/05/21/u-s-rok-leaders-joint-statement/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0526
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/news/press-releases/co-chairs-mcgovern-and-smith-sign-bipartisan-letter-urging-biden-administration
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

PAKISTAN

• Redesignate Pakistan as a “country of par-
ticular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systematic, ongoing, and egregious vio-
lations of religious freedom, as defined 
by the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA), and lift the waiver releasing 
the administration from taking otherwise 
legislatively mandated action as a result of 
the designation;

• Enter into a binding agreement, under 
Section 405(c) of IRFA, with the Pakistani 
government to encourage substantial steps 
to address religious freedom violations with 
benchmarks, including but not limited to: 

• Release blasphemy prisoners and other 
individuals imprisoned for their religion 
or beliefs;

• Repeal blasphemy and anti-Ahmadiyya 
laws; until repeal is accomplished, enact 

reforms to make blasphemy a bailable 
offense, require evidence by accusers, 
ensure proper investigation by senior 
police officials, allow authorities to dis-
miss unfounded accusations, and enforce 
existing Penal Code articles criminalizing 
perjury and false accusations; 

• Remove requirements for self-identifica-
tion of religion on identity documents;

• Address extremist rhetoric often preced-
ing attacks on minorities while protecting 
freedom of expression;

• Hold accountable individuals who incite 
or participate in vigilante violence, tar-
geted killings, forced conversions, and 
other hate crimes; and

• Reform educational textbooks, cur-
ricula, and teacher training materials 
to ensure content is inclusive of and 

not discriminatory toward religious 
minorities. 

• Impose targeted sanctions on Pakistani 
government agencies and officials respon-
sible for severe violations of religious 
freedom by freezing those individuals’ 
assets and/or barring their entry into the 
United States under human rights related 
financial and visa authorities, citing spe-
cific religious freedom violations.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Incorporate religious freedom concerns 
into its larger oversight of the U.S.-Pakistan 
bilateral relationship through hearings, let-
ters, and congressional delegations, and 
advocate for the release of religious pris-
oners of conscience in Pakistan, including 
Junaid Hafeez, Asif Pervaiz, Stephen Masih, 
Notan Lal, and Aneeqa Ateeq. 

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Pakistan continued their 
negative trajectory. The year was filled with reports of targeted 
killings, lynching, mob violence, forced conversions, and desecra-

tion of houses of worship and cemeteries. These violations targeted 
religious minorities, including the Ahmadiyya Muslim, Christian, 
Hindu, Sikh, and Shi’a Muslim communities. The government con-
tinued systematically enforcing blasphemy, anti-Ahmadiyya, and 
cybercrime laws while failing to protect religious minorities from 
nonstate actors such as Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP), a far-
right Sunni Islamist organization with growing influence in Pakistan. 

Those accused of blasphemy faced violence, imprisonment 
with limited opportunity for bail, and even death. USCIRF’s Free-
dom of Religion or Belief Victims List highlights 55 individuals 
detained or imprisoned on blasphemy charges in Pakistan. Mere 
accusations of blasphemy have incited mobs to violence against 
members of minority communities and those with differing beliefs. 
In January 2021, Tabitha Gill, a Christian nurse accused of blas-
phemy by her colleagues, was beaten and tortured by hospital 
staff in Karachi. In December, a violent mob in Sialkot killed and 
burned the body of a Sri Lankan national, Priyantha Kumara, over 
blasphemy allegations. In August, an angry mob attacked a Hindu 
temple in Punjab Province after courts granted bail to an eight-
year-old Hindu boy who was accused of blasphemy for allegedly 
desecrating a local religious school. In July, a man acquitted of 
blasphemy charges was hacked to death by a police constable in 
Punjab. Though the government has publicly condemned mob 
violence, it has done little to protect religious minorities or pro-
vide justice. 

Targeted killings remained a threat to members of religious 
minorities. In September, a Sikh medical practitioner and community 
leader was gunned down at his clinic in Peshawar. In March, a Hindu 
journalist was shot dead in Sukkar for his reporting. There were also 
two reported targeted killings of Ahmadiyya Muslims, including a 
homeopathic doctor who was shot and killed in Peshawar in February. 

Ahmadiyya Muslims continued to face severe official and soci-
etal persecution for their beliefs and self-identification as Muslims. 
In 2021, the Ahmadiyya community reported 49 police cases for 
reasons of faith as well as the desecration of 121 Ahmadiyya graves 
and 15 places of worship by mobs often assisted by authorities. In 
December, 70-year-old Asghar Ali Kalaar, who was accused of blas-
phemy, died in detention awaiting a bail hearing.

Abduction, forced conversion to Islam, rape, and forced mar-
riage remained imminent threats for religious minority women and 
children, particularly from the Christian, Hindu, and Sikh faiths. 
In October 2021, a parliamentary committee rejected a bill pro-
posed to protect minorities against forced conversion that was 
also opposed by Pakistan’s Ministry of Religious Affairs. Parlia-
mentarians argued that setting an age limit for conversions by 
non-Muslims “goes against Islam and the Constitution of Pakistan.” 
In December, the Sindh High Court handed custody of Arzoo Raja, 
a 14-year-old Christian girl who was abducted, forcefully married, 
and converted to Islam, back to her parents with the condition 
that she remain Muslim. Raja’s 44-year-old abductor and the cleric 
who conducted the marriage and conversion certification maintain 
their innocence, stating that Raja had reached puberty or the age 
of consent according to Shari’a law.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/371
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7456
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/5937
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/5865
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7670
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/southasiasource/tehreek-e-labbaik-pakistan-an-emerging-right-wing-threat/
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/
https://www.voanews.com/a/pakistan-mob-burns-police-station-in-abortive-bid-to-grab-blasphemy-suspect/6331737.html
https://www.ucanews.com/news/mob-attacks-pakistani-christian-in-hospital-over-blasphemy-claim/91207
https://www.voanews.com/a/pakistan-mob-kills-sri-lankan-man-over-blasphemy-accusations-/6338165.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/12/8/mourners-demand-justice-for-sri-lankan-man-lynched-in-pakistan
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/5/pakistan-troops-mob-attacked-hindu-temple
https://thediplomat.com/2021/08/pakistans-hindu-temple-ransacking-has-deep-ideological-roots/
https://thediplomat.com/2021/08/pakistans-hindu-temple-ransacking-has-deep-ideological-roots/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/pakistani-policeman-accused-killing-man-acquitted-blasphemy-2021-07-03/
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/896662-known-sikh-hakeem-shot-dead-in-peshawar
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/896662-known-sikh-hakeem-shot-dead-in-peshawar
https://apnews.com/article/health-religion-pakistan-police-peshawar-1457d12cd47fb4e53b033f8df705636c
https://cpj.org/2021/03/pakistani-journalist-ajay-lalwani-dies-after-suffering-three-gunshot-wounds/
https://www.thefridaytimes.com/2021/11/10/40-year-old-ahmadi-man-shot-dead-in-peshawar-as-targeted-killing-of-community-continues/
https://apnews.com/article/pakistan-peshawar-37883e890a870dad1cbdcc6b11ef4254
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Ahmadiyya%20Persecution%20Factsheet.pdf
https://www.thefridaytimes.com/2022/01/25/70-year-old-blasphemy-accused-ahmadi-man-dies-in-jail-while-awaiting-bail-hearing/
https://gandhara.rferl.org/a/pakistan-hindu-brides-conversion-sindh/31205637.html
https://www.dawn.com/news/1651813
https://www.dawn.com/news/1665223
https://jubileecampaign.org/the-ongoing-story-of-arzoo-raja/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1590018
https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/756222-main-suspect-to-be-tried-for-rape-in-arzoo-underage-marriage-case
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Background
Pakistan’s population is 96.3 percent Muslim (85–90 percent Sunni, 
10–15 percent Shi’a, and 0.2 percent Ahmadi) with smaller populations 
of Hindus (1.6 percent); Christians (1.6 percent); and Sikhs, Buddhists, 
Baha’is, and Zoroastrians (<1.0 percent). Pakistan was established as 
an Islamic Republic in 1956 with special status for Islam—for example, 
only Muslims can serve as president and prime minister. Its constitu-
tion nominally protects religious freedom by prohibiting faith-based 
discrimination and guaranteeing the right to religious practices and 
religious education. The constitution reserves 10 seats for religious 
minorities in the National Assembly, four seats in the Senate, and 23 
seats in four provincial assemblies. Furthermore, the second amend-
ment, added in 1974, declares Ahmadis non-Muslims, excluding them 
from representation. 

Blasphemy Law
Sections 295 and 298 of Pakistan’s Penal Code criminalize acts and 
speech insulting religion or defiling the Qur’an, the Prophet Muham-
mad, places of worship, or religious symbols. These vague provisions 
are frequently abused to levy false accusations against Shi’a Muslims, 
Ahmadiyya Muslims, Christians, Hindus, Sikhs, and others who do 
not adhere to the majority Sunni interpretation of Islam. Cases often 
violate legal procedures, and judges come under extreme pressure 
from religious groups to convict. The law sets severe punishments, 
including the death penalty. Although some individuals have received 
death sentences and others have died in detention while awaiting 
trial, Pakistan has not executed anyone for blasphemy. Even lawyers 
defending those charged with blasphemy, presiding judges, and 
individuals speaking against the law are targeted. Pakistani lawyer Saif 
ul Malook—who has successfully overturned several convictions for 
blasphemy cases, including those of Asia Bibi and of Shagufta Kausar 
and her husband Shafqat Emanuel—said he and others like him face 
grave danger from extremists.

In 2021, some individuals charged with blasphemy were acquitted 
while some others were released on bail. Shagufta Kausar and Shafqat 
Emanuel, a Christian couple sentenced to death in 2014, were acquit-
ted by the Lahore High Court in June. Their acquittal came after the 
European Parliament adopted a resolution demanding that Pakistan 
allow greater freedom of religion or belief and asked the European 
Union (EU) to reconsider Pakistan’s preferential trade status. In Octo-
ber, Sajjad Masih Gill was acquitted by the Lahore High Court after 
being sentenced to life in prison for allegedly insulting the Prophet 
Muhammad in 2011. 

Growing Intolerance and Extremism 
Extremist and intolerant rhetoric put forth on digital platforms or in 
public spaces by organizations or individuals—including government 
officials, politicians, and religious clerics—often precede attacks 

on religious minorities. The spread of extremist Islamist ideology 
in Pakistan has created an environment of increasing intolerance, 
exacerbating existing prejudices and inducing fear among religious 
minorities. The effects can be seen at both the micro and macro levels. 
For example, in December 2021, staff at a bakery in Karachi refused to 
write “Merry Christmas” on cakes for Christian customers. Although 
the bakery relented after a public outcry on social media, instances 
like these are indicative of the intolerant climate fostered in Pakistan. 

At the macro level, extremist organizations such as the TLP, which 
espouses intolerance toward religious minorities, often act with impu-
nity. In April 2021, the TLP demanded that the Pakistani government 
expel the French ambassador over the republication of cartoons in 
France depicting the Prophet Muhammad. Authorities responded by 
arresting TLP leader Saad Hussein Rizvi for inciting violence and ban-
ning the organization, prompting supporters to hold violent protests 
across Pakistan that resulted in several killed and hundreds wounded. 
However, in November 2021, the government came to an agreement 
with TLP leaders and released Rizvi, removed his name from the state’s 
terrorism watchlist, and lifted the ban on the TLP, allowing it to contest 
in elections and participate in political activities. 

Anti-Ahmadiyya Laws
In addition to the constitution’s second amendment declaring Ahmadis 
non-Muslim, Articles 298(b) and 298(c) of the Pakistan Penal Code 
prohibit Ahmadis, who consider themselves Muslim, from self-iden-
tifying as such. They are forced to sign a declaration swearing they 
are non-Muslim to obtain basic civil rights, such as the right to vote or 
receive national identification cards. It is a crime punishable by fine, 
imprisonment, or death for Ahmadis to profess their faith verbally or in 
writing. They are prohibited from citing the Qur’an or Hadith; displaying 
Qur’anic text on gravestones, houses of worship, wedding invitations, 
home decor, or jewelry; sharing their faith; printing or obtaining mate-
rial related to their faith; or calling their places of worship “mosques.” 

Key U.S. Policy
Pakistan continues to be one of the largest recipients of foreign 
aid from the United States since the onset of the war on terror, but 
the Taliban’s takeover of Afghanistan in August 2021 raised ten-
sions in the bilateral relationship. In September, Secretary of State 
Antony J. Blinken warned the House of Representatives Foreign 
Affairs Committee that some of Pakistan’s interests in the region 
conflicted with those of the United States. Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff General Mark A. Milley told the Senate Armed Ser-
vices Committee the United States needed to examine Pakistan’s 
sanctuary for the Taliban. 

On November 15, the State Department redesignated Pakistan 
as a CPC under IRFA but again issued a waiver on any related sanctions 
“as required in the ‘important national interest of the United States.’”

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Factsheet: Ahmadiyya Muslims 
• Factsheet: Shari’a and LGBTI Persons 
• Factsheet: Destruction of Cemeteries
• Podcast: Pakistan’s Laws Enable Islamist Extremism

https://www.pbs.gov.pk/sites/default/files/tables/POPULATION%20BY%20RELIGION.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/corruption/anti-corruption-initiative-for-asia-pacific.htm
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-57516630
https://www.dawn.com/news/1668440/sc-decision-to-set-blasphemy-accused-on-bail-hailed
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/213
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/shafqat-emmanuel
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/shafqat-emmanuel
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/06/pakistan-acquittal-of-couple-on-death-row-for-sending-blasphemous-texts-delivers-long-awaited-justice/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/06/pakistan-acquittal-of-couple-on-death-row-for-sending-blasphemous-texts-delivers-long-awaited-justice/
https://www.dw.com/en/pakistan-drops-christian-couples-death-sentences-for-blasphemy/a-57771346
https://apnews.com/article/pakistan-europe-religion-1923a66391e7433ffae75c29b45d6ab4
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-9-2021-0254_EN.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7447
https://thediplomat.com/2021/07/pakistans-social-media-is-overflowing-with-hate-speech-against-ahmadis/
https://en.dailypakistan.com.pk/23-Dec-2021/karachi-bakery-draws-ire-for-refusing-to-write-merry-christmas-on-cake
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/18/tlp-vows-to-continue-fight-to-expel-french-ambassador-from-pakistan
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/pakistan-frees-hardline-islamist-under-deal-end-violence-2021-11-18/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1658810
https://www.dawn.com/news/1655200
https://www.dw.com/en/pakistan-lifts-ban-on-radical-islamist-party/a-59751698
https://www.usaid.gov/pakistan/history
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/10/biden-administration-delivers-brusque-message-to-pakistan
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/oct/10/biden-administration-delivers-brusque-message-to-pakistan
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/blinken-says-us-will-assess-pakistan-ties-over-afghanistans-future-2021-09-13/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2021/10/13/post-afghanistan-us-pakistan-relations-stand-on-the-edge-of-a-precipice/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1649127/us-generals-express-concern-over-pakistans-nuclear-arsenal-in-wake-of-taliban-takeover-of-afghanistan
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Ahmadiyya%20Persecution%20Factsheet.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Sharia%20and%20LGBTI.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Destruction%20of%20Cemeteries_0.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/pakistans-laws-enable-islamist-extremism
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

RUSSIA

• Redesignate Russia as a “country of par-
ticular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systematic, ongoing, and egregious viola-
tions of religious freedom, as defined by the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Impose targeted sanctions on Russian 
government agencies and officials respon-
sible for severe violations of religious 
freedom, including Chechen Minister of 
Information and Press Akhmed Dudaev 
and Blagoveshchensk City Court Judge 

Tatyana Studilko, by freezing those indi-
viduals’ assets and/or barring their entry 
into the United States under human rights 
related financial and visa authorities, citing 
specific religious freedom violations; and

• Incorporate religious freedom concerns 
into Russia-facing diplomatic strategy 
with European allies, including the use of 
targeted sanctions to pressure Russia to 
end religious freedom abuses, release reli-
gious prisoners of conscience, and permit 

the establishment of an international mon-
itoring presence in occupied Crimea.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Engage with affected religious commu-
nities in Russia and occupied Ukraine and 
raise ongoing religious freedom issues 
through hearings, meetings, letters, con-
gressional delegation trips abroad, or 
other actions for community representa-
tives to inform the U.S. government and/
or public of existing conditions.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in the Russian Federation 
continued to deteriorate, with the government accelerating 
its persecution of “nontraditional” religious minorities. Rus-

sian authorities punished peaceful Jehovah’s Witnesses with 
record-breaking prison sentences of up to eight years for alleged 
“extremism.” During the year, the state convicted 105 Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, including elderly and disabled members as well those 
residing in Russian-occupied Crimea in Ukraine. Since the group 
was banned in 2017, there have been 1,678 raids and searches of 
members’ homes, with 404 occurring in 2021. 

The Russian government continued to use an array of problem-
atic legislation to persecute religious minorities, including Muslims, 
Protestants, members of the Orthodox Church of Ukraine, Falun 
Gong, and adherents of indigenous religions. The 1996 religion law 
sets strict registration requirements and empowers state officials 
to impede and monitor religious groups’ activities. It also broadly 
defines and prohibits “missionary activities,” including preaching, 
praying, disseminating religious materials, and answering questions 
about religion outside of officially designated sites. On April 5, 
President Vladimir Putin signed amendments to this law that further 
expanded the state’s ability to restrict religious practice, including 
more frequent reporting requirements for religious organizations, 
a mandate for all foreign-educated clergy to be recertified within 
Russia, and prohibitions for anyone on the government’s expansive 
extremism and terrorism list from participating in or leading reli-
gious groups. Other Russian legislation criminalizes “extremism” 
without adequately defining the term, and charges of “terror-
ism” require no advocacy or participation in violence, enabling the 
state to target a vast range of nonviolent religious activity. In 2021, 
the Russian government began applying the vague “undesirable 
organization” label to religious entities, including four Evangelical 

groups and several organizations linked to the Church of Scientol-
ogy. Although the legal consequences of this designation remain 
unclear, it is widely perceived as a step toward an eventual ban on 
the peaceful religious activity of those targeted.

In 2021, as in past years, peaceful Muslims comprised the 
majority of political prisoners persecuted in connection with the 
realization of their right to freedom of religion, according to the 
Memorial Human Rights Center. Numerous prison sentences were 
given to peaceful adherents of the moderate Muslim theologian 
Said Nursi and the Tablighi Jamaat missionary group. Crimean 
Tatar Muslims opposed to the Russian occupation of their Ukrainian 
homeland continued to receive lengthy prison sentences for unsub-
stantiated charges of terrorism based on their Muslim identity and 
alleged involvement in Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT), a nonviolent Islamist 
group that is legal in Ukraine and most Western countries. Russia 
considers HT a terrorist group despite the lack of any corroborating 
evidence, and its prosecution of alleged members is often char-
acterized by allegations of torture during interrogation, planted 
evidence, and the use of “secret witnesses” with links to Russian 
security services.

In the Republic of Chechnya, the authoritarian dictatorship of 
Ramzan Kadyrov maintained domination through the imposition of 
an official version of Islam that venerates the Kadyrov family and 
falsely claims to defend local belief and culture and combat violent 
extremism. President Kadyrov, who was recently reelected with an 
alleged 99.7 percent of the vote, oversaw or condoned egregious 
abuses based on his religious views, including against women and 
members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex 
(LGBTI) community. In 2021, authorities continued to force Chech-
ens to apologize publicly in humiliating televised confessions for 
a variety of offenses, including witchcraft and criticizing Kadyrov.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Issue Update: Religious Freedom Violations in the Republic of Chechnya
• Press Statement: USCIRF Concerned by Russian Prosecution of International Memorial Society
• Podcast: Abuses of Traditional Religion in Russia
• Podcast: Unrest in Russia
• Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project: Dennis Christensen

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/06/30/russia-hands-out-longest-jail-terms-yet-to-jehovahs-witnesses-a74387
https://jw-russia.org/news/2021/12/161640.html
https://jw-russia.org/news/2021/12/161640.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/jehovah-witness-convicted-extremism-charges-in-russia/31153515.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-disabled-jehovah-prison/31505045.html
https://crimeahrg.org/ru/v-sevastopole-svidetelya-iegovy-shmidta-prigovorili-k-6-godam-kolonii/
https://bitterwinter.org/road-to-ban-falun-gong-in-russia-continues-u-s-react/
https://bitterwinter.org/road-to-ban-falun-gong-in-russia-continues-u-s-react/
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-ethnic-mari-restrictions-traditional-worship-concerns/31265590.html
https://www.legislationline.org/download/id/4379/file/RF_Freedom_of_Conscience_Law_1997_am2008_en.pdf
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2659
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2215
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-undesirable-religious-groups/31424668.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-undesirable-religious-groups/31424668.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-undesirable-religious-groups/31424668.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-undesirable-religious-groups/31424668.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-scientology-undesirable-/31477089.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-scientology-undesirable-/31477089.html
https://memohrc.org/sites/all/themes/memo/templates/pdf.php?pdf=/sites/default/files/religious_-_eng_9.11.2021.pdf
https://www.sova-center.ru/misuse/news/persecution/2021/11/d45295/
https://khpg.org/en/1608809690
https://khpg.org/en/1608809906
https://www.rferl.org/a/kadyrovs_chechen_sufism_accomodates_christmas_trees_holy_water/24453480.html
https://www.eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/56799/
https://www.eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/56854/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Chechnya%20Issue%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-concerned-russian-prosecution-international-memorial-society
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/abuses-traditional-religion-russia
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/unrest-russia
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/dennis-christensen
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The Russian government views independent religious activity as a 
threat to stability and to its own control, yet it simultaneously cul-
tivates relationships with what it deems “traditional” religions. The 
country’s population is religiously diverse: around 68 percent identify 
as Russian Orthodox Christian; seven percent identify as Muslim; and 
25 percent comprise an array of communities, including Protestants, 
Catholics, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Buddhists, Jews, Baha’is, and follow-
ers of indigenous religions. 

The government enforces laws that restrict religious freedom, 
including a 1996 religion law; a 2002 law on combating extremism; 
and more recent laws on blasphemy, “stirring up religious hatred,” 
and “missionary activity.” These vague laws give authorities broad 
powers to define and prosecute any religious speech or activity or to 
ban any religious literature they deem harmful. 

Muslims
Russian authorities continued to target followers of Turkish theologian 
Said Nursi (who died in 1960). Although Nursi’s work emphasizes sci-
entific rationalism and tolerance, the government accuses his followers 
of trying to establish a Turkic Muslim state. Outside observers find 
no evidence of this among those charged or of extremist content in 
Nursi’s writings. Between October 5 and 6, 2021, at least 16 individuals 
were detained in Moscow for supposed ties to Nursi. On November 
2, Gabdrakhman Naumov, a respected Islamic scholar at the Russian 
Islamic University in Tatarstan, was sentenced to six and a half years 
in prison for allegedly leading a Nursi group. Also in November, seven 
individuals in Dagestan were charged with extremism for supposedly 
belonging to a Nursi “cell.” On December 17, Nakia Sharifullina, a 
respected teacher and founder of Islamic schools for girls in Tatarstan, 
remained under house arrest after losing her appeal against charges 
of possessing Nursi literature.

In occupied Crimea, Russian authorities continued to conflate 
ethnic Muslim identity with terrorism in their efforts to suppress 
opposition to their rule from the indigenous Crimean Tatar popula-
tion. In March 2021, Mustafa Jemilev, a former leader of the Crimean 
Tatar Majlis (or parliament), was barred from entering Crimea for 13 
years. Upon invading Crimea in 2014, Russia labeled the Majlis an 
“extremist” organization and banned it. On June 1, 2021, Refat Chu-
barov, another exiled leader of the Majlis was sentenced to six years 
in prison. In August, four Crimean Tatar activists were sentenced 
to between 12 and 18 years for religious studies supposedly linked 
to HT, which is legal in Ukraine and not credibly linked to acts or 
advocacy of violence. Imprisoned Crimean Tatars report inhumane 
conditions, including rat-infested cells and lack of access to beds, 
medicine, clean water, and sanitary toilet facilities. In October, four 
Crimean Tatar activists were sentenced to between 14 and 17 years 
for alleged ties to HT. A Crimean Tatar activist, Zekirya Muratov, 
currently faces 12 years in prison for religious studies supposedly 
related to HT after refusing pressure to provide false testimony 
against fellow activists.

Jehovah’s Witnesses and  
Other Religious Minorities
As of November 2021, five Jehovah’s Witnesses were imprisoned in 
Russian-occupied Crimea, with seven more under house arrest and 
two forbidden from traveling outside their immediate locale. In 2021, 
sentences given to Jehovah’s Witnesses were longer than ever, with 
Judge Tatyana Studilko condemning Aleksei Berchuk in June to eight 
years in prison, the harshest sentence to date. On October 28, the 
Supreme Court ruled that the criminal prosecution of Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses for collective worship was unlawful, but courts subsequently 
sentenced eight members to prison. On January 17, 2022, after the 
reporting period, father-of-three Maksim Beltikov was sentenced to 
two years in prison for being a Jehovah’s Witness. On January 19, 
2022, Alexei Yershov was sentenced to three years for participating 
in Jehovah’s Witness collective worship. On January 25, 2022, Anna 
Safronova received six years in prison, the longest sentence yet given 
to a female Jehovah’s Witness.

On September 24, 2021, Russia designated several institutions 
linked to the Church of Scientology as “undesirable organizations” that 
posed “a threat to the security of the Russian Federation.” This desig-
nation, which could criminalize possession of Scientologist literature, 
included the L. Ron Hubbard Library. Members of the indigenous Mari 
religion continued to face hostility, with one local official instructing 
municipal authorities to block the Mari from worshiping on public 
property, which includes forests sacred to their religion.

Closure of Memorial International Society
On December 29, 2021, the Supreme Court ordered the liquidation of 
the Memorial International Society, the umbrella organization for the 
oldest and most prestigious human rights network in Russia. Memo-
rial documents religious freedom abuses and maintains extensive 
lists of current political prisoners in Russia, the majority of whom are 
imprisoned for their peaceful religious belief or practice. The closure 
of this esteemed institution irreparably harms future efforts by Russian 
citizens to hold their government accountable for its many abuses of 
religious freedom.

Key U.S. Policy
U.S.-Russia relations continued to deteriorate in 2021 amid concerns 
that Russia was poised to expand its invasion of Ukraine, elevating 
existing tensions over Russian military involvement in Syria, the 
illegal occupation of Ukrainian territory, and allegations of Russian 
tampering in U.S. elections. On April 15, 2021, the U.S. government 
expanded sanctions against the Russian Federation. On November 
15, the U.S. Department of State for the first time designated Rus-
sia as a CPC under IRFA for its systematic, ongoing, and egregious 
violations of religious freedom. On December 7, President Joseph 
R. Biden met with President Putin. U.S.-Russian relations collapsed 
dramatically in response to Russia’s brutal and unprovoked invasion 
of Ukraine in February 2022, as the United States and its allies levied 
unprecedented sanctions.

https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/inventing-extremists-impact-russian-anti-extremism-policies-freedom-religion-or-belief
https://www.sova-center.ru/misuse/news/counteraction/2018/08/d39932/
https://www.sova-center.ru/misuse/news/persecution/2021/10/d45047/
https://twitter.com/i/web/status/1455987156703399947
https://www.rferl.org/a/tatarstan-islamic-scholar-prison/31541594.html
https://www.sova-center.ru/misuse/news/persecution/2021/11/d45295/
https://www.rferl.org/a/tatarstan-nurcular-teacher-sentence-banned/31614255.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/crimean-tatar-leader-barred-from-entering-crimea/31135509.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/exiled-crimean-tatar-leader-prison/31285004.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/exiled-crimean-tatar-leader-prison/31285004.html
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/08/16/russia-jails-4-crimean-tatars-for-extremism-a74808
https://crimeahrg.org/ru/krysy-kleshhi-gribok-krymskie-politzaklyuchennye-rasskazali-o-soderzhanii-v-sizo-novocherkasska/?fbclid=IwAR1RbZ6Rcyq08fXJpPbBIUkAvxr6_lkA2Gxl5kEDYp2-dnuVqZ71bgSFys0
https://khpg.org/en/1608809690
https://khpg.org/en/1608809998
https://crimeahrg.org/ru/krysy-kleshhi-gribok-krymskie-politzaklyuchennye-rasskazali-o-soderzhanii-v-sizo-novocherkasska/?fbclid=IwAR1RbZ6Rcyq08fXJpPbBIUkAvxr6_lkA2Gxl5kEDYp2-dnuVqZ71bgSFys0
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-jehovahs-witnesses-prison-sentences-far-east/31333797.html
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/11/17/russias-top-court-bans-prosecuting-jehovahs-witnesses-for-group-prayer-a75584
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2714
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-jehovahs-witness-prison/31659588.html
https://www.europeantimes.news/2022/01/russia-aleksei-yershov-is-already-the-second-jehovah-s-witness-to-be-sent-behind-bars-in-2022/
https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2022/01/25/sud-v-astrakhani-prigovoril-56-letniuiu-zhenshchinu-k-6-godam-kolonii-za-uchastie-v-onlain-sobraniiakh-svidetelei-iegovy-i-sbor-sredstv-news
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2021/09/24/russia-bans-church-of-scientology-with-undesirable-tag-a75142
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-ethnic-mari-restrictions-traditional-worship-concerns/31265590.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-ethnic-mari-restrictions-traditional-worship-concerns/31265590.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-mari-ritual-extremist-accusations/31286115.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-mari-ritual-extremist-accusations/31286115.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-memorial-putin-totalitarian-transition-rights/31631864.html
https://memohrc.org/sites/all/themes/memo/templates/pdf.php?pdf=/sites/default/files/religious_-_eng_9.11.2021.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/126/sovereign_debt_prohibition_directive_1.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/12/07/readout-of-president-bidens-video-call-with-president-vladimir-putin-of-russia/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0608
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

SAUDI ARABIA

• Redesignate Saudi Arabia as a “country 
of particular concern,” or CPC, for engag-
ing in systematic, ongoing, and egregious 
violations of religious freedom, as defined 
by the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA), and lift the waiver releasing 
the administration from taking otherwise 
legislatively mandated action as a result of 
the designation; and

• Impose targeted sanctions on Saudi gov-
ernment agencies and officials responsible 

for severe violations of religious freedom 
by freezing those individuals’ assets and/
or barring their entry into the United 
States under human rights related finan-
cial and visa authorities, citing specific 
religious freedom violations.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Hold public hearings to amplify con-
gressional concerns over prisoners of 
conscience in Saudi Arabia, and work 

with like-minded parliamentarians in 
other countries to advocate for them 
and other prisoners of conscience to be 
released; and

• Pass the bipartisan Saudi Educational 
Transparency and Reform Act, which 
requires the U.S. Department of State to 
report annually on religious intolerance 
in Saudi textbooks and efforts to remove 
this content.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Saudi Arabia remained 
poor but had some incremental improvements. The government 
lifted some restrictions to allow women to change their legal 

names and conduct the Hajj pilgrimage without a male guardian’s 
permission. As in years prior, the government also removed from 
textbooks some intolerant content directed at religious minori-
ties, but other intolerant passages remained, and the government 
continued to support intolerant messaging in other areas. At the 
same time, Saudi Arabia continued to violate religious freedom 
egregiously, targeting religious minorities in particular. 

In June, the government executed Mostafa al-Darwish, a Shi’a 
Muslim participant in 2011 protests in the Eastern Province. In 
August, the government executed Ahmed bin Sa’eed Al Janabi for 
his participation in the same protests. In March 2021, the govern-
ment commuted the death sentences of Shi’a prisoners Ali al-Nimr, 
Dawood al-Marhoon, and Abdullah al-Zaher, arrested in relation 
to protest activity in 2011. All were minors at the time, and human 
rights organizations allege they were tortured into confessions. 
Also in March, several United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteurs 
expressed concern that the charges against them represented 
“criminalization of the exercise of fundamental rights.” The Saudi 
Specialized Criminal Court (SCC) resentenced the accused to 10 
years in prison. However, Saudi Arabia released Ali al-Nimr in 
October 2021, Abdullah al-Zaher in November 2021, and Dawood 
al-Marhoon in February 2022. 

The government also persecuted those who published 
dissenting religious views on social media. In October, a court 
sentenced Yemeni journalist Ali Abulohoom to 15 years in prison 
on apostasy charges for posts on his Twitter account. Through-
out the year, the government also continued to forbid any public 

non-Muslim worship or the construction of non-Muslim houses 
of worship. It also delayed trials for several religious prisoners of 
conscience, including Hassan Farhan al-Maliki and Salman al-Ouda. 
Palestinian poet Ashraf Fayadh remains in prison on an eight-year 
sentence on charges of blasphemy and promoting atheist thought. 

Four members of the Bohra Shi’a community remained in 
prison in Riyadh on multiyear sentences following spurious charges 
of money laundering and violating charity collection regulations. 
Three are in their 60s and two have underlying medical issues, 
putting them at high risk. The government also continues to detain 
activists who protested peacefully against religious guardianship 
laws that position women as legal minors for life. In February, 
authorities released anti-guardianship activist Loujain al-Hathloul 
following the suspension of her prison sentence. In March, however, 
the Public Prosecution called for reimposition and extension of 
her sentence. In May, the Interior Ministry’s General Directorate of 
Investigation in Riyadh summoned al-Hathloul to sign a document 
informing her that the Supreme Court had upheld her conviction. 
She remains under a travel and media ban. In June, the President 
of State Security arrested Asmaa al-Subaie over tweets criticizing 
the harsh sentences against those calling for changes to the guard-
ianship system and other laws affecting women.

While the government has limited the power of the Committee 
for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice (CPVPV), it 
continues to harass religious minorities. During 2021, the CPVPV 
and police officers harassed pilgrims who visited cemeteries with 
religious significance in Mecca and Medina. Those who paused to 
reflect at significant gravesites were ordered to leave for allegedly 
worshiping those buried at the cemetery, a practice forbidden 
under the Saudi government’s interpretation of Islam. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Saudi Arabia
• Factsheet: Saudi Arabia’s Specialized Criminal Court
• Press Release: USCIRF Condemns Saudi Arabia’s Latest Execution of Shi’a Man
• Hearing: State-Sanctioned Religious Freedom Violations and Coercion by Saudi Arabia and Iran
• Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project: Raif Badawi

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2142/titles?r=61&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2142/titles?r=61&s=1
https://saudigazette.com.sa/article/602091
https://www.wsj.com/articles/saudi-arabia-ends-male-guardian-requirement-for-women-attending-hajj-11626451201?st=t0ekbeiiglysn0k&reflink=desktopwebshare_twitter
https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/A-Further-Step-Forward-Review-of-Changes-and-Remaining-Problematic-Content-in-Saudi-Textbooks-2021%E2%80%9322.pdf
https://www.adl.org/blog/hateful-sermons-from-seven-us-allies
https://www.adl.org/blog/largest-book-fair-in-saudi-history-exhibits-antisemitic-protocols-and-other-hateful-titles-for
https://www.spa.gov.sa/viewstory.php?lang=ar&newsid=2240929
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-57492219
https://religionnews.com/2021/08/04/saudi-man-executed-in-shiite-populated-east-for-rebellion/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/03/1086292
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/02/saudi-arabia-withdrawal-of-death-sentences-for-three-shia-activists-arrested-as-teenagers-a-welcome-move/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2021/03/saudi-arabia-un-experts-welcome-commutation-death-sentences-three-minors?LangID=E&NewsID=26829 
https://www.voanews.com/a/saudi-releases-shiite-prisoner-al-nimr-jailed-for-protests-/6288327.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/young-saudi-shiite-whose-death-sentence-was-commuted-leaves-jail-2021-11-16/
https://twitter.com/Reprieve/status/1488899865157324805
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/gulf/2021/08/20/Saudi-Arabia-arrests-citizen-who-insulted-Prophet-Mohammed-s-wife-Aisha-in-video
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://twitter.com/m3takl_en/status/1443487864768143365
https://twitter.com/amnestygulf/status/1412412966738276353
https://humanists.international/case-of-concern/ashraf-fayadh/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35476183
https://www.npr.org/2021/02/10/966258281/loujain-al-hathloul-saudi-activist-jailed-for-driving-has-been-released
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/prominent-female-saudi-activist-summoned-questioning-77586014
https://www.gc4hr.org/news/view/2827
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-police/saudi-cabinet-curbs-powers-of-religious-police-idUSKCN0XA24Y
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/2021%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Specialized%20Criminal%20Court.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-condemns-saudi-arabias-latest-execution-shia-man
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-state-sanctioned-religious-freedom-violations-and-coercion-saudi
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/raif-badawi


U S C I R F – R E CO M M E N D E D  F O R  CO U N T R I E S  O F  PA R T I C U L A R  CO N C E R N  ( C P C )  33

S
A

U
D

I A
R

A
B

IA

Background
Saudi Arabia has a population of approximately 34.8 million, 85–90 
percent of whom are Sunni Muslims and 10–15 percent of whom are 
Shi’a Muslims. The UN estimates that 37 percent of the population 
are expatriates, including at least two million Christians, Hindus, 
Buddhists, Sikhs, practitioners of folk religions, and the unaffiliated. 
Non-Muslim or atheist citizens often hide their identity to avoid harsh 
social and official consequences. The ruling monarch, King Salman 
bin Abdel Aziz Al Saud, holds the title “Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques.” Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman has systematically 
cracked down on both religious and political dissent despite oversee-
ing economic reforms associated with Saudi Vision 2030.

According to the 1992 Saudi Basic Law of Governance, the con-
stitution is the Qur’an and the sunna (traditions of the Prophet). The 
judicial system is largely governed by a Saudi interpretation of Shari’a 
as informed by Hanbali jurisprudence, which imposes capital pun-
ishment for apostasy; openly declaring one’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) identity; and peaceful religious or 
political dissent. In February 2021, the Crown Prince announced the 
drafting of four laws, including a Personal Status Law, Civil Trans-
actions Law, Penal Code for Discretionary Sentences, and Law of 
Evidence, that would standardize elements of Saudi law that directly 
impact freedom of religion or belief and would also mitigate discrep-
ancies in court decisions on similar issues. In October, Minister of 
Justice Waleed al-Samani confirmed that creation of the draft laws 
was still in progress.

Restrictions on Minority Religions and Dissent
Saudi Arabia continued serious restrictions on freedom of religion or 
belief in 2021. No non-Muslim houses of worship may be constructed in 
the country. Shi’a Muslims continued to face discrimination in education, 
employment, and the judiciary, and they lack access to senior positions 
in the government and military. The building of Shi’a Muslim mosques 
remained restricted outside majority-Shi’a Muslim areas in the Eastern 
Province, and authorities often prohibit the Shi’a Muslim call to prayer 
in these areas. Christians, Jews, and other religious minorities meet only 
in private and have in the past faced harassment and targeting by the 
government. Saudi Arabia has sometimes used charges of espionage 
to target religious dissidents, a position endorsed on religious grounds 
by the CPVPV. In April 2021, the CPVPV posted a clip of a sermon on 
Twitter entitled “The Obligation to Kill Spies,” in which the late Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Saleh al-Othman says that Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman is “obligated” to kill spies and that they are “not Muslim.”

Detention of Religious Prisoners of Conscience
While it has commuted the sentences of some Shi’a Muslim minors, 
the Saudi government continued its systematic persecution of 

prisoners on the basis of religion of belief. Saudi Arabia’s SCC 
routinely targets religious minorities and dissidents, imposing 
egregious and unduly harsh sentences, denying access to legal 
counsel, delaying judicial decisions, and convicting defendants 
based partially on confessions obtained through torture. Many SCC 
verdicts enforce laws whose overly vague and poorly defined terms 
lead to severe restrictions on Saudis’ freedom of religion or belief, 
including the Anti-Cybercrimes Law (2007) and the Penal Law for 
Crimes of Terrorism and Its Financing (2014). The court also targets 
both Shi’a and Sunni clerics. Throughout 2021, the SCC continued 
to deny Sunni cleric Hassan Farhan al-Maliki due process. Author-
ities detained al-Maliki in September 2017 and charged him with 
14 crimes for allegedly calling into question the fundamentals of 
Islam. A September 2021 SCC hearing for Maliki was postponed 
until October, then November, and finally December. Shi’a cleric 
Mohammad Hassan al-Habib, whom the SCC convicted in 2018, 
suffered a serious deterioration in health in 2021 while jailed at 
Dammam Prison. Authorities arrested al-Habib over the content of 
his sermons and his support of 2011 protests opposing government 
discrimination against Shi’a Muslims. In March 2021, the UN Human 
Rights Council’s Working Group on Arbitrary Detention concluded 
that Sheikh al-Habib’s detention was “a direct consequence of the 
exercise of his fundamental rights to freedom of thought, con-
science, and religion.” Saudi Arabia also continued its detention of 
talk show host Ali al-Omari, who discussed religious issues on his 
television network “4Shbab” and on his personal website. In 2017, 
he was arrested and charged in the SCC with “forming a terrorist 
youth organization,” among many other charges. His trial has not 
yet been completed, nor a sentence delivered.

Key U.S. Policy
The Joseph R. Biden administration indicated its intent to “recalibrate” 
the U.S.-Saudi relationship in February 2021. It released a report noting 
Saudi state responsibility for the killing of U.S. resident and journalist 
Jamal Khashoggi and announced a new form of visa restriction, a 
“Khashoggi Ban,” that can be imposed on people who engage in 
“serious, extraterritorial counter-dissident activities” on behalf of a 
foreign government. 

In June 2021, Senators Marco A. Rubio (R-FL) and Ronald L. 
Wyden (D-OR) introduced S.2142, the Saudi Educational Transparency 
and Reform Act. Similar to a 2019 resolution introduced in the House 
of Representatives by Joseph C. Wilson (R-SC), S.2142 would require 
the State Department to publish an annual report assessing the state 
of religious intolerance in textbooks in Saudi Arabia.

On November 15, the State Department redesignated Saudi Ara-
bia as a CPC under IRFA but issued a national security waiver exempting 
it from punitive actions to which it would otherwise be subjected.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/saudi-arabia/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Assessing-Saudi-Vision-2030-A-2020-review.pdf
https://www.spa.gov.sa/viewfullstory.php?lang=en&newsid=2187801#2187801
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1954491/saudi-arabia
https://time.com/5837473/loujain-al-hathloul-torture-saudi-arabia/
https://twitter.com/PvGovSa/status/1381723657987325958
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/2021%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Specialized%20Criminal%20Court.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/2021%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Specialized%20Criminal%20Court.pdf
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/saudi-arabia/
https://twitter.com/i/web/status/1441060406655692800
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/02/saudi-arabia-specialized-criminal-court-a-political-tool-to-muzzle-critical-voices/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/hassan-farhan-al-maliki
https://twitter.com/m3takl_en/status/1442761796985761792
https://twitter.com/m3takl_en/status/1443487864768143365
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/2021%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Specialized%20Criminal%20Court.pdf
https://www.alqst.org/en/post/cleric-mohammad-al-habib-health-is-deteriorating-in-prison
file:https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7625
https://cpj.org/data/people/ali-al-omari/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-usa-biden/biden-plans-to-recalibrate-saudi-relations-in-shot-at-mbs-white-house-idUSKBN2AG2AR
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/Assessment-Saudi-Gov-Role-in-JK-Death-20210226v2.pdf
https://www.state.gov/accountability-for-the-murder-of-jamal-khashoggi/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2142?r=72&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/554?s=1&r=80
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

SYRIA

• Designate Syria as a “country of partic-
ular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
and tolerating systematic, ongoing, and 
egregious violations of religious freedom, 
as defined by the International Religious 
Freedom Act (IRFA), and redesignate 
HTS as an “entity of particular concern,” 
or EPC, for engaging in systematic, ongo-
ing, and egregious violations of religious 
freedom, as defined by IRFA; 

• Impose targeted sanctions on additional 
Syrian government agencies and offi-
cials, HTS principals, and the leadership 
of TSOs responsible for severe violations 
of religious freedom by freezing those 

individuals’ assets and/or barring their 
entry into the United States under human 
rights related financial and visa authorities, 
citing specific religious freedom violations;

• Exert pressure on Turkey to withdraw from 
all territory that it occupies as a result of 
cross-border operations into north and 
east Syria; in the interim, ensure enforce-
ment of Turkey’s obligations under the 
2019 ceasefire agreement; and demand 
that Turkey order armed factions under its 
control or influence to cease all activities 
negatively impacting religious and ethnic 
minorities in Syria;

• Recognize the AANES as a legitimate, 
local government; grant a waiver of sanc-
tions in areas it governs; and demand its 
inclusion in any U.S.-backed final solution 
for Syria, pursuant to United Nations (UN) 
Resolution 2254, including Geneva-based 
talks to resolve the Syrian conflict “as the 
basis for a Syrian-led and Syrian-owned 
political transition”; and

• Contribute to efforts in AANES-gov-
erned territory to fund and develop local 
programs to promote religious plural-
ism and advance religious freedom and 
related rights. 

In 2021, religious freedom in Syria remained threatened from 
numerous quarters, reflecting the country’s 10-year violent con-
flicts and humanitarian crises. President Bashar al-Assad’s May 

reelection further cemented his authoritarian regime, which styles 
itself as protecting religious minorities from militant Islamists—even 
as the fallout from its clashes with opposition groups imperiled 
religious minority communities in contested areas, including their 
property and places of worship. While the regime preserved 
synagogues and promoted outreach to exiled Syrian Jewish com-
munities abroad, this likely was an attempt to maintain its posture 
of paternalism toward religious minorities. Although ostensibly 
secular, the regime is dominated by the President’s Alawi-minority 
branch of Islam; in 2021, it accelerated its nationalization of reli-
gion by increasingly subsuming the Sunni Muslim majority’s power 
within its own religious institutions. In November, Assad fired the 
most senior Sunni leader, Sheikh Ahmed Hassoun, by abolishing 
his position of Grand Mufti—the powers of which the President 
had already limited since 2018—and redistributing authority to 
the Majlis al-Ilm al-Fiqhi, a regime-managed jurisprudential coun-
cil. The government also continued to strip religious minorities of 
their autonomy; in February, it finalized its classification of Yazidis 
as a sect within Islam, forcing them under the legal and religious 
jurisdiction of a religion to which they do not subscribe. 

At the same time, armed opposition forces and militant Islamist 
groups targeted vulnerable religious and ethnic minorities in their 
attempts to wrest power from the Assad regime and one another. 
The al-Qaeda offshoot Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) remained the 

dominant governing and religious force in the northwestern region 
of Idlib. It continued to brutalize minority communities, restricting 
the worship of Idlib’s indigenous Christians and displacing them by 
seizing their properties and churches—already rendered vulnerable 
from attacks by the Assad regime. Additionally, Turkish-supported 
Syrian armed opposition groups—collectively sometimes called 
“TSOs”—such as the Syrian National Army (SNA) and factions of 
its Turkish-backed Free Syrian Army (TFSA) leveraged their Turkish 
financing and military support to merge under the Syrian Liberation 
Front, further enabling their campaigns of destruction and harass-
ment against minority communities. In acts of religious and ethnic 
cleansing, TSOs near Afrin terrorized Yazidis and Kurds with shelling 
and targeted them—especially women and girls—for kidnapping, 
sex trafficking, and lethal torture. Although the Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS) did not regain territory, it increased its presence in 
areas defended by the U.S.-allied Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), 
such as Deir al-Zor in eastern Syria, where the militant Islamist group 
waged almost daily attacks on SDF bases and checkpoints. 

Promising environments for religious freedom and intrareli-
gious cooperation remained limited to the areas of north and east 
Syria held by the Autonomous Administration of North and East 
Syria (AANES), including its military branch, the SDF, and the Syrian 
Democratic Council (SDC). As in prior years, the AANES continued 
to openly support pluralism and collaboration among religious and 
ethnic groups. That positive environment reflected the AANES’s 
status as one of the only principal actors within Syria to actively and 
intentionally foster religious freedom and diversity. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Press Statement: USCIRF Commends Targeted Sanctions against Religious Freedom Violators in Syria 
• Press Statement: USCIRF Commemorates Fifth Anniversary of ISIS Genocide Recognition
• Event: USCIRF Conversation: Accountability for Crimes against Humanity

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-president-bashar-al-assad-wins-fourth-term-office-with-951-votes-live-2021-05-27/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/bashar-al-assad-really-guardian-angel-syrias-minorities
https://www.mei.edu/publications/bashar-al-assad-really-guardian-angel-syrias-minorities
https://syriacpress.com/blog/2021/01/14/syria-hayat-tahrir-al-sham-converts-more-christian-property-in-edleb-into-mosques-and-headquarters/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/how-did-12-jewish-new-yorkers-end-up-vacationing-in-syria/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/how-did-12-jewish-new-yorkers-end-up-vacationing-in-syria/
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/the-arab-world-is-re-embracing-its-jews/21807243
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/apologists-call-assad-secular-assad-tells-syrians-otherwise/
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/apologists-call-assad-secular-assad-tells-syrians-otherwise/
https://www.fairobserver.com/region/middle_east_north_africa/juan-carlos-bc-syria-news-bashar-al-assad-syrian-president-arab-world-news-83492/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/07/religious-governance-in-syria-amid-territorial-fragmentation-pub-84652#:~:text=In%20regime%2Dheld%20areas%2C%20the,the%20ruling%20Democratic%20Union%20Party
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2021/12/religious-institution-in-syria-al-assads-old-new-target/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/16/syrian-president-abolishes-position-of-grand-mufti
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/85816
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/yazidis-denounce-syrian-ruling-requiring-them-to-follow-islamic-law-659732
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0293
https://ctc.usma.edu/twenty-years-after-9-11-the-fight-for-supremacy-in-northwest-syria-and-the-implications-for-global-jihad/
https://npasyria.com/en/73751/
https://syriacpress.com/blog/2021/01/14/syria-hayat-tahrir-al-sham-converts-more-christian-property-in-edleb-into-mosques-and-headquarters/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/syria/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/09/turkey-backed-syrian-opposition-groups-merge-under-new-banner
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/displaced-syrians-near-afrin-say-turkish-airstrikes-terrorize-civilians-658791
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/turkish-controlled-islamist-militias-ravaging-of-afrin-664612
https://almashareq.com/en_GB/articles/cnmi_am/features/2021/12/14/feature-03
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/2/we-liv-in-constant-fear-iraq-and-syria-face-isil-resurgence
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/07/world/middleeast/syria-kurds.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-commends-targeted-sanctions-against-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-commemorates-fifth-anniversary-isis-genocide-recognition
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-accountability-crimes-against-humanity
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Background
Article 3 of Syria’s constitution identifies Islam as the religion of the 
President and Islamic jurisprudence as a major source of legislation. It 
also requires the state to ensure the freedom of religious rituals that 
do not disrupt “public order.” Other laws and legal interpretations 
restrict religious freedom, including bans on Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
prohibition of Muslims’ conversion to other religions, and deterrents 
to religious extremism and proselytization.

Despite Syria’s rich history of religious and ethnic diversity, 
a decade of conflict and instability has significantly affected its 
demography, displacing Syrians from both the Sunni Muslim majority 
and religious minority communities inside and outside the country. 
Approximately 87 percent of Syria’s estimated current population 
of 20 million belong to branches of Islam; Sunni Muslims represent 
up to 74 percent, while Alawi, Shi’a, and Isma’ili Muslims together 
comprise at least 13 percent. Christians, including Syriac-Assyrians, 
Maronites, Armenians, and other groups, officially comprise 10 
percent—although some estimates suggest that emigration has 
dramatically reduced that figure. Druze comprise three percent and 
Jews are nearly nonexistent. Estimates for the numbers of Yazidis 
remain confounded by the Syrian government’s classification of 
them as Muslims. 

Alawi Muslims rose to power in the 1970s under the late Hafez 
al-Assad, whose son President Bashar al-Assad has further advanced 
the group’s dominance since assuming the presidency in 2000. The 
civil war—which began in 2011 after a peaceful grassroots uprising 
triggered a brutal crackdown—has amplified once-subdued fault lines 
between religious groups, imparting a heightened sectarian element 
to the conflict. 

In 2021, the Assad regime—buoyed by relationships with outside 
actors such as Russia and Iran—maintained or had regained control of 
approximately 70 percent of Syria; various opposition forces continued 
to control or contest the remaining territory. The regime has actively 
contributed to intrareligious tensions by casting many Sunnis as violent 
extremists who threaten both religious minorities and the purported 
modernism of the state. 

Contrasting Religious Freedom Conditions in 
AANES- and Turkish-Controlled Areas 
The AANES’s Executive Council and Bureau of Religions and Beliefs 
maintained a diverse leadership and membership of Kurds, Arabs, Cir-
cassians, and Turkmen; Yazidis; Syriac-Assyrians and other Christians; 
and Sunni Muslims. Following several years of efforts to increasingly 
reflect such diversity, the SDF is now majority Arab and the AANES 
offers a broadly pluralistic environment, including religious minori-
ties—in stark contrast to the violent intolerance of nearby TSOs in 
Turkish-occupied areas.

Turkey continued to threaten the AANES and religious freedom 
in north and east Syria. Direct Turkish occupation and military attacks 
in northern Syria as well as TSO operations—by factions such as Faylaq 
al-Sham and others—laid waste to vulnerable Yazidi, Christian, and 
Turkmen areas. Turkish attacks included airstrikes and continuous 
shelling in AANES/SDF areas across northeastern Syria and a Sep-
tember attack on the civilian infrastructure of the Christian-majority 
town of Tel Tamer, forcing many residents into targeted displacement. 

The Turkish government also persisted in falsely conflating 
the AANES with the U.S.-designated terrorist group the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK). Turkey made similar accusations of terrorism 
against other Syrian Kurdish and Arab actors, including the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), a division of the SDF. In June, a Turkish 
court sentenced three Syriac Orthodox Christians to life in prison for 
“membership in a terrorist organization” for alleged or actual ties to 
the YPG in fighting the Turkish occupation of their village in northern 
Syria. These men were among up to 200 other Syrian nationals whom 
TSO forces had captured in 2019 outside Ras al-Ain following Turkey’s 
invasion and transferred to detention in Turkey. 

Key U.S. Policy
In May 2021, U.S. Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken and the foreign 
ministers of France, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom issued a 
statement warning that the forthcoming presidential elections in Syria 
would be “neither free nor fair” and “denouncing” the Assad regime for 
holding an election outside UN Security Council Resolution 2254’s road-
map for the Syrian peace process. In June, Secretary Blinken announced 
$436 million in humanitarian assistance, building on the more than $13.5 
billion the United States has provided to Syrians during the conflict. 

Although the United States withdrew the majority of its forces 
from northeastern Syria in 2019, it has maintained a small military 
presence that many local religious and ethnic minority communities 
regarded as crucial to maintaining stability. On February 25, the 
United States executed airstrikes on the Syria-Iraq border in response 
to Iran-backed militias’ rocket attack on U.S. coalition personnel at an 
airport in Erbil, Iraq. 

Pursuant to the Caesar Civilian Protection Act of 2019, the admin-
istration continued to issue targeted sanctions against Syrian officials 
and TSO leaders for atrocities against civilians. In July, the Depart-
ments of State and the Treasury sanctioned TSO Ahrar al-Sharqiya. 
The Treasury Department also sanctioned Ahrar al-Sharqiya’s leader 
Ahmad Ihsan Fayyad al-Hayes—commonly known as Abu Hatem 
Shaqra—for trafficking Yazidi women and children and integrating 
former ISIS members into his TSO’s ranks. Additional Treasury Depart-
ment sanctions targeted the Syria-based terrorist Farrukh Fayzimatov 
for his “material support” to HTS, which the State Department in 
November redesignated as an EPC. 

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/91436/106031/F-931434246/constitution2.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/country/syria/freedom-world/2021
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/syria/#:~:text=20%2C384%2C316%20(July%202021%20est.)
https://thekurdishproject.org/history-and-culture/kurdistan-religion/yazidi-ethno-religious-community/
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/MEP_200710_OCC%2037_FINAL.pdf
https://www.usip.org/syria-timeline-uprising-against-assad
https://www.e-ir.info/2021/05/03/the-mobilisation-of-sectarian-identities-in-the-syrian-civil-war/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/evolution-russian-and-iranian-cooperation-syria
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-president-bashar-al-assad-wins-fourth-term-office-with-951-votes-live-2021-05-27/
https://www.e-ir.info/2021/05/03/the-mobilisation-of-sectarian-identities-in-the-syrian-civil-war/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/06/07/religious-governance-in-syria-amid-territorial-fragmentation-pub-84652
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/sdfs-arab-majority-rank-turkey-the-biggest-threat-to-ne-syria-survey-data-americas
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/northern-syria-security-dynamics-refugee-crisis/
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/displaced-syrians-near-afrin-say-turkish-airstrikes-terrorize-civilians-658791
https://www.thedefensepost.com/2021/03/22/kurdish-fighters-pro-turkey-rebels-clash-syria/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/09/20/turkey-airstrikes-kurds-syria-ypj-ceasefire/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/09/20/turkey-airstrikes-kurds-syria-ypj-ceasefire/
https://www.voanews.com/a/6227751.html
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/84477
https://tr.usembassy.gov/state-department-maintains-foreign-terrorist-organization-fto-designation-of-the-kurdistan-workers-party-pkk/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/07/turkeys-illegal-renditions-syrian-nationals-back-spotlight
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/03/illegal-transfers-syrians-turkey
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-by-the-secretary-of-state-of-the-united-states-of-america-the-foreign-secretary-of-the-united-kingdom-and-the-foreign-ministers-of-france-germany-and-italy-2/
https://www.un.org/press/en/2015/sc12171.doc.htm
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/jun-28-2021-us-announces-additional-humanitarian-assistance-people-syria
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/07/27/troops-to-stay-in-syria-biden-500848
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/07/27/troops-to-stay-in-syria-biden-500848
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/us-should-stay-in-eastern-syria-a-refuge-of-religious-freedom-expert-649251
https://www.wsj.com/articles/syria-villagers-fear-exit-of-american-troops-after-u-s-withdrawal-from-afghanistan-11630610921
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/26/us/politics/biden-syria-airstrike-iran.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/31/text
https://www.state.gov/imposing-sanctions-in-defense-of-human-rights-in-syria/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0292
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0292
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0293
https://www.state.gov/countries-of-particular-concern-special-watch-list-countries-entities-of-particular-concern
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

TAJIKISTAN

• Redesignate Tajikistan as a “country of 
particular concern,” or CPC, for engaging 
in systematic, ongoing, and egregious vio-
lations of religious freedom, as defined 
by the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA), and lift the waiver releasing 
the administration from taking otherwise 
legislatively mandated action as a result of 
the designation;

• Condition U.S. security assistance to the 
Tajikistani government on 1) reform of the 
2009 religion law and the improvement 

of conditions for freedom of religion or 
belief, and 2) mandated religious freedom 
training for Tajikistani officials, including 
education about the benefits of religious 
freedom for countering and preventing 
violent extremism;

• Impose targeted sanctions on Tajikistani 
government agencies and officials respon-
sible for severe violations of religious 
freedom by freezing those individuals’ 
assets and/or barring their entry into the 
United States under human rights related 

financial and visa authorities, citing spe-
cific religious freedom violations; and

• Press the Tajikistani government at the 
highest levels to identify and immediately 
release individuals imprisoned in Tajiki-
stan for their peaceful religious activities 
or religious affiliations; account for the 
whereabouts of all prisoners of con-
science, including those imprisoned on 
religious grounds; and allow international 
observers to monitor conditions in Tajiki-
stani prisons.

In 2021, the Tajikistani government’s record on religious freedom 
remained bleak. State repression of the country’s Muslim majority 
gained momentum amidst government fears about threats ema-

nating from neighboring Afghanistan, especially after the Taliban’s 
August takeover. In Tajikistan, alleged extremism and terrorism are 
punishable without requiring acts that involve violence or incite-
ment of imminent violence. Charges are often arbitrarily issued 
against religious individuals and their trials lack due process and 
procedural safeguards. During 2021, the government conducted 
several mass arrests and imprisoned individuals for alleged involve-
ment in illegal Muslim groups. 

Muslim women reported an intensification of the gov-
ernment’s anti-hijab campaign, with frequent checkpoints at 
hospitals, schools, and public facilities in the capital denying 
entrance to covered women. Male police publicly harassed women 
in hijabs and in some cases detained them. Bearded young men 
continue to report being denied passports unless they shave, 
although there is no legal requirement for them to do so. In 
October, the lower house of Parliament introduced legislation 
increasing the punishment for “underground” religious education, 
including over the internet. In 2016, Tajikistan banned private reli-
gious education and children are only allowed religious instruction 
by their parents at home. Since 2011, minors are barred from all 
public religious activity except funerals and receive only limited 
instruction in the history of religion at public schools. The new 
legislation introduces higher fines for illegal instruction and now 
includes the possibility of prison sentences of up to three years. 
The state claims there have been at least 1,833 incidents of illegal 

religious instruction since 2019, involving 43 imams, 983 unofficial 
clerics, and 32 teachers. 

In 2021, the government continued its sweeping campaign 
against Muslim clerics, leaders, and intellectuals. On February 12, 
Imam Sirojiddin Abdurahmonov was sentenced to five-and-a-half 
years in prison. Despite being widely acknowledged as not critical 
of the regime, the state targeted him for preaching without an 
official appointment and his case has become a warning to other 
independent clerics, many of whom are reportedly afraid to speak 
publicly. Official appointment is also no guarantee of immunity. 
On March 5, Mahmadsodyk Sayidov, the state-appointed imam 
of a mosque in Kulob, was arrested immediately after refusing to 
preach the official sermon provided by the State Committee on 
Religious Affairs (SCRA). On June 4, Sayidov was sentenced to 
five years in prison for allegedly participating in an “extremist” 
organization. Tajikistan regularly uses extradition treaties to tar-
get political dissidents and religious non-conformists abroad. On 
September 5, Russian authorities arrested Barakatullo Ghoziev at 
Tajikistan’s request to repatriate him to the country to face up to 
25 years in prison for “high treason and inciting religious hatred.” 
Ghoziev is the son of late cleric and Islamic Renaissance Party of 
Tajikistan (IRPT) member Eshoni Ghozi, who was supposedly killed 
by Islamic State supporters during a prison riot in 2019. Shamil 
Khakimov, a 70-year-old Jehovah’s Witness, remains in prison in 
Tajikistan for “extremism” despite his seriously declining health and 
in September was forbidden from attending the funeral of his son 
in violation of the United Nations (UN) Standard Minimum Rules for 
the Treatment of Prisoners.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Religious Freedom in Tajikistan in 2021
• Press Statement: Tajikistan’s Inhumane Treatment of Religious Prisoner Indicative of Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions
• Podcast: Religious Freedom and Taliban Fears in Tajikistan
• Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project: Shamil Khakimov

https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2676
https://asiaplustj.info/ru/news/tajikistan/society/20211112/fotografirovatsya-na-pasport-s-borodoi-v-tadzhikistane-zapretshayut-nezakonno
https://rus.ozodi.org/a/31495556.html
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2642
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2678
https://www.asiaplustj.info/en/news/tajikistan/incidents/20190520/at-least-32-killed-in-prison-riot-in-vahdat
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/tajikistans-inhumane-treatment-religious-prisoner-indicative
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/GA-RESOLUTION/E_ebook.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/GA-RESOLUTION/E_ebook.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/tajikistan-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/tajikistans-inhumane-treatment-religious-prisoner-indicative
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/religious-freedom-taliban-fears-tajikistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-commissioner-nury-turkel-adopts-new-religious-prisoner
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Background
Tajikistan is the poorest country in Central Asia and ruled since 1992 
by President Emomali Rahmon, who has concentrated power in his 
family’s hands. The government faces financial catastrophe in the 
wake of the COVID-19 crisis. In 2021, the situation was further compli-
cated by numerous crises, including a border conflict with neighboring 
Kyrgyzstan, violent protests in the ethnic Pamiri city of Khorog, and 
the Taliban takeover of neighboring Afghanistan. The population is 
predominantly Sunni Muslim—around 86 percent—while Shi’a Mus-
lims, mostly ethnic Pamiris located in the mountainous east, account 
for roughly four percent. The remaining 10 percent includes Russian 
Orthodox, Protestants, Catholics, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Buddhists, 
Jews, Baha’is, and Zoroastrians. 

Tajikistan’s legal environment for freedom of religion or belief 
sharply declined after the adoption of several highly restrictive laws 
in 2009. The Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Unions set 
onerous registration requirements; criminalized unregistered religious 
activity, private religious education, and proselytism; set strict limits 
on the number and size of mosques; allowed state interference in the 
appointment of imams and the content of sermons; required official 
permission for religious organizations to provide religious instruction 
and communicate with foreign coreligionists; and imposed state con-
trols on the content, publication, and import of religious materials. In 
2011 and 2012, administrative and penal code amendments set new 
penalties, including large fines and prison terms, for religion-related 
charges such as organizing or participating in “unapproved” religious 
meetings. A 2011 law on parental responsibility banned minors from 
any organized religious activity except funerals. Since 2014, the state 
has paid imams’ salaries and required them to wear state-issued reli-
gious garments, and the content of sermons is commonly dictated 
by the government. 

Mass Arrests of Muslims
Similar to its activities in 2020, the government continued to conduct 
mass arrests and detentions for alleged religious extremism in 2021. 
On April 9, 117 individuals received prison sentences between five 
and 23 years for supposed involvement in the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Defendants came from all over the country and included prominent 
Muslim leaders, scholars, and local politicians. In June, a closed trial 
began against 18 men accused of Salafism, an ill-defined but illegal 
category in Tajikistan, frequently applied to Muslims who do not prac-
tice in the state-approved fashion. Defendants claim they confessed to 
the charges under torture, which is endemic in Tajikistan, particularly 
in prisons. Religious prisoners are singled out for particularly harsh 
treatment by both authorities and fellow prisoners. 

UN Human Rights Review
During Tajikistan’s Universal Periodic Review in November, the UN 
Human Rights Council noted Tajikistan’s misuse of vague and broad 
legislation concerning terrorism and extremism to limit peaceful 
religious practice, target political dissidence, and facilitate authori-
tarian overreach. The Council noted that Tajikistan routinely applies 

unfounded extremism charges to journalists, human rights activists, 
political opposition, and religious minorities or non-conformists. A 
planned trip by the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or 
Belief, Ahmed Shaheed, was canceled after the Tajikistani government 
failed to extend a promised official invitation.

Repression of the IRPT 
In 2021, Tajikistan continued its relentless campaign against the 
IRPT, a moderate Islamic party that constituted the only real polit-
ical opposition in the country prior to the state banning it in 2015 
on unsubstantiated charges of terrorism. State persecution of the 
IRPT is motivated by fear of political opposition, but justifications are 
framed in terms of combating religious extremism and terrorism. On 
June 1, a former IRPT member was sentenced to five years in prison 
for membership in a banned extremist organization, despite having 
cut ties with the party in 2015. In September, the imprisoned 70 year-
old spokesman for the IRPT, Hikmatullo Sayfullozoda, was attacked 
in the prison hospital while recovering from heart surgery. Violent 
attacks against IRPT members are common in prison and numerous 
prominent members have been murdered while serving out their 
sentences. In November, the wife of an imprisoned IRPT leader was 
inexplicably denied her bi-annual visitation and suspects that her 
husband is recovering from torture.

Key U.S. Policy
In 2021, the United States and Tajikistan marked 30 years of “pro-
ductive and friendly relations” on the anniversary of the U.S. 
government’s recognition of an independent Tajikistan in 1991. Since 
that time, the U.S. government has provided $1.8 billion in assis-
tance to promote economic development, education, and health, 
as well as regional security, including $330 million in security sector 
assistance to help combat terrorism and narco-trafficking. Over the 
next two years, the U.S. government has pledged an additional $60 
million in security sector assistance. Since 2020, the United States 
has provided Tajikistan with 2.5 million doses of COVID-19 vaccines, 
and more than $12 million in equipment and technical support to 
combat the pandemic. 

On December 6, Peter Riley was sworn in as the first director of 
the U.S. Agency for International Development’s (USAID) new mission 
in Tajikistan. USAID initiatives in Tajikistan work to foster food security, 
support civil society and nongovernmental organizations, improve 
education quality and access, combat human trafficking, and help 
reintegrate migrant workers into their home communities. In July, Sec-
retary of State Antony J. Blinken met with Tajikistan Foreign Minister 
Sirojiddin Muhriddin in Washington, D.C. reaffirming the strength and 
importance of the U.S.-Tajikistan bilateral relationship and expressing 
appreciation for continued leadership on regional security issues. 

On November 15, the U.S. Department of State redesignated 
Tajikistan as a CPC under IRFA, although it has also maintained a 
waiver on imposing any related sanctions on the country “as required 
in the important national interest of the United States.” It has desig-
nated Tajikistan as a CPC each year since 2016.

https://www.usip.org/publications/2021/05/border-clash-between-kyrgyzstan-and-tajikistan-risks-spinning-out-control
https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-testy-demonstrations-in-the-pamirs-drag-into-third-day
https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-huge-muslim-brotherhood-trial-ends-with-lengthy-prison-sentences
https://rus.ozodi.org/a/31303706.html
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/TJindex.aspx
https://tj.usembassy.gov/united-states-government-statement-political-opposition-tajikistan/
https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-opposition-member-jailed/31286560.html
https://eurasianet.org/families-of-tajik-political-prisoners-plead-for-international-help
https://rus.ozodi.org/a/31590264.html
https://tj.usembassy.gov/the-united-states-and-tajikistan-celebrate-30-years-of-friendly-relations/
https://tj.usembassy.gov/us-tajikistan-security-assistance-fact-sheet-111921/
https://tj.usembassy.gov/united-states-government-donates-nearly-2-5-million-doses-of-covid-vaccines-to-tajikistan-121321/
https://tj.usembassy.gov/peter-riley-sworn-in-as-usaid-mission-director-in-tajikistan/
https://www.usaid.gov/tajikistan/our-work
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-tajikistan-foreign-minister-muhriddin/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

TURKMENISTAN

• Redesignate Turkmenistan as a “country 
of particular concern,” or CPC, for engag-
ing in systematic, ongoing, and egregious 
violations of religious freedom, as defined 
by the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA), and lift the waiver releasing 
the administration from taking otherwise 
legislatively mandated action as a result of 
the designation;

• Take presidential action to limit security 
assistance to Turkmenistan under IRFA Sec-
tion 405(a)(22) to hold the government of 
Turkmenistan accountable for its particu-
larly severe violations of religious freedom;

• Impose targeted sanctions on Turk-
menistan government agencies and 
officials responsible for severe violations 
of religious freedom by freezing those 

individuals’ assets and/or barring their 
entry into the United States under human 
rights related financial and visa author-
ities, citing specific religious freedom 
violations; and

• Urge the government of Turkmenistan to 
provide an acceptable civilian alternative 
to military service and to cease imprison-
ing citizens for conscientious objection. 

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Turkmenistan remained 
among the worst in the world. Government control of religion is 
highly restrictive, with the state appointing Muslim clerics, surveil-

ling and dictating religious practice, and punishing nonconformity 
through imprisonment, torture, and administrative harassment. 
Turkmenistan is an extremely closed society, described as an infor-
mational “black hole” with an abysmal record on freedom of the 
press. This landscape makes it difficult to chronicle the actual extent 
of religious freedom abuses in the country, which are certainly more 
extensive than the limited number of reports indicate. Neverthe-
less, the available information presents a bleak picture. 

The government continued to treat all independent religious 
activity with suspicion, maintaining a large surveillance appara-
tus that monitors believers at home and abroad. Turkmenistani 
law requires religious groups to register under intrusive criteria, 
strictly controls registered groups’ activities, and punishes religious 
activities by unregistered groups, which are effectively banned. In 
March 2021, authorities in the region of Dashoguz posted notices 
in residential buildings warning residents not to participate in 
unregistered religious activity. Sources continue to report official 
harassment of religious individuals, including local police detain-
ing groups of bearded men and forcing them to shave and drink 
alcohol to prove they are not “extremists.” In the city of Mary, a 
man was arrested for “sorcery” apparently linked to his practice of 
traditional medicine.

Persons accused of criminal religious offenses are often tried 
in closed-regime courts where sentences remain secret. Convicts 
are often disappeared in the state’s prison system and presumed 
to be held without contact with the outside world. On December 
1, 2021, the Prove They Are Alive campaign published an updated 
list of disappeared prisoners, which now includes 162 individuals. 

Of these, 58 individuals are vaguely accused of “Islamic extrem-
ism,” including many affiliated with Kurdish theologian Said Nursi 
and Fethullah Gülen, an influential Turkish preacher heavily influ-
enced by Nursi’s moderate teachings. The authorities hold many 
religious prisoners at the notorious Ovadan-Depe Prison, located 
in the remote desert 50 miles north of the capital city of Ashgabat. 
Ovadan-Depe was built to house high-level political dissidents 
and enemies of the state, and its prisoners routinely die from harsh 
conditions that include torture and starvation. 

COVID-19 restrictions have made public religious practice 
even more difficult than normal. Periodic lockdowns limited most 
in-person public activity, but mosques and other religious facili-
ties were even more stringently targeted, remaining closed when 
parks and restaurants were allowed to open. Inexplicably, the 
government continued to deny the existence of the virus in Turk-
menistan even as it imposed these measures. Large mandatory 
public mourning ceremonies in regional mosques for President 
Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow’s father, who died on April 18, were 
a notable exception to the rule. Senior male officials and some in 
the private sector were ordered to shave their heads and wear 
skullcaps for a month-long mourning period, while women in state 
offices were ordered to wear black.

Online activity remained limited by blocked internet access 
and extremely slow network speeds. On January 12, 2022, after the 
reporting period, President Berdimuhamedow instructed the head 
of the Ministry for State Security to further increase state control 
of the internet and restrict public access to internet sources that 
“threaten the constitutional order.”

President Berdimuhamedow’s May 9 pardon of all 16 Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses imprisoned for their conscientious objection to 
military service was one significant positive development.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Factsheet: Controlling Civil Society’s Purse Strings
• Press Statement: USCIRF Welcomes Amnesty of Jehovah’s Witness Prisoners in Turkmenistan

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title22/chapter73&edition=prelim
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title22/chapter73&edition=prelim
https://rsf.org/en/turkmenistan
https://turkmen.news/fire-religion-internet-turkmenistan/
https://rus.azathabar.com/a/31066235.html
https://rus.azathabar.com/a/31066235.html
https://rus.azathabar.com/a/31188990.html
https://provetheyarealive.org/disappeared_list_2021/
https://provetheyarealive.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/FInal-O-D-Report-September-2014-compressed.pdf
https://turkmen.news/famine-in-prisons/
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-covid-deaths-secret/31510878.html
https://rus.azathabar.com/a/31253355.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-covid-new-lockdown/31658602.html
https://rus.azathabar.com/a/31218658.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-mourning-president-father/31280146.html
https://www.hronikatm.com/2022/01/no-internet-no-cry/
https://www.hronikatm.com/2022/01/no-internet-no-cry/
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-inmates-pardoned-berdymukhammedov-jehovahs-witnesses/31247891.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmenistan-inmates-pardoned-berdymukhammedov-jehovahs-witnesses/31247891.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Financial%20Regulations%20Factsheet.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/countries/turkmenistan/uscirf-welcomes-amnesty-jehovahs-witness-prisoners-turkmenistan
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Background
Turkmenistan is a highly authoritarian country under the rule of Pres-
ident Berdimuhamedow since 2007, enforcing a cult of personality 
that proliferates his image in golden monuments and fawning official 
coverage. The 2016 Constitution removed the presidential age limit 
and Berdimuhamedow was “reelected” in 2017 with 97 percent of the 
vote. On February 11, 2022, the 64-year-old president, who is rumored 
to be in bad health, announced the nomination of his 40-year-old 
son, Serdar, to the presidency, to be confirmed at snap “elections” 
currently scheduled for March 12, 2022. This managed transition 
comes at a moment of significant political and social fragility amid 
the ongoing pandemic and the August 2021 takeover of the Tali-
ban in neighboring Afghanistan. For several years, the government 
has been extremely concerned about the possibility of mass unrest 
amid a crippling economic decline, and it is rapidly implementing an 
“anti-terrorist plan” that includes the installation of facial recognition 
cameras and “smart city” technology in public places, including small 
businesses. The government typically charges its critics with terrorism, 
targeting their families and friends if it cannot extradite them from 
abroad. This has not stopped it from hosting official visits from the 
Taliban, with whom it maintains relatively cordial relations in pursuit of 
regional economic connectivity and especially a proposed Turkmeni-
stan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) pipeline to transport Turkmen 
gas to southern ports.

The majority is Sunni Muslim (89 percent), while Orthodox Chris-
tians represent the second-largest group, comprising around nine 
percent. Although the 2016 Religion Law asserts that Turkmenistan is 
a secular state with religious freedom, it requires religious groups to 
register with the Ministry of Justice under intrusive criteria, mandates 
that the government be informed of all foreign financial support, bans 
private religious education and worship, and prohibits the public 
wearing of religious garb except by clerics. The State Commission on 
Religious Organizations and Expert Evaluation of Religious Informa-
tion Resources (SCROEERIR) oversees all religious activity, including 
registrations, the appointment of religious leaders, the building of 
houses of worship, and the import and publication of religious lit-
erature. The registration process requires religious organizations to 
provide detailed information about founding members, including 
names, addresses, and birth dates. Recognized communities must 
reregister every three years, and religious activity is forbidden in 
prisons and the military. 

Targeting Religious Holidays
Although the government continued to deny the existence of COVID-
19 in Turkmenistan, the country’s mosques have been largely closed as 
a “prophylactic” measure since 2020—a restriction that did not apply 
to public memorials for President Berdimuhamedow’s father in the 
month following his death on April 18, 2021. Large public gatherings in 
honor of Turkmenistan’s national horse and national dog also remained 
unaffected by the general moratorium on public assembly.

In stark contrast, Turkmenistani authorities appeared to target 
Muslim religious holidays deliberately in 2021. During the festival 
of Eid al-Fitr in May, mosques remained closed even though cafes, 

restaurants, and parks were allowed to remain open. On May 13, 
worshipers who attempted to commemorate the holiday by praying 
outside the main mosque in the city of Mary were forcibly dispersed. 
On July 21, during the Islamic festival of Eid al-Adha, police in Lebap 
conducted raids on private homes in at least four cities, demanded 
that residents turn over all religious literature, and said that only pos-
session of the Qur’an was permitted in Turkmenistan. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses and Conscientious Objection
Although not technically banned, Jehovah’s Witnesses have not been 
granted registration and are therefore unable to operate legally. 
Article 58 of the 2016 Constitution describes defense as a “sacred 
duty” incumbent on everyone. After 2018, when the state renewed 
its campaign against conscientious objection, Turkmenistan impris-
oned at least 25 Jehovah’s Witnesses under Article 219(1) of the 
Criminal Code for the absence of a legal basis for exemption from 
military service. In early 2021, Turkmenistan continued this trend, 
again conscripting Ruslan Artykmuradov, a 20-year-old Jehovah’s 
Witness who previously served time in prison for his conscientious 
objection. In an unexpected development, on May 9, 2021, Presi-
dent Berdimuhamedow pardoned all 16 Jehovah’s Witnesses who 
remained imprisoned for their conscientious objection. Although 
mass presidential amnesties are a regular state ritual in Turkmen-
istan, they rarely include religious prisoners. It is notable that the 
pardons did not include any Muslim religious prisoners despite 
occurring during the month of Ramadan. 

Despite the presidential pardon, conscientious objection 
remains illegal in Turkmenistan, and Jehovah’s Witnesses—or any 
believers who refuse military service for religious reasons—face 
legal jeopardy. Although the government did propose a non-com-
bat alternative service option to Jehovah’s Witnesses in 2021, it was 
perceived as too closely affiliated with the military and rejected by 
community representatives.

Key U.S. Policy
The United States engages with the Turkmenistan government in 
border and regional security programs, along with educational and 
cultural exchanges. Turkmenistan enjoys most-favored-nation trading 
status and receives direct U.S. assistance to strengthen the security 
of its border with Afghanistan. On November 12, 2021, President 
Joseph R. Biden sent a letter to President Berdimuhamedow express-
ing gratitude for assistance and cooperation offered during the U.S. 
withdrawal from Afghanistan. Although the U.S. government is cog-
nizant of the deplorable state of human rights in Turkmenistan, it has 
prioritized security concerns. 

The U.S. Department of State has designated Turkmenistan as 
a CPC under IRFA since 2014 and redesignated it on November 15, 
2021, but it has repeatedly used a waiver against any related sanctions 
“as required in the ‘important national interest of the United States.’” 
This waiver effectively neutralizes the consequences of Turkmenistan’s 
CPC designation, removes any incentive for the government to reform 
its brutal policies, and lends credence to the regime’s claims that 
security concerns warrant its harsh repression of religious freedom.

https://eurasianet.org/turkmenistan-transition-process-finally-gets-underway
https://memohrc.org/ru/news_old/turkmenskie-vlasti-usilivayut-mery-bezopasnosti-nakanune-prinyatiya-popravok-v-konstituciyu
https://rus.azathabar.com/a/30989772.html
https://turkmen.news/turkmenistan-tapi-taliby/
https://turkmen.news/turkmenistan-tapi-taliby/
https://turkmen.news/covid-19/
https://turkmen.news/covid-19/
https://www.hronikatm.com/2020/12/mosques-closed-2/
https://www.rferl.org/a/turkmen-succession-speculation-as-son-of-leader-takes-the-reins-for-national-horse-day/31222168.html
https://eurasianet.org/turkmenistan-my-kingdom-for-a-horse-association
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2677
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2677
https://www.hronikatm.com/2021/07/religion-books/
https://www.hronikatm.com/2021/01/bis-in-idem/
https://www.uscirf.gov/countries/turkmenistan/uscirf-welcomes-amnesty-jehovahs-witness-prisoners-turkmenistan
https://tm.usembassy.gov/the-letter-of-president-biden-to-president-berdimuhamedow/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

VIETNAM

• Designate Vietnam as a “country of par-
ticular concern,” or CPC, for engaging in 
systematic, ongoing, and egregious vio-
lations of religious freedom, as defined by 
the International Religious Freedom Act 
(IRFA), and enter into a new binding agree-
ment with the government to address key 
areas of concern to further improve reli-
gious freedom; 

• Engage with the Vietnamese government 
and relevant academic and civil society 

stakeholders to encourage amendments 
to the Law on Belief and Religion and its 
implementing decree to conform to inter-
national standards, including by making 
registration simpler and optional; 

• Work with the Vietnamese government 
to provide a pathway to full citizenship—
based on the existing model of Subdivisions 
179 and 181 in Lam Dong Province—for all 
Hmong and Montagnard Christians in the 
Northern and Central Highlands, including 

by providing funding to facilitate improving 
religious freedom conditions among those 
communities; and

• Direct the U.S. Mission in Vietnam to high-
light and monitor the conditions of religious 
prisoners of conscience and to advocate for 
their wellbeing in prison and their release. 

The U.S. Congress should: 

• Support legislation pertaining to religious 
freedom in Vietnam, such as the Vietnam 
Human Rights Act. 

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Vietnam generally trended 
the same as in 2020. The government continued to enforce the 
2018 Law on Belief and Religion, which, as written and imple-

mented, contravened international human rights standards. 
Authorities persecuted members of unregistered independent 
groups and subjected believers and religious freedom advocates 
to long-term imprisonment.

Authorities continued to persecute independent religious 
communities, including Protestant Hmong and Montagnard Chris-
tians, Hoa Hao Buddhists, Unified Buddhists, Cao Dai followers, and 
adherents of other religious movements such as Falun Gong, Duong 
Van Minh, the World Mission Society Church of God, and Ha Mon. 
The government designated many of these groups as “strange,” 
“evil,” or “heretical” religions and often cited security grounds to 
suppress them, causing some—such as Ha Mon—to reportedly 
face extinction. As of April 2021, the Government Committee for 
Religious Affairs (GCRA) listed 85 groups as “strange religions.” 
In June, Deputy Minister of Home Affairs and head of the GCRA 
Vu Chien Thang stated that “Vietnam is ready to welcome all reli-
gions, even strange ones.” In an official document published in 
November, the GCRA discussed the positive and negative aspects 
of new religious movements but offered no indication as to when 
the government would recognize and permit these new religions. 

Throughout 2021, authorities routinely disrupted religious 
services, training, and ceremonies and harassed, detained, and 
threatened adherents and activists belonging to independent 
religious groups. Unregistered Hmong and Montagnard Chris-
tian groups remain particularly vulnerable to persecution. Local 
authorities harassed, detained, intimidated, and physically abused 
members of the Montagnard Evangelical Church of Christ in 
Phu Yen Province. The group reportedly tried to register with 
the government but received no response in the past few years. 
The Protestant Church of Christ in Dak Lak Province similarly had 

trouble registering their religious activities and gatherings with 
local authorities. Moreover, authorities subjected members of 
these Protestant groups to “criticism sessions” and forced them 
to renounce their faith in public. Thousands of Hmong and Mon-
tagnard Christians remain effectively stateless because local 
authorities refused to issue them identity cards and household 
registration documents, in many instances in retaliation against 
Christians who refuse to renounce their faith. In a positive devel-
opment, this past year Lam Dong provincial authorities issued 
identity cards to stateless residents of Subdivisions 179 and 181 
and allowed them to vote in elections. 

Authorities harassed independent Hoa Hao Buddhists and 
disrupted their observance of important religious rituals and holi-
days, forcing them to carry out religious activities at home. USCIRF 
received reports that in January 2021, local authorities in Ben Cau 
Township, Tay Ninh Province, harassed adherents of a home-based 
independent Cao Dai group and disrupted its religious service. In 
September, authorities in Cho Gao District, Tien Giang Province, 
detained and interrogated independent Cao Dai followers and 
forced them to join the state-sanctioned group. Several indepen-
dent Cao Dai groups tried to register their religious activities in 
early 2021 but received no response. 

Land disputes between the Catholic community and local 
governments persisted. The An Hoa Parish dissented from the Da 
Nang City government’s decision that sold and repurposed the land 
the parish owned prior to 1975. The parish petitioned the govern-
ment to return its land and cease construction by a private entity 
that had begun in March 2021. The Da Nang government, however, 
agreed to resettle Catholic residents of Con Dau Parish after over 
10 years of land disputes that had led to violent clashes between 
parishioners and local authorities in the past. Moreover, authorities 
in Loan My Village, Tam Binh District, Vinh Long Province, denied 
a Khmer-Krom Buddhist group’s request to build a religious site.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Podcast: The State of Religious Freedom in Vietnam
• Country Update: Religious Freedom in Vietnam in 2021
• Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project: Nguyen Bac Truyen

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3001
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3001
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2021/08/religion-bulletin-june-2021-the-vietnamese-buddhist-church-fiercely-guards-its-merit-donations/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2021/09/religion-bulletin-july-2021-government-discusses-religious-resources-in-the-realm-of-social-welfare/
http://btgcp.gov.vn/tin-hoat-dong-cua-ban-ton-giao-chinh-phu/hoi-thao-ve-thuc-trang-dao-la-ta-dao-o-viet-nam-hien-nay-postn4A71Zqj.html
http://btgcp.gov.vn/tin-hoat-dong-cua-ban-ton-giao-chinh-phu/hoi-nghi-truc-tuyen-ve-co-che-quan-ly-su-dung-dat-ton-giao-tin-nguong-postjpR9lP4l.html
http://cms.btgcp.gov.vn/upload/documents/03_11_2021/tai-lieu-boi-duong-de-an-2021-11-03-16-41-27.pdf
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/02/religion-bulletin-november-2021-an-hoa-parish-lodges-complaint-as-the-land-it-owned-pre-1975-is-divided-and-sold/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/01/24/montagnard-christians-asked-denounce-faith/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/montagnard-christians-12292021155717.html
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2021/03/religion-bulletin-february-2021-german-parliament-to-hold-hearing-on-religious-freedom-in-vietnam/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2021/03/religion-bulletin-february-2021-german-parliament-to-hold-hearing-on-religious-freedom-in-vietnam/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2021/03/religion-bulletin-january-2021-criticism-session-in-the-dark-of-night/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/01/24/montagnard-christians-asked-denounce-faith/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-02/2022%20Vietnam%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2021/06/religion-bulletin-april-2021-the-united-states-proposes-putting-vietnam-on-the-list-of-countries-of-particular-concern/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/02/religion-bulletin-november-2021-an-hoa-parish-lodges-complaint-as-the-land-it-owned-pre-1975-is-divided-and-sold/
https://machsongmedia.org/vietnam/quyenconnguoi/1715-cuoc-dau-tranh-hon-10-nam-cua-giao-xu-con-dau-dat-muc-tieu-cuoi-cung.html
https://khmerkrom.org/vietnamese-authorities-forbid-khmer-krom-building-a-religious-hall/
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/state-religious-freedom-vietnam
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-02/2022%20Vietnam%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/nguyen-bac-truyen
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Vietnam’s constitution states that citizens “can follow any religion or 
follow none” and that “all religions are equal before the law.” The con-
stitution also mandates respect and protection for freedom of belief 
and religion. However, it allows authorities to restrict human rights, 
including religious freedom, for reasons of “national defense, national 
security, social order and security, social morality, and community 
wellbeing.” Vietnam’s 2018 Law on Belief and Religion contains similar 
provisions permitting restrictions on the right to religious freedom. 

Vietnam is a religiously diverse country with religious demo-
graphics varying greatly across research studies and reports. Religious 
traditions with a significant presence in the country include Buddhism, 
Hoa Hao Buddhism, Cao Dai, Catholicism, and Protestantism. At the 
end of 2020, the government had officially recognized a total of 16 
religions and 43 religious organizations. Many groups, however, refuse 
to register for fear of persecution or concern over their independence, 
which has led state-sponsored and independent religious groups to 
compete over who represents their religion. 

Legal and Policy Developments
The 2018 Law on Belief and Religion presents notable improvements 
compared to the 2004 ordinance, including reducing the waiting 
period for religious organizations to register with the government and 
granting legal personhood to registered religious organizations. Nev-
ertheless, the law imposes burdensome and complex requirements 
on religious groups to register with the government. For example, 
the law requires religious groups to register for religious activities, 
religious gatherings, and official recognition. Each of these steps 
entails a separate registration process, requiring groups to submit 
extensive information about their organizations and activities. More-
over, groups seeking official recognition as a religious organization 
must have legally operated for at least five years before applying. 
Over the past three years of implementation, USCIRF has observed 
uneven and inconsistent application of the law throughout Vietnam. 

In September 2021, the Ministry of Home Affairs issued an Action 
Plan for State Management of Belief and Religion, which included an 
emphasis on state control of religion to ensure political and social 
stability. In November, the GCRA held a meeting to amend and sup-
plement the implementing Decree (162/2017/ND-CP) for the 2018 Law 
on Belief and Religion. Deputy Minister Vu Chien Thang stated that the 
decree has demonstrated shortcomings that need to be addressed, 
but he did not identify these shortcomings. 

Religious Prisoners of Conscience
USCIRF has long expressed concerns regarding religious prisoners 
of conscience in Vietnam. This year, many believers and religious 
freedom advocates remained in prison, serving long sentences. These 
prisoners included Montagnard Christian pastor Y Yich (sentenced to 

12 years), founder of the Buddhist An Dan Dai Dao religious group 
Phan Van Thu (sentenced to life imprisonment), and many others 
who reportedly have been abused or otherwise mistreated in prison 
and are suffering from deteriorating health conditions. USCIRF has 
consistently advocated for the release of Hoa Hao Buddhist Nguyen 
Bac Truyen (sentenced to 11 years)—a renowned religious freedom 
advocate adopted under USCIRF’s Religious Prisoners of Conscience 
(RPOC) project—who has reportedly been in poor health. 

Key U.S. Policy
The Biden administration has emphasized that human rights—which 
includes the fundamental freedom of religion and belief—are an 
integral part of U.S. foreign policy, including policy toward Vietnam. In 
his July 2021 visit to the country, Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin 
expressed concerns over Vietnam’s human rights record. Prior to Vice 
President Kamala D. Harris’ trip to Vietnam in August 2021, members 
of Congress and politicians in other countries, as well as civil society 
groups, called on the Vice President to raise Nguyen Bac Truyen’s case 
and urge the government of Vietnam to release him immediately and 
unconditionally. Vice President Harris later said at a news conference 
in Hanoi that she had raised the issues of human rights abuses and 
the release of dissidents with her Vietnamese counterparts. Then 
nominee for U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam Marc Knapper voiced the 
same concerns during his Senate confirmation hearing and said that 
bilateral relations could only reach their fullest potential if Vietnam 
makes significant progress on human rights. In November 2021, during 
the 25th U.S.-Vietnam Human Rights Dialogue, U.S. officials raised 
concerns with their Vietnamese counterparts about religious free-
dom conditions, the situation of ethnic minority groups, and other 
human rights issues. With U.S.-Vietnam relations trending in a positive 
direction and the United States considering a potential upgrade of 
bilateral relations from a “comprehensive partnership” to a “strategic 
partnership,” experts observe that human rights remain a challenge 
in the growing relationship.

In May, Representative Chris Smith (R-NJ) introduced the bipar-
tisan Vietnam Human Rights Act (H.R. 3001), which would allow the 
U.S. government to sanction Vietnamese officials and others who are 
complicit in systematic violations of internationally recognized human 
rights, including particularly severe violations of religious freedom. 
In August, Senator John Cornyn (R-TX) sent a letter to Secretary 
of State Antony J. Blinken urging him to take action to address the 
Vietnamese government’s human rights abuses and discrimination 
against religious groups and religious expression. While USCIRF 
has recommended Vietnam’s designation as a CPC every year since 
2002—finding that despite some areas of progress, “systematic, 
ongoing, and egregious” violations of religious freedom within the 
meaning of IRFA persist—the State Department designated it as a 
CPC only in 2004 and 2005.

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/94490/114946/F114201808/VNM94490%20Eng.pdf
http://tapchiqptd.vn/en/events-and-comments/correct-interpretation-of-freedom-of-belief-and-religion/11200.html
http://vbpl.vn/TW/Pages/vbpqen-toanvan.aspx?ItemID=11093
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/vietnam/#people-and-society
http://www.globalreligiousfutures.org/countries/vietnam#/?affiliations_religion_id=0&affiliations_year=2020&region_name=All%20Countries&restrictions_year=2016
http://cms.btgcp.gov.vn/upload/documents/29_09_2021/chuong-trinh-hanh-dong-2021-09-29-22-06-20.pdf
http://btgcp.gov.vn/tin-hoat-dong-cua-ban-ton-giao-chinh-phu/ban-ton-giao-chinh-phu-hop-xay-dung-nghi-dinh-sua-doi-bo-sung-nghi-dinh-1622017nd-cp-postEm1WxvpP.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/op-eds/hill-rising-cost-religious-freedom-vietnam
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/5805
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/251
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/nguyen-bac-truyen
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/nguyen-bac-truyen
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/about/about-uscirfs-freedom-religion-or-belief-victims-list
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/about/about-uscirfs-freedom-religion-or-belief-victims-list
https://www.state.gov/putting-human-rights-at-the-center-of-u-s-foreign-policy/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/08/25/fact-sheet-strengthening-the-u-s-vietnam-comprehensive-partnership/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/meets-07292021160538.html
https://lofgren.house.gov/lofgren-urges-vp-push-human-rights-improvements-during-trip-vietnam
https://lofgren.house.gov/lofgren-urges-vp-push-human-rights-improvements-during-trip-vietnam
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/08/12/religious-freedom-and-human-rights-advocates-call-immediate-and-unconditional
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/08/16/press/5372/article.htm
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/08/16/press/5372/article.htm
https://thediplomat.com/2021/08/harris-says-she-urged-vietnam-to-free-political-dissidents/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/bidens-vietnam-ambassador-nominee-vows-press-hanoi-rights-trade-2021-07-13/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-vietnam-human-rights-dialogue/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-vietnam-human-rights-dialogue/
http://hanoitimes.vn/us-vietnam-to-upgrade-relations-to-strategic-partnership-318202.html
https://www.csis.org/analysis/unlikely-indispensable-us-vietnam-partnership
https://chrissmith.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=409469
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3001?s=1&r=5
https://www.cornyn.senate.gov/content/news/cornyn-urges-white-house-address-vietnamese-human-rights-abuses
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

ALGERIA

• Maintain Algeria on the U.S. Department 
of State’s Special Watch List for engag-
ing in or tolerating severe violations of 
religious freedom pursuant to the Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act (IRFA); 
and

• Direct U.S. Embassy officials to:

• Urge the Algerian government to develop 
and implement a plan to decriminalize 
blasphemy and proselytization;

• Meet with the National Commission 
for Non-Muslim Religious Groups and 
other relevant government officials, 
and insist the Algerian government 
deliver clear and timely responses to 
registration requests by non-Muslim 
organizations as required by Ordinance 
06-03; and

• Attend and observe court proceedings 
on blasphemy charges or cases related to 

houses of worship to emphasize the U.S. 
government’s concerns about such cases. 

The U.S. Congress should:

• Continue to raise the implementation of 
blasphemy laws and closure of houses of 
worship with the State Department and 
relevant Algerian counterparts to ensure 
religious freedom concerns are incor-
porated into the U.S.-Algeria bilateral 
relationship.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Algeria deteriorated, 
with the government increasingly enforcing blasphemy laws and 
continuing to restrict worship. Algerian authorities convicted 

and sentenced individuals for blasphemy and proselytization, 
maintained the closure of dozens of Protestant churches, and 
charged religious minorities with illegally gathering while not 
providing a legal path for them to worship collectively. These 
actions impacted religious minorities across many faiths and 
beliefs, including Protestant Christians, Ahmadiyya Muslims, 
and freethinkers.

In January 2021, a court sentenced Hamid Soudad, a Chris-
tian, to five years in prison for “insulting the prophet of Islam” by 
sharing a caricature of the Prophet on social media. In February, a 
court sentenced freethinker Said Djabelkhir, an expert on Sufism 
and advocate for a progressive interpretation of Islam, to three 
years in prison for “offending the precepts of Islam.” In March, 
authorities sentenced opposition activist Walid Kechida to three 
years in prison for “offending the precepts” of Islam in inter-
net memes. In June, a court upheld a proselytization conviction 
against pastor and bookshop owner Rachid Mohamed Seighir and 
his book shop assistant Mouh Hamimi, sentencing them to sus-
pended one-year prison sentences. In October, a court sentenced 
two Ahmadiyya Muslims to two years in prison for defamation 

based on religion and denigration of common rituals of Islam.
In June, a court in Oran ordered the government to physically 

seal three churches despite the ongoing appeal by the Protestant 
community protesting the order for their closure. Since 2017, the 
Algerian government has ordered the closure of 20 Protestant 
churches under Ordinance 06-03, which prohibits non-Muslim 
organizations from establishing places of worship without autho-
rization. The Evangelical Protestant Association (EPA) applied for 
authorization but the National Commission for Non-Muslim Reli-
gious Groups, which reportedly never meets, has not adequately 
responded to the request. 

In November, following the U.S. Department of State’s 
announcement adding Algeria to its Special Watch List for engaging 
in and tolerating severe religious freedom violations, the Algerian 
government summoned the president of the EPA to court for prac-
ticing non-Muslim rites without permission. Algerian authorities 
also continued to prosecute Ahmadiyya Muslims and Protestants 
for gathering without authorization. The Algerian government 
insists the Ahmadiyya Muslim community register with the Com-
mission for Non-Muslim Religious Groups, while Ahmadis, who 
consider themselves Muslim, believe that to be in violation of their 
conscience as Muslims.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Algeria
• Event: USCIRF Conversation: Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions in Algeria
• Factsheet: Persecution of Ahmadiyya Muslims

https://iirf.eu/news/other-news/christian-sentenced-to-5-years/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-56847448
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210104-algerian-jailed-for-3-years-for-political-protest-memes
https://morningstarnews.org/2021/06/pastor-in-algeria-receives-suspended-sentence-and-fine/
https://www.iirf.eu/news/other-news/pastor-receives-suspended-sentence-and-fine/
https://www.meconcern.org/2021/11/23/algeria-pastor-summoned-to-court/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Algeria%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-deteriorating-religious-freedom-conditions-algeria
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Ahmadiyya%20Persecution%20Factsheet.pdf
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Algeria is home to nearly 43 million people, 99 percent of whom 
are estimated to be Sunni Muslim. The remaining 1 percent of the 
population is comprised of Jews, nonbelievers, Muslim minorities 
(including Ahmadiyya and Shi’a Muslims), and Christians (including 
Roman Catholics, Seventh-day Adventists, Methodists, Evangelicals, 
Lutherans, the Reformed Church, and Egyptian Coptic Christians). 
Algeria’s constitution establishes Islam as the official state religion.

Algeria has a long history of repression and persecution of reli-
gious minorities, including against Jews, Baha’is, Protestant Christians, 
and Ahmadiyya Muslims. Despite Algeria’s constitution affording all 
Algerians the right to freedom of opinion and worship, the Algerian 
government limits the free expression and practice of belief through 
the enforcement of laws that favor a particular interpretation of Islam 
and restrict religious activities. Algeria’s penal and information codes 
criminalize blasphemy with punishments including imprisonment for 
up to five years and a fine of up to approximately $829 USD (100,000 
Algerian dinars). Algeria’s Criminal Code also censors publications by 
prohibiting content that is “contrary to Islamic morals.” 

Through Ordinance 06-03 passed in 2006, the Algerian govern-
ment requires all non-Muslim organizations register with the Algerian 
government to conduct affairs and establish places of worship. The 
process for registration has been opaque and poorly implemented, 
yielding legal uncertainty for some non-Muslim religious communities, 
which the government exploits to repress and prosecute religious 
minorities. Ordinance 06-03 also criminalizes proselytization by 
non-Muslims with punishments of up to five years in prison and a 
maximum fine of approximately $8,347 USD (1 million dinar).

Blasphemy and Proselytization Convictions
In January, a court sentenced Hamid Soudad, a Christian, to five years 
in prison for “insulting the prophet of Islam” by sharing a caricature 
of the Prophet on social media. Upon appeal, the Oran City Court 
of Justice upheld the sentence in March. Soudad has appealed the 
verdict, a process that can take over a year, and in the meantime 
remains imprisoned. In April, a court convicted Said Djabelkhir, a 
scholar and free thought leader, of blasphemy for “offending the 
precepts of Islam” and sentenced him to three years in prison and an 
approximately $375 USD fine (50,000 dinar), reportedly after a fellow 
academic filed a complaint that his writings constituted “an attack and 
mockery of the authentic hadiths of the Sunna [the custom and prac-
tice] of the Prophet,” and had caused individuals psychological harm.

In March, authorities sentenced opposition activist Walid Kechida 
to three years in prison for insulting President Abdelmadjid Tebboune 
and “offending the precepts” of Islam in internet memes. Also, in April 
authorities detained Christian convert Foudhil Bahloul, interrogating 
him on his conversion, searching his house, and confiscating Chris-
tian materials. In July 2021, a court sentenced Bahloul to six months 
imprisonment and fined approximately $750 USD (100,000 dinar) 
for “illegally accepting donations” from religious groups when local 
Christians raised funds to help him cover costs after he lost his job 
due to his conversion.

In June, a court upheld a proselytization conviction against pas-
tor and bookshop owner Rachid Mohamed Seighir and his book 
shop assistant Mouh Hamimi for “printing, storing, or distributing 
materials that can ‘shake’ the faith of a Muslim,” sentencing them to 
a suspended one-year prison sentence and an approximately $1,500 

USD (200,000 dinar) fine. In August, alleged plainclothes agents 
abducted Algerian national, Christian convert, and UN-recognized 
refugee Slimane Bouhafs in Tunisia and transferred him to Algeria, 
where he remains detained on several charges including blasphemy. 
In October, advocates reported that two Ahmadiyya Muslims were 
convicted of defamation based on religion and denigration of com-
mon rituals of Islam and unlicensed fundraising and sentenced to two 
years in prison, although they were not incarcerated after the verdict 
due to time served awaiting trial for six months.

Restrictions on Houses of Worship
In 2021, Algerian authorities continued to uphold and implement 
restrictions on houses of worship for both Protestants and Ahmadi-
yya Muslims. Since 2017, Algerian officials have ordered the closure 
of 20 Protestant churches. The Algerian government justifies these 
closures by citing Ordinance 06-03, which requires that non-Muslim 
religious organizations register to establish houses of worship. Protes-
tant organizations report that government authorities systematically 
refuse to provide them the necessary receipt for registration, effec-
tively rendering their activities illegal. In June 2021, a court in Oran 
ordered the physical sealing of three churches despite the ongoing 
appeal by the Protestant community protesting the order for their 
closure. In November, a court charged the leader of the country’s 
largest Protestant church and three other Christians with worshiping 
without the prior approval of the National Commission for Non-Mus-
lim Religious Groups. 

Algerian authorities have also restricted Ahmadiyya Muslims 
from establishing houses of worship. The Algerian government, which 
does not consider Ahmadiyya Muslims to be Muslims, has required 
that the Ahmadiyya Muslim community register as a non-Muslim 
organization under Ordinance 06-03. Since doing so would violate 
Ahmadiyya Muslims’ conscience, as the community considers them-
selves Muslim, the Ahmadiyya community remains unregistered in 
Algeria and is subject to forced closure of its mosques and prosecution 
for unauthorized gathering under existing regulations. The majority of 
pending court cases against Ahmadiyya Muslims pertain to accusa-
tions of unauthorized gatherings for the purposes of worship.

Key U.S. Policy
The United States is one of Algeria’s top trading partners, and profes-
sional exchanges play a valuable role in strengthening the U.S.-Algeria 
law enforcement and security partnership at both the senior and 
working levels. The U.S.-Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) “has 
supported the work of Algeria’s civil society through programming 
that provides training to journalists, businesspeople, female entre-
preneurs and parliamentarians, legal professionals, and the heads of 
leading non-governmental organizations.”

In April, U.S. Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken spoke with 
Algeria’s Foreign Minister Sabri Boukadoum over the phone and 
discussed strengthening the bilateral relationship founded on shared 
values and mutual interests. In July, a group of bipartisan Senators 
sent a letter to Secretary Blinken requesting that the State Depart-
ment take action against systematic, discriminatory treatment toward 
members of religious minority groups. On November 15, the State 
Department placed Algeria on its Special Watch List for the first time 
for severe violations of religious freedom. 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/algeria/#people-and-society
https://www.joradp.dz/TRV/FConsti.pdf
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jews-of-algeria
https://bahai-library.com/momen_smith_developments_1957-1988
https://appg-ahmadiyyamuslim.org.uk/report/
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/eoir/legacy/2013/06/10/algeria.pdf
https://iirf.eu/news/other-news/christian-sentenced-to-5-years/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-56847448
https://humanists.international/2021/04/algeria-drop-charges-against-humanist-academic-on-trial-for-alleged-blasphemy/
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210104-algerian-jailed-for-3-years-for-political-protest-memes
https://morningstarnews.org/2021/06/pastor-in-algeria-receives-suspended-sentence-and-fine/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/09/algerian-refugee-deported-from-tunisia-now-imprisoned-in-algeria/
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2021/june/algeria-returns-protestant-church-christians-courts-epa.html
https://jubileecampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Algeria-Rejoinder.pdf
https://www.meconcern.org/2021/11/23/algeria-pastor-summoned-to-court/
https://jubileecampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Algeria-Rejoinder.pdf
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/algeria/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-algeria/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-algerian-foreign-minister-boukadoum/
https://www.rubio.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/2021/7/rubio-colleagues-urge-state-department-to-address-religious-freedom-violations-in-algeria
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

AZERBAIJAN

• Include Azerbaijan on the U.S. Depart-
ment of State’s Special Watch List for 
engaging in or tolerating severe violations 
of religious freedom pursuant to the Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Work with the government of Azerbaijan to 
revise the 2009 religion law, as most recently 
amended in 2021, to comply with interna-
tional human rights standards and to bring 
it into conformity with recommendations 
made in 2012 by the Council of Europe’s 
Venice Commission and the OSCE;

• Assist the Azerbaijani government, in col-
laboration with international partners, to 
develop an alternative civilian service and 
permit conscientious objection pursuant 
to its commitment made to the Council of 
Europe, obligations under international 
human rights law, and the Azerbaijani con-
stitution; and

• Allocate funding to the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID) and 
U.S. Embassy in Baku to restore, pre-
serve, and protect places of worship 

and other religious or cultural sites in 
Nagorno-Karabakh and surrounding 
territories.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Raise concerns, through public hearings 
and other actions, about Azerbaijan’s 
religious freedom and broader human 
rights abuses, including treatment of 
the MUM, directly with the Azerbaijani 
Embassy and other government officials 
and advocate for the release of all prison-
ers of conscience.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Azerbaijan generally 
trended negatively, with a few notable positive developments. In 
the beginning of the year, the Azerbaijani government unexpect-

edly announced plans to amend the country’s restrictive 2009 law 
On Freedom of Religious Beliefs (religion law); these amendments 
passed swiftly and entered into force mid-year. Several entities, 
including USCIRF and the Council of Europe’s Venice Commission, 
had previously called for the government to revise the law to guar-
antee the protection of freedom of religion or belief and to remove 
provisions that constituted violations of this right. The amendments 
not only failed to address existing problems but also introduced 
new restrictions on religious communities. Prominent among those 
additions were requirements that the government approve the 
appointment of essentially all religious leaders; religious commu-
nities cease religious activity in the absence of an appointed cleric; 
certain categories of religious activities only take place in approved 
spaces; and worship and religious ceremonies only be carried out 
by Azerbaijani citizens, unless given express permission other-
wise. Moreover, despite public urging, the Azerbaijani government 
declined to seek feedback on the amendments from the general 
public or international organizations such as the Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). 

Ongoing issues stemming from the religion law and other 
policies that impact the exercise of freedom of religion or belief 
also saw no improvement. During 2021, the government did not 
register any non-Muslim religious communities that had pending 
applications under the religion law. According to the official State 
Committee for Work with Religious Associations (SCWRA), the 
government registered at least 16 Muslim communities. Although 
sources stated that the Azerbaijani government was considering 
adopting a civilian alternative to mandatory military service for con-
scientious objectors, nongovernmental organization (NGO) Forum 
18 reported that an official from the Presidential Administration 

refuted that claim. Azerbaijan’s human rights commissioner addi-
tionally hinted that the government may repeal a ban prohibiting 
women and girls from wearing headscarves in passport photos.

In mid-March, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev unexpectedly 
pardoned 31 religious activists, many of whom were considered 
members of the Muslim Unity Movement (MUM), as part of a 
broader release of prisoners ahead of the Novruz holiday. The 
pardon and release of other religious activists upon the completion 
of their sentences brought down the total number of individuals 
imprisoned for their religious affiliations or activities to between 
11–21 prisoners. However, law enforcement authorities detained 
or arrested other religious activists throughout the year, including 
MUM members Razi Humbatov and Vugar Hajiyev, and briefly 
rounded up a number of Shi’a Muslim clerics before releasing all 
but one of them.

Concerns remained regarding the protection and preserva-
tion of religious and cultural heritage sites in Nagorno-Karabakh 
and the territories returned to Azerbaijani control following the 
November 2020 ceasefire between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Cau-
casus Heritage Watch, a research initiative supported by Cornell 
University, documented through satellite imagery the razing of 
two Armenian cemeteries and a mosque. It also catalogued several 
churches that appeared damaged or that researchers considered 
“threatened” due to nearby construction projects. And while the 
Azerbaijani government announced in 2020 that two soldiers would 
face charges for destroying Armenian gravestones, authorities have 
since refused to release any information regarding those cases. 
In December, the International Court of Justice ordered Azerbai-
jan to “take all necessary measures to prevent and punish acts of 
vandalism and desecration affecting Armenian cultural heritage, 
including . . . churches and other places of worship . . . [and] cem-
eteries.” Finally, Azerbaijani military forces reportedly blocked a 
group of pilgrims from visiting monasteries in these areas.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

https://media.az/society/1067810127/v-zakon-o-svobode-veroispovedaniya-predlagaetsya-vnesti-izmeneniya/
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-concerned-azerbaijan-religion-law-amendments-condition
https://scwra.gov.az/upload/editor/files/Dini%20qurumlar/2021.pdf
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2695
https://www.azernews.az/nation/176940.html
https://www.azadliq.org/a/31157641.html
https://eurasianet.org/amid-tensions-with-iran-azerbaijan-detains-shia-clerics
https://caucasusheritage.cornell.edu/index.php/report
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/Azerbaijan%20Chapter%20AR2021.pdf
https://eurasianet.org/one-year-after-arrests-for-war-crimes-azerbaijan-remains-silent
https://www.icj-cij.org/public/files/case-related/180/180-20211207-SUM-01-00-EN.pdf
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2671
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Background
The U.S. government estimates the population of Azerbaijan at nearly 
10.3 million people. Roughly 97 percent of citizens are Muslim, with 
around 65 percent identifying as Shi’a Muslim and 35 percent iden-
tifying as Sunni Muslim. The remaining less than three percent of 
the population comprises atheists, Armenian Apostolics, Catholics, 
Georgian Orthodox, members of the International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Jews, Molokans, Protestants, 
and Russian Orthodox.

Although Azerbaijan defines itself as a secular state whose con-
stitution requires the separation of state and religion, the Azerbaijani 
government conversely actively involves itself in, regulates, and inter-
feres in religious affairs. Primarily, it has legislated an increasingly 
complex set of regulations that require official approval, consent, or 
notification for most religious activities.

Problematic Amendments to the Religion Law
In February, chair of the SCWRA Mubariz Gurbanli stated that the 
government planned to introduce changes to the country’s religion 
law to “further improve the legal framework regulating the sphere 
of religion.” In the following months, Azerbaijan’s National Assembly 
rapidly considered and passed a series of amendments that the Presi-
dent signed into law on June 16, 2021. Rather than reduce bureaucratic 
barriers to the free practice and expression of one’s beliefs, the updates 
further tightened existing restrictions on worship and other religious 
activities. Several additions to the law require government authorization 
or notification for certain actions, such as holding “mass religious wor-
ship, rites, and ceremonies” outside designated places of worship and 
organizing religious pilgrimages abroad. Furthermore, the appointment 
of all religious leaders in the country requires official approval, and 
religious communities must cease religious activities in the absence of 
an approved religious figure until a new one is appointed. The law also 
bans “forcing children to believe in a religion,” which a representative of 
the official Caucasus Muslim Board claimed would only apply to “certain 
religious movements whose participation in rituals and religious conver-
sations is not considered appropriate by the state.” The representative 
clarified that it would not prevent children from practicing Azerbaijan’s 
“traditional religions,” namely Islam, Christianity, and Judaism, despite 
concerns that the vagueness of the amendment would give law enforce-
ment such wide discretion that it could easily be abused. 

Imprisonment of Religious Activists
Various NGOs have maintained lists of political prisoners in Azerbaijan 
for years. In recent years, the total number of individuals imprisoned 
in connection with their religious activism has continued to decrease. 
In March, President Aliyev issued a sweeping pardon in advance of 
the Novruz holiday that released from prison an estimated 31 reli-
gious activists, the majority of whom had some connection to the 

MUM. Other individuals were released following the completion of 
their sentences. By the end of the year, NGOs assessed that between 
11–21 religious activists remained behind bars, a significant drop 
compared to previous years. In spite of these releases, however, a 
report by the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe found 
that “the problem of political prisoners in Azerbaijan. . . has been 
neither duly recognized nor adequately addressed by the authorities, 
let alone resolved.”

Authorities continued to detain or arrest others, ostensibly on 
charges related to their religious affiliations or activities. In May, 
authorities detained MUM representative Elchin Gasimli for unclear 
reasons. In July, news outlets reported the detention of Razi Hum-
batov, a MUM member, on seemingly spurious drug charges that 
he believed were in retaliation for his criticism of the government. 
According to human rights defenders, Humbatov was tortured for 
six days to extract a confession. Yet another MUM member, Vugar 
Hajiyev, was also arrested during this period on similar charges. 
Relevant to the ongoing official pressure against the MUM, human 
rights activists in the country maintained that authorities continued 
to restrict access to the settlement of Nardaran, often associated 
with the group, and enforced a ban on visiting mosques there. In 
October, Azerbaijan’s State Security Service detained six Shi’a reli-
gious leaders, including cleric Ilgar Ibrahimoglu, likely as a result of 
increased tensions between Azerbaijan and Iran. Family members 
reported that government agents brought the clerics in for question-
ing and confiscated several personal possessions, including phones, 
computers, and religious books. Ultimately, all but one individual 
were released by the end of the reporting period.

Key U.S. Policy
The bilateral relationship between the United States and Azerbaijan 
is motivated mainly by joint efforts to promote European energy 
security, increase trade and investment, and combat terrorism and 
transnational threats. In its role as a cochair—along with France and 
the Russian Federation—of the OSCE Minsk Group, the United States 
also continued to push for a peaceful settlement of the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict.

The State Department engaged the Azerbaijani government 
publicly on religious freedom and human rights concerns. In March, 
the Office of International Religious Freedom welcomed the Novruz 
pardoning of hundreds of individuals and called for the release of all 
prisoners of conscience. In June, the same office criticized the gov-
ernment’s passage of new restrictive amendments to the country’s 
religion law. Over the course of the year, U.S. Ambassador to Azerbai-
jan Earle D. Litzenberger visited Quba, where he noted the country’s 
“spirit of tolerance,” and the Azerbaijani exclave of Nakhchivan, where 
it has been difficult to monitor religious freedom conditions. It is not 
clear whether the ambassador raised issues related to religious free-
dom during that trip.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Stalled Progress in Azerbaijan
• Factsheet: Destruction of Cemeteries
• Interview: Azerbaijan and Turkey Should Be Included in Special Watch List (in ArmNews TV)
• Press Statement: USCIRF Concerned by Azerbaijan Religion Law Amendments, Condition of Ghazanchetsots Cathedral

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/azerbaijan/#people-and-society
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/azerbaijan/#people-and-society
https://state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/azerbaijan/
https://static.president.az/upload/Files/2018/03/09/4t31ckpjia_Konstitusiya_ENG.pdf
https://media.az/society/1067810127/v-zakon-o-svobode-veroispovedaniya-predlagaetsya-vnesti-izmeneniya/
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2666
https://president.az/az/articles/view/52128
https://oc-media.org/constitutional-change-does-not-dampen-azerbaijan-ashura-commemorations/
https://oc-media.org/aliyev-pardons-625-in-novruz-amnesty/
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2021/1/free/Social/en/537.htm
https://pace.coe.int/en/news/8370/problem-of-political-prisoners-in-azerbaijan-neither-recognised-nor-adequately-addressed-let-alone-resolved-says-follow-up-report
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2021/5/free/Social/en/3810.htm
https://www.eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/56067/
https://www.eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/56129/
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2021/7/free/Social/en/6112.htm/001
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2021/8/free/Social/ru/7068.htm
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2021/3/free/Social/en/1815.htm
https://eurasianet.org/amid-tensions-with-iran-azerbaijan-detains-shia-clerics
https://state.gov/u-s-relations-with-azerbaijan/
https://www.osce.org/mg
https://twitter.com/StateIRF/status/1374759733316444162
https://twitter.com/StateIRF/status/1405636701914025987
https://twitter.com/azembassyus/status/1445504838863704070
https://az.usembassy.gov/ambassador-litzenberger-received-a-warm-welcome-for-his-first-ever-trip-to-the-nakhchivan-autonomous-republic/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Azerbaijan%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Destruction%20of%20Cemeteries_0.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/countries/armnews-tv-chair-maenza-azerbaijan-and-turkey-should-be-included-special-watch-list
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-concerned-azerbaijan-religion-law-amendments-condition
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC

• Include CAR on the U.S. Department 
of State’s Special Watch List (SWL) for 
engaging in and tolerating severe vio-
lations of religious freedom pursuant to 
the International Religious Freedom Act 
(IRFA);

• Provide financial, administrative, and 
diplomatic support to the SCC and other 
investigations into ethnoreligious tar-
geting and other human rights abuses 

by state actors or state-backed foreign 
fighters in CAR, including urging the CAR 
government to cease all obstructions to 
such investigations;

• Impose targeted sanctions on CAR gov-
ernment agencies and officials and other 
relevant foreign actors responsible for 
severe violations of religious freedom by 
freezing those individuals’ assets and/or 
barring their entry into the United States 

under human rights related financial and 
visa authorities, citing specific religious 
freedom violations; and

• Continue to allocate funding for humani-
tarian assistance, including for refugees, 
internally displaced persons (IDPs), and 
returnees, as well as funding programs 
to rebuild mosques destroyed during the 
civil conflict.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions deteriorated in the Central 
African Republic (CAR). Following a year of progress and reduced 
religious freedom violations in 2020, violence on the basis of 

religion, especially the targeting of Muslim minorities, appears to 
have increased in CAR in 2021. CAR authorities in select prefec-
tures and state-backed foreign fighters with links to the Russian 
government committed arbitrary detentions, extrajudicial killings, 
and torture and inhumane treatment against Muslims based on 
their assumed affiliation with rebel groups due to their religious or 
ethnoreligious identity. 

In February, national security forces and foreign fighters  
overran a mosque in Bambari and shot dead at least three Muslims. 
In May, CAR authorities arrested a Muslim shopkeeper in Kaga 
Bandoro and the next day his charred body was found on the out-
skirts of town, cut into pieces. In June, foreign fighters reportedly 
stormed the home of the Sultan of Koui and insisted he and two 
companions accompany them. The Russian-linked fighters returned 
a few hours later and told the Sultan’s family that he and his com-
panions had been killed by a landmine. A United Nations (UN) 
human rights investigation found that they had in fact been shot. 
A few months later, foreign fighters reportedly raided the home of 
the second most influential Muslim cleric in Koui, the imam of Koui 
central mosque, and disappeared him after harassing him for weeks 
to stop teaching children in the Quranic School. 

In January, CAR security forces arrested a Muslim man accused 
of being an informant to rebel groups and tortured him for two 
days to obtain a confession. In April, CAR authorities in Bambari 
arbitrarily arrested 18 Muslim civilians and subjected them to cruel, 
inhumane, and degrading treatment. Also in April, CAR authorities 
arrested a Muslim trader and beat him and confiscated his motor-
bike and a sum of money. In May, CAR security forces in Bang 
arrested and tortured 20 Muslim civilians due to their perceived 
association with a local armed group.

The CAR government has opened investigations into some 
of these allegations against national security forces and foreign 
fighters, but it has thus far not held anyone accountable for these 
violations and has even obstructed some investigations. CAR 
authorities have also obstructed the work of the Special Crimi-
nal Court (SCC), a hybrid court mandated to investigate and try 
individuals responsible for grave human rights abuses during the 
civil war.

Muslim Central Africans also continue to face discrimination 
and displacement. Government authorities charge Muslims higher 
fees and fines than non-Muslims for the same services or penalties. 
Displacement increased in 2021, with more than 100,000 Central 
Africans newly displaced. Although data is lacking, analysts familiar 
with the situation on the ground assess that Muslims are dispropor-
tionately represented among CAR’s displaced population.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Central African Republic
• Factsheet: Religious Tensions and Fulani Communities in West and Central Africa
• Podcast: Central African Republic: From Sectarian Violence to Progress on Religious Freedom

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.thedailybeast.com/this-is-how-russia-is-pulling-off-a-free-for-all-murderous-rampage-in-central-african-republic
https://humanglemedia.com/central-african-republic-cleric-missing-after-home-raid-by-russian-mercenaries/
https://humanglemedia.com/central-african-republic-cleric-missing-after-home-raid-by-russian-mercenaries/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N21/142/64/PDF/N2114264.pdf?OpenElement
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2F2021%2F867&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-to-car-military-russian-mercenaries-stop-obstructing-rights-investigations/6453379.html
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/car#_ga=2.82748950.1288576373.1646675849-374953757.1646675849
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-06/2021%20Central%20African%20Region%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-07/2020%20Factsheet%20-%20Fulani%20Communities_FINAL.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/central-african-republic-sectarian-violence-progress-religious-freedom
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Background
CAR’s constitution provides for freedom of religion and equal pro-
tection under the law regardless of religion. It prohibits all forms of 
religious intolerance and “religious fundamentalism.” The law also 
requires the head of state to take an oath of office that includes a 
promise to fulfill the duties of the office without any consideration of 
religion. Roughly 89 percent of CAR’s population identify as Christian, 
while nine percent identify as Muslim, one percent practice folk reli-
gions, and one percent are religiously unaffiliated. 

In 2012, predominantly Muslim militias in CAR’s north mobilized 
and marched on the capital in response to longstanding grievances 
based in the government’s marginalization of and discrimination 
against Muslim minorities. In response, militias from predominantly 
Christian- and folk religion-practicing communities mobilized for 
self-protection and began retaliating against Muslim civilian com-
munities. This triggered more than half a decade of political and 
ethnoreligious violence, including attacks on individuals based on 
their religious identity and deliberate attacks on houses of worship 
and religious enclaves in cities across CAR. Muslim minorities bore the 
brunt of the conflict, with violence displacing an estimated 80 percent 
of CAR’s Muslim population in the first two years. In light of these 
violations, from 2015 to 2019 USCIRF recommended that the State 
Department designate CAR as a “country of particular concern,” or 
CPC, under IRFA for engaging in or tolerating particularly severe 
religious freedom violations.

In 2019, the CAR government signed a peace accord with 14 
armed groups. CAR authorities also began to increase cooperation 
with Russian nationals, including fighters affiliated with the Wagner 
Group, a military contractor with ties to the Russian government. In 
2017, the UN Security Council loosened an arms embargo on CAR 
to facilitate Russian security assistance and training to the CAR gov-
ernment, and by 2021 there were an estimated 1,200 Russian-linked 
fighters operating there. In 2019 and 2020, instances of religious 
violence decreased leading USCIRF to recommend SWL status, a 
lesser category, for CAR in 2020 and then to remove CAR from its 
SWL recommendations in its 2021 Annual Report.

However, following contested elections at the end of 2020 and 
the remobilization of a united rebel militia, state-sponsored abuses 
against Muslims have been on the rise. In June, the UN Secretary 
General found that targeted arrests of alleged rebel collaborators 
“disproportionately affected religious and ethnic minorities such 
as Muslims and Fulanis.” A joint human rights investigation by the 
UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central 
African Republic (MINUSCA) and the Office of the High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) reported a notable “increase in 
targeted attacks against the civilian population, especially Mus-
lims,” in several prefectures and found that CAR authorities used 
a state of emergency in early 2021 to commit abuses that “specifi-
cally targeted certain communities (Muslims and Peuhl).” 

Executions, Abductions, and Torture
In 2021, CAR authorities and state-sanctioned foreign fighters with 
links to the Russian government killed or facilitated the execution 
of Muslims on the basis of their religious identities. These violations 
included shooting three Muslims as they exited a mosque in Bam-
bari, abducting and allegedly dismembering a Muslim shopkeeper 
in Kaga Bandoro, and abducting and allegedly executing Muslim 
leaders in Koui in June and October. CAR authorities also subjected 
religious minorities to torture and inhumane treatment, detaining 
and torturing at least 39 Muslim civilians in four separate incidents 
detailed in the Key Findings section. . 

Obstructions of Justice
The CAR government has been inconsistent in its response to the 
abuse and religious targeting committed by its security forces and 
partners. In May, the Minister of Justice and Human Rights established 
a Special Commission of Inquiry to investigate allegations of human 
rights abuses, among other infractions, committed by state-backed 
security personnel in the country between December 2020 and April 
2021. However, the UN recently criticized actions the CAR govern-
ment has taken to obstruct ongoing human rights investigations in 
the country. 

National security forces have also obstructed judicial institu-
tions from fulfilling their mandates. In November, the SCC issued a 
warrant for the arrest of Hassan Bouba Ali, a former armed group 
leader and current government official. However, national security 
forces prevented the SCC from accessing Mr. Bouba for his scheduled 
appearance and released him in contravention of the SCC’s warrant. 

Houses of Worship
In April, government authorities collaborated with local civil society 
and the UN to rehabilitate and reopen the Petevo mosque in Ban-
gui. While this demonstrates progress, Muslims in CAR continue to 
struggle to access houses of worship, as the civil conflict destroyed 
an estimated 417 of the country’s 435 mosques.

Key U.S. Policy
The U.S. government continued to support religious freedom efforts in 
CAR, including increasing its financial support for the SCC and imposing 
sanctions on a warlord who broke with the 2019 peace accord. The 
United States also continued to restrict defense assistance to the CAR 
government because “control mechanisms for the use of U.S.-provided 
equipment had not been fully implemented.” In 2022, U.S. Ambas-
sador to the UN Linda Thomas Greenfield expressed deep concern 
over human rights abuses in CAR during a Security Council meeting, 
specifically calling out CAR security forces and foreign mercenaries for 
targeting predominantly Muslim communities.

https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/240282-CENTRAL-AFRICAN-REPUBLIC-2020-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/central-african-republic/#people-and-society
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Policy%20Update-CAR%20Factsheet%20October%202017.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Policy%20Update-CAR%20Factsheet%20October%202017.pdf
https://www.peaceagreements.org/viewmasterdocument/2147
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/31/world/africa/russia-military-africa.html?
https://www.undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2FRES%2F2399(2018)&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/central-africa/central-african-republic/russias-influence-central-african-republic
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/central-africa/central-african-republic/russias-influence-central-african-republic
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-06/2021%20Central%20African%20Region%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2F2021%2F867&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://www.thedailybeast.com/this-is-how-russia-is-pulling-off-a-free-for-all-murderous-rampage-in-central-african-republic
https://humanglemedia.com/central-african-republic-cleric-missing-after-home-raid-by-russian-mercenaries/
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2F2021%2F867&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-to-car-military-russian-mercenaries-stop-obstructing-rights-investigations/6453379.html
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3959020?ln=en
https://minusca.unmissions.org/en/symbolic-reopening-petevo-mosque
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Policy%20Update-CAR%20Factsheet%20October%202017.pdf
https://cf.usembassy.gov/united-states-announces-3-million-in-additional-support-to-the-special-criminal-court/
https://cf.usembassy.gov/imposing-sanctions-on-car-militia-leader/
https://cf.usembassy.gov/imposing-sanctions-on-car-militia-leader/
https://cf.usembassy.gov/21886/
https://hosted.ap.org/article/9e349fbffef2baa5d4a405260a8a6d68/us-and-france-attack-actions-russian-mercenaries-car
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

CUBA

• Maintain Cuba on the U.S. Department of 
State’s Special Watch List for engaging in 
or tolerating severe violations of religious 
freedom pursuant to the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Impose targeted sanctions on Cuban 
government agencies and officials respon-
sible for severe violations of religious 

freedom—including Caridad Diego, head 
of the ORA—by freezing those individuals’ 
assets and/or barring their entry into the 
United States under human rights related 
financial and visa authorities, citing specific 
religious freedom violations; and

• Encourage Cuban authorities to extend an 
official invitation for unrestricted visits by 

USCIRF, the U.S. Ambassador at Large for 
International Religious Freedom, and the 
United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur 
on freedom of religion or belief.

The U.S. Congress should: 

• Support legislation to require sanctions 
against Cuban officials responsible for 
severe violations of religious freedom.

In 2021, religious freedom in Cuba remained highly restricted. The 
Cuban government continued to use surveillance, harassment, 
and ad hoc interpretations of legislation to suppress religious 

freedom and persecute religious freedom advocates. During 
2021, the Cuban government’s crackdown on widespread protests 
severely impacted religious communities.

On July 11, Cubans all over the country held unprecedented, 
large-scale protests, initially in response to the deepening economic 
and COVID crises and eventually encompassing criticisms of the 
Cuban government’s rule and crackdown on human rights. In the 
largest demonstrations in decades, protesters rallied for liberty and 
freedom, chanting “Patria y Vida” (“homeland and life”). The Cuban 
authorities responded by detaining, often violently, an estimated 
700 demonstrators and activists. Those detained included several 
religious leaders and members of religious communities. For exam-
ple, Pastor José Alvarez Devesa was beaten by police in Camaguey 
and released the following day. At the end of the year, an unknown 
number of protesters, including religious leaders and members of 
religious communities, remained detained, disappeared, and under 
house arrest. Others were released during 2021 but continued to 
face ongoing harassment. Many were held incommunicado without 
access to family or legal support. Cuban authorities have charged 
some of the detained individuals with crimes such as inciting unrest 
and disobedience and held mass “trials” that lack any semblance of 
due process. Some faced criminal charges, including “disrespect” 
and “public disorder,” while others were placed under house arrest 
or fined. 

Four months later, a group of artists and activists known as 
Archipiélago planned another country-wide protest for November 
15. In the weeks preceding the protest, the nongovernmental orga-
nization Christian Solidarity Worldwide received over 30 reports of 
authorities targeting religious leaders and religious freedom advo-
cates. Police issued summons and interrogated religious leaders 
about their connection to the planned protest or warned them not 

to participate in the protest under threat of arrest. Others were 
placed under house arrest in the weeks leading up to the protest. 
As a result of the government’s repression of religious and lay 
community leaders before November 15, the protests did not take 
place as planned.  

Additionally, the Office of Religious Affairs (ORA) continued 
its repressive enforcement of religious restrictions. The Law of 
Associations requires religious organizations to apply to the Min-
istry of Justice (MOJ), where the ORA is housed, for registration. 
Despite existing criteria, registration decisions are often arbitrary 
and discriminatory. Unregistered religious groups are particularly 
vulnerable, as membership or association with an unregistered 
religious group is a crime. The ORA exercises direct and arbi-
trary control over the affairs of registered religious organizations, 
requiring permission for virtually any activity other than regular 
worship services. 

A month after the July protests, the Cuban government 
enacted a new telecommunications law that severely restricts 
freedom of expression online and threatens religious freedom. 
Under Decree-Law 35, telecommunications providers must inter-
rupt, suspend, or terminate their services when a user disseminates 
“fake” information or affects “public morality” and the “respect 
of public order.” This effectively criminalizes online criticism of 
the government and incitement to “public disturbances,” which 
is the same term the government used to describe the peaceful 
July 11 protests. 

The government continued to target independent journalist 
Yoel Suárez and his family for his reporting on religious freedom 
issues. This ongoing harassment prompted the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) to request that the Cuban 
government protect the rights to life and personal integrity of 
Suárez and his family and allow him to “carry out his activities as an 
independent journalist without being subjected to acts of violence, 
intimidation, harassment and detention.”

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Podcast: Protests in Cuba Impact Religious Freedom
• Factsheet: Protests in Cuba and Religious Freedom
• Podcast: Santería in Cuba
• Factsheet: Santería in Cuba 

https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/religioso-responsabiliza-a-seguridad-del-estado-por-apedreamiento-a-su-iglesia-en-semana-santa/291759.html
https://translatingcuba.com/more-than-187000-cubans-participated-in-584-protests-during-july/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/28/world/americas/cuba-protests-crackdown-arrests.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-condemns-detention-religious-leaders-amid-protests-cuba
https://thecatholicspirit.com/news/nation-and-world/cuban-bishops-call-for-dialogue-as-island-reels-from-protests/
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/contin%C3%BAan-desde-cuba-las-denuncias-por-los-familiares-desaparecidos-tras-sublevaci%C3%B3n-popular-el-11j/300344.html
https://www.csw.org.uk/HomelandFaithLife
https://evangelicalfocus.com/world/12484/two-evangelical-pastors-remain-detained-in-cuba
https://www.voanews.com/a/americas_59-cuban-protesters-prosecuted-so-far-hundreds-were-arrested/6208669.html
https://translatingcuba.com/relatives-of-those-arrested-on-july-11-denounce-the-lack-of-justice-in-cuba/
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/07/26/press/5358/article.htm
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/11/16/press/5481/article.htm
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/la-oficina-de-asuntos-religiosos-amenaza-con-detenciones-a-los-religiosos-que-se-manifiesten-15n/307370.html
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/cuba/
https://www.cibercuba.com/noticias/2021-03-16-u199482-e199482-s27061-relator-onu-dice-cuba-ley-permite-prohibir-penalizar
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/new-cuban-decree-tightens-controls-social-media-sparking-outrage-2021-08-18/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/08/25/cuba-telecommunications-decree-curtails-free-speech
http://media.cubadebate.cu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/goc-2021-o92-comprimido.pdf
https://www.csw.org.uk/HomelandFaithLife
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/08/18/press/5373/article.htm
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/seguridad-del-estado-reitera-amenaza-contra-escritor-yoe-su%C3%A1rez/283622.html
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1614679465_29222.html
https://www.cswusa.org/yoesuarez
https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/jsForm/?File=/en/iachr/media_center/preleases/2021/101.asp
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/protests-cuba-impact-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021%20Cuba%20Factsheet.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/santeria-cuba
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Santeria%20in%20Cuba.pdf
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Background
While there are no independent sources on Cuba’s religious demo-
graphics, a reported 60–70 percent of Cuba’s estimated population 
of 11.1 million self-identify as Catholic. Approximately 25–30 per-
cent identify as unaffiliated or another religion, such as Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, Methodists, Seventh-day Adventists, Anglicans, Presby-
terians, Episcopalians, Buddhists, Muslims, Jews, Quakers, Moravians, 
and members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. An 
estimated 70 percent of Cubans engage in one or more practices 
associated with Santería, a syncretic religion borne out of the Yoruba 
tradition mixed with elements of Catholicism.

Cuba is a one-party system under the ruling Cuban Communist 
Party, with no independent judiciary. The state tightly controls reli-
gious institutions. A new constitution adopted in April 2019 protects 
the freedom of religion or belief and prohibits religious discrimination, 
but provisions in the penal and administrative codes contravene these 
protections, such as Decree-Law 35. A timetable was set to review and 
amend corresponding legislation to codify the constitutional changes, 
including the Law of Associations. However, this process has been 
delayed, resulting in some constitutional rights existing only on paper. 

Detention of Religious Leaders following  
July 11 Protests
USCIRF received reports of a number of religious leaders and members 
of religious communities detained during and following the July 11 
protests. Select cases are included in USCIRF’s Freedom of Religion or 
Belief Victims List, including Christian pastors and Santería practitioners. 

Reverend Lorenzo Rosales Fajardo of the independent Monte 
de Sion Independent Church participated in the July 11 protests and 
was detained that day. In the months since his detention, Rosales 
Fajardo endured beatings, degrading treatment by prison guards, 
and the denial of familial contact. The government sought to impose 
a 10-year sentence and tried him in December on charges of “disre-
spect,” “assault,” “criminal incitement,” and “public disorder.” He 
was told he would be sentenced in January 2022, but the process has 
been repeatedly delayed. 

In the Santería community, at least five members of the indepen-
dent and unregistered Free Yoruba Association of Cuba (Asociación 
de Yorubas Libres de Cuba or “Free Yorubas”) were detained for 
their participation in the protests, while others were fined. Donaida 
Pérez Paseiro, President of the Free Yorubas, and Loreto Hernández 
García, the community’s vice president, were detained and charged 
with “public disorder,” “disobedience,” “spreading the epidemic,” and 
“incitement.” USCIRF received reports in January 2022 indicating that 
Paseiro and Hernández García were on trial at that time. Prosecutors 
were reportedly seeking eight years imprisonment for both of them.

Harassment of Religious Communities and Leaders
During 2021, Cuban authorities harassed and intimidated certain 
religious communities and their leaders. The Cuban government 

continued to harass Pastor Alain Toledano Valiente, leader of the 
Emanuel Church in Santiago de Cuba and member of the Apos-
tolic Movement, an unregistered religious group. Pastor Toledano 
received several police summons falsely accusing him and his church 
of holding services allegedly in contravention of COVID protocols, 
which banned such gatherings. However, Pastor Toledano produced 
written permission from the MOJ that guaranteed his right to hold 
services with proper health protocols starting in August and testified 
that his congregation observed all such protocols. Yet, in August, 
police arbitrarily detained Pastor Toledano in his home for holding 
a service and threatened to charge him with the crime of “spreading 
the epidemic.” Followers of Pastor Toledano also suffered threats 
and intimidation from police. 

Police searched the residence of Pastor Karel Parra Rosabal, 
leader of the unregistered Fuego y Dinámica Apostolic Church in 
Jobabo and owner of a small bicycle repair shop. In January, police 
conducted a search of the pastor’s home, informed him that he was 
under arrest for the crime of “hoarding” due to the number of tools he 
owns for the bicycle repair shop, and confiscated nearly $2,000 USD 
(50,000 Cuban pesos) worth of his equipment. Pastor Parra Rosabal 
was detained for 10 days. 

Key U.S. Policy
Upon taking office, the Biden administration considered taking a 
review of the United States’ policy toward Cuba. The administra-
tion indicated that the forthcoming policy would put democracy 
and human rights at its center and empower the Cuban people 
to determine their own future. Following the July 11 protests, the 
administration and members of Congress declared their support for 
the Cuban people and denounced the detentions and violence by 
Cuban authorities. President Joseph R. Biden expressed solidarity 
with Cuban protesters asserting their fundamental rights and later 
reiterated his support and unequivocally condemned the arrests and 
sham trials. Congress drew attention to the situation and expressed 
solidarity with the Cuban people, including by holding a hearing on 
the protests and resulting crackdown and introducing legislation and 
resolutions such as Senate Res. 310 and H.Res.760, which condemn the 
Cuban regime’s acts of repression and call for the release of arbitrarily 
detained Cuban citizens.

The U.S. government continued to impose robust sanctions 
against Cuban officials. The Biden administration took steps to hold 
accountable those responsible for repression in the wake of the July 
11 protests, including issuing sanctions under the Global Magnitsky 
Human Rights Accountability Act on Cuban security forces on July 
22, July 30, August 13, and August 19. Among those sanctioned were 
Cuba’s Policia Nacional Revolucionaria, responsible for the assault 
on Father Álvarez. Additionally, on November 30, the administration 
imposed visa restrictions on Cuban officials responsible for repression 
in advance of the planned November 15 protests. On November 15,  
the State Department again placed Cuba on its Special Watch List for 
severe violations of religious freedom.

https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/cuba/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Santeria%20in%20Cuba.pdf
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Cuba_2019.pdf?lang=en
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cuba-constitution-explainer/explainer-what-is-old-and-new-in-cubas-proposed-constitution-idUSKCN1QA273
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/03/01/report/5014/article.htm
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/08/18/press/5373/article.htm
https://www.wola.org/analysis/cuba-new-constitution-what-happens-next/
https://oncubanews.com/cuba/nuevo-codigo-penal-y-de-las-familias-entre-las-leyes-que-deben-aprobarse-en-cuba-en-2022/
https://www.14ymedio.com/cuba/Parlamento-cubano-cumple-obligaciones-constitucionales_0_3015898384.html
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/exigen-a-parlamento-cubano-no-postergar-la-aprobaci%c3%b3n-de-leyes-primordiales-para-la-ciudadan%c3%ada/282301.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7098
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/pastor-de-palma-soriano-sigue-incomunicado-tras-19-d%C3%ADas-de-arresto/300205.html
https://www.globallibertyalliance.org/gla-news/case-update-free-yorubas-unlawfully-detained-imprisoned-following-peaceful-protests
https://www.globallibertyalliance.org/gla-news/case-update-member-of-free-yorubas-excessively-fined-for-participation-in-peaceful-protests
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7093
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7093
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7094
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/prisoner/7094
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/10/08/press/5447/article.htm
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/eeuu-pide-a-cuba-respetar-libertad-religiosa-y-liberar-de-cargos-a-pastor-evang%C3%A9lico-alain-toledano/303914.html
https://www.cibercuba.com/noticias/2022-02-02-u1-e43231-s27061-pastor-alain-toledano-ningun-cubano-deberia-estar-padeciendo
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/pastor-alain-toledano-denuncia-hostigamiento-policial-contra-%C3%A9l-y-su-familia-(video)/312704.html
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/pastor-denuncia-maniobra-de-las-autoridades-para-cerrar-casa-templo-en-santiago-de-cuba/298869.html
https://www.cibercuba.com/noticias/2021-11-06-u1-e43231-s27061-multan-duenos-vivienda-donde-predica-pastor-alain-toledano
https://www.christianpost.com/news/christians-demand-release-of-cuban-pastor-of-illegal-church.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/biden-cuba-policy/2021/06/27/dde275f6-d0f6-11eb-8014-2f3926ca24d9_story.html
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-march-11-2021/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/07/12/statement-by-president-joseph-r-biden-jr-on-protests-in-cuba/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/07/22/statement-by-president-joseph-r-biden-jr-on-continuing-crackdown-in-cuba/
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearings%3FID=BB31D15B-48F7-4F6B-9681-371628F82470
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-resolution/310?s=6&r=7
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-resolution/760
https://www.state.gov/sanctioning-cuban-security-forces-in-response-to-violent-repression-of-protests/
https://www.state.gov/sanctioning-cuban-security-forces-in-response-to-violent-repression-of-protests/
https://www.state.gov/sanctioning-cuban-police-in-response-to-violent-repression-of-peaceful-protests/
https://www.state.gov/sanctioning-cuban-officials-in-response-to-violence-against-peaceful-protestors/
https://www.state.gov/sanctioning-cuban-officials-in-response-to-violence-against-peaceful-protestors-2/
https://www.state.gov/announcement-of-visa-restrictions-against-cuban-officials/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

EGYPT

• Include Egypt on the U.S. Department of 
State’s Special Watch List for engaging in 
or tolerating severe violations of religious 
freedom pursuant to the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Urge the Egyptian government to 1) 
remove religion as a required category 
from official identity documents, 2) take 
concrete steps toward phasing out the 
longstanding use of customary recon-
ciliation councils to resolve incidents of 
violence against religious minorities, and 

3) repeal Article 98(f) of the Criminal Code, 
which penalizes “ridiculing or insulting a 
heavenly religion or a sect following it,” 
and until that is accomplished limit the con-
ditions under which the law is applied and 
allow charged individuals to post bail; 

• Encourage Egypt to 1) resume expeditious 
approval of church registrations under Law 
80 of 2016, and 2) fully implement national 
educational curriculum reforms promoting 
religious diversity and tolerance; and

• Conduct a comprehensive review of all U.S. 
assistance to Egypt and continue to with-
hold a portion of Foreign Military Financing 
(FMF) for specified international religious 
freedom violations along with broader 
human rights concerns.

The U.S. Congress should: 

• Raise religious freedom issues through 
hearings, meetings, letters, congressional 
delegation trips abroad, or other actions.

In 2021, while religious freedom conditions in Egypt improved 
somewhat, several systematic and ongoing obstacles to reli-
gious freedom remained. The administration of President Abdel 

Fattah El-Sisi publicly promoted religious tolerance as a goal for 
Egyptian society. The President himself again attended a Coptic 
Orthodox Christmas liturgy in January, and in a September public 
statement referenced his “respect [for] nonbelievers . . . [who] are 
free to choose.” At the same time, the Egyptian government con-
tinued to closely manage church construction and the legalization 
of preexisting buildings for church-related purposes. As in 2020, 
the pace of approvals for existing churches requesting legaliza-
tion reflected a substantial decline from prior years, leaving a 
backlog of applications and many rural Christian communities 
unable to worship legally. Construction of churches remained 
largely limited to new, government-planned cities, as governors 
in rural communities with large Christian populations failed to 
reply to construction applications within the legally mandated 
four-month limit. 

Egypt’s criminal justice system was responsible for a significant 
number of religious freedom violations. Throughout 2021, author-
ities maintained the long-term detention of religious prisoners 
of conscience, including Christians Patrick Zaki and Ramy Kamel 
and Qur’anist Muslim Reda Abdel Rahman. Zaki and Kamel were 
released in December 2021 in advance of trial and January 2022, 
respectively, and Abdel Rahman was released in February 2022. 
State security continued to harass religious minorities such as Shi’a 
Muslims, while the judiciary maintained its robust enforcement of 
blasphemy laws and wielded counterterrorism and other laws dis-
proportionately against both religious minorities and human rights 
and religious freedom advocates. While President El-Sisi lifted the 
state of emergency that his administration had long invoked to 
justify violations of civil liberties, the administration also introduced 
amendments that functionally replaced the emergency laws, and 

detainees already subject to the emergency law remained bound 
by courts’ flawed judicial procedures. 

As in 2020, reports of anti-Christian mob attacks and church 
destruction decreased in 2021, possibly corresponding to the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. However, the Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS) maintained a presence in the Sinai region, with affil-
iated groups claiming responsibility for the April 2021 execution of 
a Copt (Egyptian Christian), Nabil Habashi Salama. Acts of violence 
against individual Coptic victims, especially in rural areas, occurred 
in social environments with persistent imbalances in the treatment 
of perpetrators from the Muslim majority and their Coptic victims. 
The government did not ban communities’ use of “customary rec-
onciliation” councils, extra-judicial local tribunals that regularly 
issue minimal penalties to assailants from the religious majority and 
often revictimize Christians by forcing them to admit culpability in 
attacks against them.

The Egyptian government did not take visible, systematic 
efforts to address ongoing obstacles to religious freedom specified 
in USCIRF’s Annual Reports and recommendations from recent 
years, including 2021. The government’s requirement for national 
identity cards to list religion continued to render all religious 
minorities vulnerable to forced self-identification and potential 
discrimination. Baha’is, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and other smaller 
communities’ religions are excluded from the short list of approved 
faiths from which ID card applicants may choose, causing additional 
marginalization. In December, the Alexandria Administrative Court 
ruled that authorities in the governorate did not need to provide 
cemetery space for Baha’is and members of other minority reli-
gions. The single Cairo cemetery with space allotted to Baha’is is 
limited in capacity and situated hundreds of miles away from many 
Baha’i communities. In justification for its ruling, the court referred 
to a State Litigation Authority opinion stating that only Islam, Chris-
tianity, and Judaism are recognized as religions in Egypt. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/09/sisi-statements-spark-debate-about-status-egyptian-atheists
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/egypt-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/egypt-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/reda-abdel-rahman
https://eipr.org/en/press/2021/12/egyptian-initiative-personal-rights-eipr-demands-closure-case-spreading-shiism-and
https://eipr.org/en/press/2021/12/egyptian-initiative-personal-rights-eipr-demands-closure-case-spreading-shiism-and
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2021-10-25/egypts-president-sisi-ends-state-of-emergency-for-the-first-time-in-years
https://cihrs.org/egypt-new-amendments-ratified-by-president-entrench-permanent-state-of-emergency/?lang=en
https://cihrs.org/egypt-new-amendments-ratified-by-president-entrench-permanent-state-of-emergency/?lang=en
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/10/egypt-stop-trials-by-emergency-courts/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/4/19/isil-linked-group-in-egypt-claims-execution-of-copt-2-others
https://www.persecution.org/2021/04/09/coptic-christian-woman-6-year-old-son-murdered/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021%20Egypt%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021%20Egypt%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/Egypt%20Chapter%20AR2021.pdf
https://timep.org/commentary/analysis/egypts-officials-dont-see-unrecognized-religious-minorities/
https://timep.org/commentary/analysis/egypts-officials-dont-see-unrecognized-religious-minorities/
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2021/12/30/news/u/court-ruling-says-local-authorities-need-not-provide-cemeteries-for-those-not-of-the-3-faiths/
https://international.la-croix.com/news/religion/egypts-bah-minority-denied-burial-in-alexandria/15472
https://eipr.org/en/press/2021/12/ignoring-dead-continues-administrative-court-refuses-obligate-alexandria-governorate
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Background
Article 2 of Egypt’s constitution identifies Islam as the state religion and 
the “principles of Shari’a” as the primary source of legislation. Article 
64 provides for “absolute” freedom of belief, although only adherents 
of “heavenly religions” (Islam, Christianity, and Judaism) may practice 
their religion publicly and build places of worship. Bans from 1960 
remain in effect on Jehovah’s Witnesses and Baha’is.

Egypt’s population is approximately 105 million people, an esti-
mated 90 percent of whom are Sunni Muslims; non-Sunni Muslims, 
such as Shi’a, are believed to comprise less than one percent. At an 
estimated 10 percent or more, Egypt’s indigenous Copts constitute 
the largest Christian minority in the Middle East and North Africa. 
Christian leaders estimate over 90 percent of Copts belong to the 
traditional Coptic Orthodox Church, with Coptic Catholics, Coptic 
Evangelical Protestants, and other denominations forming small 
but prominent subcommunities. There are reportedly at least 2,000 
Baha’is, approximately 1,500 Jehovah’s Witnesses, and fewer than 
20 Jews.

Legal and Judicial Challenges to Religious Freedom 
In 2021, Egypt continued to enforce Law 98(f) of Egypt’s Penal Code, 
a blasphemy statute that bans “insulting the heavenly religions,” pre-
senting one of the most serious and systematic challenges to religious 
freedom. On June 14, State Security officers arrested Marco Girgis 
Salib Shehata, a Copt, for possessing sexual-themed material on his 
phone characterized as “offensive to Islam.” Authorities detained 
him for a month before interrogating him on his personal behaviors 
including possible consumption of alcohol—permissible in Christian-
ity—and prosecuted him on charges including violation of Law 98(f), 
eventually convicting and sentencing him in early 2022. Prosecutors 
likewise invoked the blasphemy law in the November trial and sentenc-
ing to five years in prison of Ahmed Abdo Maher, a Muslim lawyer and 
scholar whose critiques of the Islamic conquest attracted attention on 
social media and satellite television.

Throughout 2021, Egyptian authorities also targeted religious 
minority group members and human rights and religious freedom 
activists through strategic deployment of other laws, such as counter-
terrorism statutes and laws penalizing “spreading false news [against 
Egypt].” Courts operating under state security emergency laws issued 
multiple consecutive renewals of the detentions of religious prisoners 
of conscience, including Ramy Kamel and Patrick Zaki, the latter of 
whom—though released after 22 months of detention—is scheduled 
to stand trial for publishing an online testimonial of the harassment 
he and other Copts have endured. Security forces likewise contin-
ued the detention since August 2020 of USCIRF Religious Prisoner 
of Conscience Reda Abdel Rahman—a blogger from the Qur’anist 
community, a Muslim minority that holds the text of the Qur’an as 
the only legitimate source of authority for religious rulings—finally 
releasing him in February 2022.

Other Positive Developments 
In a potential boost to religious tourism, the government undertook, 
completed, and planned projects renovating historic houses of wor-
ship and shrines of importance to Christians, Jews, and Shi’a Muslims 
around the world. President El-Sisi demonstrated attention to Copts’ 
internal diversity through his decree establishing separate religious 
endowments for the country’s smaller Catholic and Evangelical Prot-
estant communities, distinct from the predominant Coptic Orthodox 
Patriarchate. 

In September, the administration widely publicized its release 
of a new National Human Rights Strategy, touted as the first in the 
nation’s history, which promotes religious tolerance and anti-sec-
tarianism within educational, religious, and community institutions. 
The Strategy refers to a “target result” of addressing “guarantees 
related to the regulation, justifications, and durations of pretrial 
detention [so that they] are enhanced in national laws.” The doc-
ument also makes several references to programs to reform the 
curricula of schools run by both the government and Al-Azhar—a 
leading academic institution within Sunni Islam—to remove exclu-
sionary material and reflect messages of religious tolerance. The 
Ministry of Education has long promised such reforms, which remain 
a work in progress. 

Key U.S. Policy
Egypt remained an important U.S. partner in 2021, mediating 
between parties to the Israeli- Palestinian conflict and maintaining 
vigilance toward potential threats of Islamist insurgent violence. Its 
“critical role” in securing a ceasefire between Israel and Hamas-led 
Gaza in May garnered praise from President Joseph R. Biden. How-
ever, the Biden administration also took steps to fulfill a campaign 
pledge that the United States would issue “no more blank checks” 
to Egypt given its human rights abuses. 

In February, Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken “raised concerns 
over human rights” in his first call with Egyptian Foreign Minister 
Sameh Shoukry and during November’s strategic dialogue. The FMF 
aid package to Egypt emerged early in the year as a focal point for 
both the executive branch and Congress. In January, Representatives 
French Hill (R-AR) and David Cicilline (D-RI) cosponsored a House 
resolution calling on the Egyptian government to “end this culture of 
impunity,” while in May, Senator Chris Murphy (D-CT) called on the 
Biden administration to freeze a tranche of aid contingent on Egypt’s 
improvements in human rights. 

In September, President Biden imposed temporary human 
rights-related conditions on $130 million of the $300 million FMF 
tranche. Early in 2022, the State Department announced the United 
States would reprogram the $130 million for Egypt’s failure to meet 
U.S. demands, which included releasing 16 detainees, although the 
administration allocated as planned $170 million in aid and authorized 
$2.5 billion in arms sales. 

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Religious Freedom in Egypt in 2021
• Podcast: Qur’anists in Egypt
• Press Statement: USCIRF Calls on Egypt to Release Qur’anist Reda Abdel Rahman
• Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project: Reda Abdel Rahman

https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Egypt_2014.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/11/15/41-countries-ban-religion-related-groups-jehovahs-witnesses-bahais-among-the-most-commonly-targeted/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/egypt/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/egypt/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/23/world/middleeast/a-bittersweet-homecoming-for-egypts-jews.html
https://rowaq.cihrs.org/views-egypts-criminalisation-of-minority-free-speech-through-blasphemy-cases/?lang=en
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2022/02/02/feature/politics/eipr-sentencing-for-contempt-of-religion-represents-continued-abuse-of-2018-cybercrime-law/
https://www.shorouknews.com/news/view.aspx?cdate=18112021&id=b18bf680-6683-45a8-8926-6ec677b7f01b
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/11/egyptian-liberals-outraged-lawyers-blasphemy-indictment
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/trial-egyptian-rights-researcher-patrick-zaki-postponed-april-2022-02-01/
https://daraj.com/en/79674/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/reda-abdel-rahman
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/reda-abdel-rahman
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/quranists-egypt
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/08/egypt-renovate-shrines-major-boost-religious-tourism
https://en.wataninet.com/coptic-affairs-coptic-affairs/coptic-affairs/newly-renovated-holy-family-cavern-in-assiut-western-mountain-opens/36182/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/10/egypt-wins-international-award-restoring-historic-synagogue
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/08/egypt-renovate-shrines-major-boost-religious-tourism
https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/99189/Egypt%E2%80%99s-Sisi-decrees-formation-of-Boards-of-Directors-of-Endowment
https://www.sis.gov.eg/Story/159056/Sisi-Launching-national-strategy-for-human-rights-milestone-in-Egypt's-history?lang=en-us
https://www.adl.org/blog/egyptian-textbooks-send-mixed-messages-about-jews
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/sissi-israel-gaza-ceasefire-biden-egypt/2021/05/21/fb054dc8-b9c9-11eb-bc4a-62849cf6cca9_story.html
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-egyptian-foreign-minister-shoukry/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/8/us-raises-egypt-rights-record-as-strategic-dialogue-begins
https://hill.house.gov/news/documentsingle.aspx?DocumentID=8285
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/facing-pressure-on-human-rights-biden-administration-attaches-new-conditions-on-egypt-security-aid/2021/09/13/bdbae57c-1496-11ec-ae9a-9c36751cf799_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/facing-pressure-on-human-rights-biden-administration-attaches-new-conditions-on-egypt-security-aid/2021/09/13/bdbae57c-1496-11ec-ae9a-9c36751cf799_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/28/us/politics/egypt-us-human-rights.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/01/25/politics/us-arms-sales-egypt/index.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021%20Egypt%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/quranists-egypt
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-calls-egypt-release-quranist-reda-abdel-rahman
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/reda-abdel-rahman
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

INDONESIA

• Include Indonesia on the U.S. Department 
of State’s Special Watch List for engag-
ing in or tolerating severe violations of 
religious freedom pursuant to the Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act (IRFA); 

• Work with the Indonesian government 
to revise the draft Criminal Code bill to 
comply with international human rights 
standards, including by removing crim-
inal sanctions for blasphemy; to repeal 
or amend the existing blasphemy laws, 
including Indonesia’s ITE law; and to 
release all individuals currently detained 
or imprisoned on blasphemy charges;  

• Urge the Indonesian government to repeal 
or revise the 2006 Joint Regulation on 
houses of worship;

• Incorporate training on international 
human rights standards related to reli-
gious freedom—including concerns 
regarding enforcement of blasphemy 
laws—into U.S.- funded programs, such 
as the U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment’s (USAID) Harmoni and MAJu 
projects, and work with the Ministry of 
Education to incorporate programming on 
tolerance and inclusivity into compulsory 
education courses on religion; and 

• Urge the Indonesian government to use 
its relationships and upcoming leader-
ship in regional organizations, particularly 
in the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) and ASEAN’s Intergov-
ernmental Commission on Human Rights, 
to publicly advocate for religious toler-
ance, plurality, and inclusion throughout 
the region.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Raise Indonesia’s ongoing religious free-
dom issues through hearings, meetings, 
letters, congressional delegation trips 
abroad, or other actions.

In 2021, Indonesia’s religious freedom conditions trended the 
same as in 2020. Despite ongoing rhetoric from national lead-
ers—including President Joko Widodo (Jokowi)—promoting 

Indonesia’s moderate version of Islam, there was minimal to no 
progress in addressing parts of the legal system that conflict with 
international standards of freedom of religion or belief. These 
include laws utilized to hinder faith communities’ right to build and 
maintain houses of worship, such as the 2006 joint regulation on 
houses of worship, as well as blasphemy laws, such as Presidential 
Decree No. 1/PNPS/1965, Criminal Code Article 156(a), and Law 
No. 11/2008 on Electronic Information and Transaction (known as 
the ITE law) Articles 27(3) and 28(2). 

Authorities actively enforced blasphemy laws, with a majority 
of charges and allegations stemming from perceived insults to Islam. 
Minister of Religious Affairs Cholil Qoumas asked the police “to 
equally” crack down on people from different religions who commit 
blasphemy. In May, Desak Made Darmawati, a professor in Jakarta, 
was questioned for blasphemy after making an online video declar-
ing that Hinduism had many deities and Hindu cremation rituals 
were strange. In July, the Singaraja District Court in Bali sentenced 
a Danish citizen to two years imprisonment for blasphemy after he 
kicked a temple. In August, police arrested Muhammad Kece in Bali 
for blasphemy under the ITE law after he made a YouTube video 
that criticized the Islamic religious curriculum used in Indonesia and 
allegedly insulted the Prophet Muhammad. In August, police arrested 
preacher Yahya Waloni in East Jakarta for blasphemy and hate speech 
under the ITE law for a sermon stating the Bible was fiction and for 
statements on social media that Jesus was a failed prophet and that 
the Prophet Muhammad did not instruct people to pray.

Efforts continued to replace the existing Criminal Code, which 
dates to the Dutch colonial era. In 2019, a draft Criminal Code 
was introduced, infringing on the rights of religious minorities. 
The draft code also expanded the criminalization of blasphemy 
to include insulting a religious leader during a religious service, 
persuading someone to become an atheist, and defiling or unlaw-
fully destroying houses of worship or religious artifacts. Following 
protests, the 2019 draft was withdrawn in September 2019, but 
revising the Criminal Code remained on the legislative agenda 
throughout 2020 and 2021. Reports from the nongovernmen-
tal organization (NGO) community continue to indicate that the 
government has failed to revise the problematic provisions in the 
2019 draft that would violate international human rights standards, 
including religious freedom. 

Throughout 2021, Islamist extremist attacks remained a 
threat to minority faith communities in certain regions. In March, a 
suicide bombing occurred outside a Catholic cathedral in Makas-
sar, Sulawesi, injuring 21 parishioners and killing the two bombers. 
In June, suspects linked to the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
were arrested for targeting a Papuan bishop. In July, Indonesia 
security forces killed two suspected ISIS members in Sulawesi 
following the murder of Christian farmers. There is some evi-
dence that regional Islamist organization Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) 
is attempting to evolve into a militant-political force to pursue 
its goal of an Islamic state in Southeast Asia through militancy. In 
November, Detachment 88, Indonesia’s counterterrorism squad, 
arrested Farid Okbah, the head of the political party People’s 
Da’wah Party, alleging the party was operating as a political cover 
for JI.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Podcast: Indonesia’s State Ideology of Pancasila
• Event: USCIRF Conversation: Democracy and Religious Freedom
• Podcast: Enforcing Blasphemy Laws Have Dire Consequences

https://www.christianpost.com/news/indonesia-muslim-cleric-arrested-for-insulting-christianity.html
https://www.indozone.id/news/9Ds6QEN/sudah-jalani-pemeriksaan-kasus-desak-made-darmawati-segera-dilimpahkan-ke-bareskrim-polri/read-all
https://scandasia.com/dane-scented-to-two-years-in-prison-in-bali-for-kicking-a-sacred-temple/
https://news.detik.com/berita/d-5695529/ditangkap-di-bali-muhammad-kece-langsung-dibawa-ke-bareskrim
https://voi.id/en/news/79437/bareskrim-arrests-ustaz-yahya-waloni-allegedly-for-blasphemy
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/09/18/indonesia-draft-criminal-code-disastrous-rights
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2021/02/01/critical-voices-silenced-impunity-excessive-force-and-unlawful-killings-indonesia/
https://www.persecution.org/2021/05/21/indonesian-police-arrest-53-suspects-cathedral-bombing/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/2-suspected-islinked-militants-killed-in-central-indonesia-christian-islamic-state-muslim-bali-christians-b1882055.html
https://www.todayonline.com/big-read/big-read-jemaah-islamiyah-emerges-shadows-playing-long-game-1767826
https://www.todayonline.com/big-read/big-read-jemaah-islamiyah-emerges-shadows-playing-long-game-1767826
https://suarapatani.com/news/polri-sebut-farid-okbah-bentuk-partai-dakwah-sebagai-solusi-lindungi-jemaah-islamiyah
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/indonesias-state-ideology-pancasila
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-democracy-and-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/enforcing-blasphemy-laws-have-dire-consequences
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Background
Indonesia is the world’s most populous Muslim-majority country. Mus-
lims comprise 87.2 percent of Indonesia’s 267 million citizens, while 
Protestant Christians comprise seven percent, Roman Catholics 2.9 
percent, and Hindus 1.7 percent; 0.9 percent identify as adhering to 
another minority religion such as Buddhism or Confucianism. 

In light of this diversity, Indonesia has a long tradition of religious 
pluralism. Article 29 of its constitution “guarantees the independence 
of each resident to embrace religion and worship according to their 
respective religions and beliefs.” The government has long promoted 
Pancasila, an ideology that comprises five principles: monotheism 
(broadly defined as any religion with a supreme deity, holy figure, 
scripture, and established rituals), civilized humanity, national unity, 
deliberative democracy, and social justice. However, in recent years, 
the country has experienced a simultaneous increase in religious intol-
erance and a democratic backsliding. In the last two decades, more 
than 700 Shari’a-inspired regulations have been put in place across 
the 34 provinces of Indonesia.

The government requires all citizens to list their religious affiliation 
on their identification cards—a practice that has historically forced 
nonbelievers and members of unrecognized religious minorities to mis-
represent their faith or leave the field blank. This omission can impact 
access to licenses and permits, education, and government jobs. 

Shari’a in Aceh 
The autonomous province of Aceh remains a site of significant 
religious freedom violations. Religious police enforce a strict interpre-
tation of Shari’a that includes and administers corporal punishment. 
Muslims have no ability to opt out of this official interpretation, and 
their behavior is heavily regulated within its framework. In July, a 
woman was caned for being “too close” to her boyfriend. Women 
are also prevented from straddling motorbikes and are forced to wear 
hijabs. Religious minorities are not exempt from the Shari’a criminal 
system. In February, two Christians were publicly flogged for drinking 
and gambling.

The 2006 Joint Regulation on Houses of Worship
The 2006 joint regulation on houses of worship continued to pre-
vent the construction and renovation of faith centers, especially for 
minority communities. In March, the Ministry of Religion explored the 
idea to update the regulation, but at the end of the calendar year no 
changes had been applied. 

Throughout 2021, the application of the regulation continued 
to restrict minority faith communities’ ability to maintain houses of 
worship and emboldened violence and harassment against them. In 
June in Ponorogo, East Java, residents appealed against the plans 
for a new church. In July, residents protested in Banyuwangi against 
the construction of a Muhammadiyah mosque, attempting to use the 
joint regulation to prevent the faith center. In West Java, Bogor, the 
ongoing dispute over the construction of the Yasmin church continued 
without resolution. 

In September in Balai Harapan, West Kalimantan, 10 people were 
arrested for attacking an Ahmadiyya Muslim mosque and burning 

a nearby building. In January 2022, just after the reporting period, 
these men were sentenced to four months, 15 days imprisonment in 
what local activists decried as a lenient sentence for the attack on the 
house of worship. 

In December, Jakarta governor Anies Basweden granted per-
mission to a Catholic community to build a church in Kampung Duri, 
noting the need for all faith communities to have the impartial oppor-
tunity to obtain building permits. 

Promotion of State Interpretation of Islam and 
Religious Tolerance
The government of President Jokowi has emphasized tolerance, 
Indonesia’s moderate form of Islam, and mutual respect for faith 
communities, including through the promotion of its favored inter-
pretation of Islam and the revamping of Pancasila. Minister Qoumas 
continued to advocate for tolerance and mutual respect. In Septem-
ber, he condemned mob attacks on an Ahmadiyya mosque in Sintag, 
West Kalimantan. Minister Qoumas has consistently spoken of the 
need to protect the rights of all citizens, regardless of their faith iden-
tity. In 2021, there were also displays of intercommunal harmony as 
Indonesian Muslims and Hindus celebrated religious holidays in the 
same month, and Christian communities in Bali went silent in celebra-
tion of the Hindu Day of Silence. However, these efforts to promote 
tolerance exclusively among officially recognized religions have not 
resulted in greater religious freedom or expanded recognition of 
other religious minorities.

Mandatory Religious Attire in Schools
Ongoing struggles over what women and girls can wear have led 
schools to enact over 60 mandatory religious attire regulations since 
2001. In May, the Supreme Court revoked a ban on mandatory reli-
gious attire in state schools, despite outcry after a Christian girl was 
forced to wear the hijab in school. Reportedly, women have also been 
denied access to government services because of their decision not 
to wear the hijab. 

Key U.S. Policy
The United States and Indonesia recently celebrated 70 years of bilat-
eral relations. On November 1, President Joseph R. Biden met with 
President Jokowi, and on December 13 Secretary of State Antony J. 
Blinken traveled to Indonesia and also met with President Jokowi. The 
United States continued to engage on several initiatives and commit-
ments, such as combating climate change and maintaining a free and 
open Indo-Pacific region.

Throughout 2021, the USAID-funded Harmoni program contin-
ued to support the Ministry of Social Affairs and local organizations. 
Harmoni funding was applied to strengthen Inter-Religious Harmony 
Forums; counter extremist narratives through community, university, 
and school-based campaigns; and rehabilitate women and children 
returning from conflict zones in the Middle East and Philippines. The 
United States also maintains exchange programs such as the Interna-
tional Visitor Leadership Program to host Indonesian leaders in the 
United States. 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/03/18/i-wanted-run-away/abusive-dress-codes-women-and-girls-indonesia#_ftn11
https://www.the-sun.com/news/3245167/woman-caned-public-boyfriend-indonesia-sharia-aceh/
https://www.courthousenews.com/two-christians-publicly-flogged-in-indonesia-for-drinking-gambling/
https://kemenag.go.id/read/kemenag-gali-masukan-kl-terkait-rancangan-perpres-kerukunan-umat-beragama-9n4my
https://pgi.or.id/pgi-dampingi-kasus-pelarangan-pembangunan-gereja-di-ponorogo/
https://suaramuhammadiyah.id/2021/06/10/penolakan-pendirian-masjid-muhammadiyah-sraten-banyuwangi/
https://indonesiaatmelbourne.unimelb.edu.au/what-is-bogor-mayor-bima-arya-playing-at/
https://www.ucanews.com/news/indonesian-police-arrest-10-over-ahmadi-mosque-attack/94031
https://www.ucanews.com/news/light-sentences-for-indonesian-ahmadi-attack-spark-storm/95633
https://www.asianews.it/news-en/Jakarta-gives-green-light-to-Kampung-Duri-church--54760.html
https://voi.id/en/news/104737/calm-and-gentle-message-of-the-minister-of-religion-yaqut-on-the-day-of-tolerance-not-a-brother-in-faith-in-humanity
https://www.thejakartapost.com/indonesia/2021/09/05/religious-affairs-minister-condemns-attack-on-ahmadiyah-house-of-worship.html
https://coconuts.co/bali/news/indonesians-are-loving-these-portrayals-of-harmony-as-muslims-and-hindus-celebrate-religious-holidays-in-the-same-month/
https://www.ucanews.com/news/bali-churches-go-quiet-on-hindus-day-of-silence/91759 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/07/01/indonesia-supreme-court-supports-mandatory-jilbab-rule
https://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2021/05/09/ruling-on-religious-dress-code-in-state-schools-threatens-freedom.html
https://www.asianews.it/news-en/Pluralism-and-Pancasila:-the-fight-against-mandatory-hijab-52256.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-indonesia-hijab-rights-idUSKBN2BA0BG
https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-indonesia-relationship/#:~:text=We%20recently%20celebrated%2070%20years,important%20research%20and%20professional%20projects
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/11/01/readout-of-president-joseph-r-biden-jr-s-meeting-with-president-joko-widodo-of-indonesia/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-indonesian-president-joko-widodo/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-indonesian-president-joko-widodo/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

IRAQ

• Include Iraq on the U.S. Department of 
State’s Special Watch List for engaging in 
or tolerating severe violations of religious 
freedom pursuant to the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act (IRFA); 

• Use diplomatic and other available chan-
nels to encourage the IFG and the KRG to 
resolve conflicts over the disputed areas 
per Article 140 of the Iraqi constitution, 
while including all religious and ethnic 
minorities in the process, and to compre-
hensively implement the Sinjar Security 

Agreement with full inclusion of the Yazidi 
community in particular; 

• Impose targeted sanctions on additional 
PMF leaders who direct militia engagement 
in severe violations of religious freedom by 
freezing those individuals’ assets and/or 
barring their entry into the United States 
under human rights related financial and 
visa authorities, citing specific religious 
freedom violations; and 

• Continue to assist Iraqi religious and 
ethnic minorities to rebuild communities 

devastated by ISIS and to advocate for their 
own interests, including opening a broad 
discussion on governance to hold fair and 
free local and regional elections to select 
their own representatives. 

The U.S. Congress should:

• Incorporate religious freedom concerns 
into its larger oversight of the U.S.-Iraq 
bilateral relationship through hearings, 
letters, and congressional delegations. 

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Iraq improved slightly but 
remained concerning. Both the Iraqi Federal Government (IFG) 
and the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) took several posi-

tive steps. In March, Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi designated 
March 6 as a national holiday to celebrate the country’s ethnic and 
religious diversity. In March, Iraq’s Parliament passed the Yazidi 
Survivor Law to compensate members of the Yazidi community. In 
October, KRG Prime Minister Masrour Barzani declared Ankawa, the 
Christian suburb of Erbil, a district, giving its residents more authority 
in their local affairs. Internationally, the German government was the 
first to prosecute members of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
for committing crimes against humanity, war crimes, and genocide 
against the Yazidis. In April, it prosecuted one of its citizens who 
abused Yazidi women while she was an ISIS member; the court found 
her guilty of aiding and abetting crimes against humanity, among 
other crimes. Similarly, in November, a German court sentenced 
another ISIS fighter to life in prison for killing a five-year-old Yazidi girl.

However, nearly five years after the United States and its 
allies declared ISIS defeated, religious and ethnic minorities in Iraq 
continue to struggle to return and live peacefully in their homes. 
Almost one million Sunni Arab Muslims, over 200,000 Yazidis, 
tens of thousands of Christians, and smaller numbers of Kaka’is, 
Turkmen, and others remain forcibly displaced. Renewed ISIS 
attacks in 2021 reignited fear among religious and ethnic minorities 
seeking to return and rebuild their homes in former ISIS-controlled 
areas. Militias, some backed by foreign actors such as Iran and 
operating under the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF)—also 
known as Popular Mobilization Units (PMUs)—routinely targeted 
Sunni Arab Muslims and accused them of affiliation with ISIS. The 
PMF also regularly used checkpoints to stop and harass Sunni 

Arab Muslims returning to territories once controlled by ISIS. 
These militias reportedly used similar tactics against other religious 
minorities, including Yazidis, Christians, Kaka’is, and others. The 
Iraqi government continued to allow these groups to operate with 
impunity; for example, in June, authorities released Gasim Muslih, 
the head of PMF operations in Anbar Province, without prosecu-
tion. He was accused of targeting members of non-Shi’a Muslim 
communities, and authorities had arrested him for the killing of 
Sunni Muslim activist Ihab al-Wazni. Al-Wazni’s murder in May had 
led to protests to which the government responded with lethal 
force, killing more than 600 peaceful protesters. 

Seven years after the ISIS genocide, Yazidis continued to 
languish in internally displaced person (IDP) camps in Duhok and 
elsewhere, and the whereabouts of around 3,000 abducted Yazidi 
women and girls remained unknown. In June, a fire at the Sharya 
IDP camp destroyed almost 1,400 homes, temporarily leaving 
many Yazidis without shelters. Similarly, many Iraqi Christians 
remained displaced, with the PMF making returns to their homes 
in the Nineveh Plains in northern Iraq extremely difficult. Individu-
als and families who managed to return found some of their lands, 
including sacred places, either destroyed or expropriated. 

Ongoing airstrikes in northern Iraq by the Turkish military 
against alleged positions of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
and the Sinjar Resistance Unit (YBS), for its alleged alignment with 
the PKK, further impeded religious freedom improvement in 2021. 
These operations disproportionately impacted ethnic and religious 
minority groups, particularly Yazidis, in Sinjar and Dohok, impeding 
their ability to resettle in their original communities and to worship 
safely. The Turkish government reportedly made little effort to 
minimize or avoid civilian causalities. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Religious Freedom in Iraq in 2021
• Hearing: Strategies for Religious Freedom in Fragile States
• Factsheet: CPC and SWL Recommendations 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/11/iraq-yezidi-reparations-law-progress-welcome-but-more-must-be-done-to-assist-survivors/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/11/iraq-yezidi-reparations-law-progress-welcome-but-more-must-be-done-to-assist-survivors/
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2021/october/iraq-christians-bashar-warda-erbil-ankawa-district.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-59474616
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-59474616
https://www.doughtystreet.co.uk/news/isis-member-convicted-crimes-against-humanity-aiding-and-abetting-enslavement-yazidi-woman
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/30/world/europe/isis-trial-yazidi-germany.html
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/951169/Iraq_-_Sunni_Arabs_-_CPIN_-_v3.0_-_January_2021_-_ext.pdf
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/explainer-islamic-state-2021
https://www.justice.gov/eoir/page/file/1353021/download
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iraq-releases-iran-aligned-commander-arrested-may-officials-2021-06-09/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/6/2/iraq-qasim-muslih
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/27/us-condemns-violent-security-crackdown-on-iraqi-protesters
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/27/us-condemns-violent-security-crackdown-on-iraqi-protesters
https://www.dw.com/en/yazidis-still-displaced-in-their-own-country/a-59725928
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/iraq-yazidis-camp-fire/2021/06/04/8b3db6f0-c546-11eb-89a4-b7ae22aa193e_story.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkish-air-strike-kills-least-three-refugee-camp-inside-iraq-2021-06-05/
https://www.rudaw.net/english/kurdistan/250520213
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-03/2022%20Iraq%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-strategies-religious-freedom-fragile-states
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20USCIRF%20country%20recommendations.pdf
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Background
The population of Iraq was about 39.7 million in 2021. Most of the 
population is Muslim; 64–69 percent are Shi’a Muslims, who live pre-
dominantly in the southern and eastern regions of the country, and 
29–34 percent are Sunni Muslims, who mainly reside across the west-
ern, center, and northern regions. The remaining 1–5 percent of the 
population are from various religious and ethnic groups, including 
Yazidis and Christians of different denominations (Syriac, Catholic, 
Orthodox, Protestant, and Assyrian Church of the East), Kaka’is (also 
known as the Yarsan or Ahl al-Haq), and a small number of Jews. These 
communities predominantly live in the northern region as well as in 
Baghdad and Erbil. Reportedly, there is a growing number of atheists, 
agnostics, and religiously unaffiliated individuals in Iraq, mainly living 
in large cities.

Political instability remained of serious concern throughout the 
country, particularly given the role it has played in enabling religious 
violence in prior years. For example, Iraqis took to the streets to 
express their dissatisfaction with the outcome of the October par-
liamentary elections and reportedly clashed with security forces. In 
November, several drones carrying explosives targeted Prime Minister 
Mustafa al-Kadhimi’s Baghdad residency, injuring six bodyguards; 
although no group openly claimed responsibility, Iranian-backed PMF 
groups have been widely blamed for the attack.

Positive Developments
There were some positive developments to advance religious free-
dom in Iraq in 2021. Following the announcement of March 6 as a 
national holiday of tolerance and coexistence, Pope Francis, on a 
historic visit to Iraq, and preeminent Shi’a cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali al- 
Sistani jointly released a statement to encourage religious and ethnic 
minorities to work together to advance peaceful coexistence in Iraq 
and beyond. The Pope’s visit and prayers with victims of ISIS in Mosul 
and other Iraqi cities reinvigorated religious minorities, especially Iraqi 
Christians. Reacting to his visit, Qaraqosh resident Yusra Mubarak 
said, “I can’t describe my happiness, it’s a historic event that won’t 
be repeated.” The passage of the Yazidi Survivors Law represented 
crucial governmental recognition of the particularly heinous crimes 
the community suffered under ISIS rule. However, this law had not 
been implemented by the end of the reporting period. The lack of a 
lasting solution for Yazidi children born as a result of ISIS’s rampant 
use of sexual violence remains another challenge for the community. 

Ongoing Border Dispute between the  
IFG and KRG 
Longstanding border disputes between the KRG and IFG continued to 
represent another challenge to the advancement of religious freedom 
in 2021. Although the 2020 Sinjar Security Agreement was aimed at 
reducing tension between the two parties and protecting the Yazidi 
community, its slow implementation and lack of Yazidi representation 

have raised concerns about the future of the accord. In fact, there was 
no meaningful implementation of the agreement by any of the signa-
tories throughout 2021; for example, the two parties failed to appoint 
an independent mayor or deport militia groups from Sinjar, both of 
which are terms mandated by the accord. This failure has directly 
impeded the ability of Yazidis to return to their Sinjar homeland. 

Other Religious Freedom Issues in Iraq
In 2021, religious freedom conditions in the KRG-controlled areas 
remained consistent with the previous year. The region continued to 
be a crucial safe destination for Iraqis displaced from elsewhere in the 
country, and the KRG’s extension of greater municipal representation 
for religious and ethnic components is commendable. However, the 
lack of security for religious and ethnic minority groups in and along 
disputed areas continued to hinder religious freedom improvements. 
Furthermore, some of those minority communities—particularly Syr-
iac-Chaldean-Assyrian Christians—maintained their longstanding 
demands for the restitution of land and properties that had been 
previously expropriated by or under KRG authorities. 

In 2021, blasphemy and apostasy laws remained in place through-
out the country, and the federal government continued to deny formal 
recognition of religious minorities and nontheist groups such as the 
Baha’is, Jehovah’s Witnesses, humanists, Kaka’is, and others. Finally, 
the federal government continued to exploit the “de-Ba’athification” 
process, originally intended to remove former Baath party officials 
post-2003, as a pretext to discriminate against Sunni Muslims in gov-
ernment employment and other practices. 

Key U.S. Policy
U.S. policy toward Iraq continues to prioritize stability, development, 
and democratization. In July 2021, President Joseph R. Biden met with 
Iraqi Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi in Washington to formally 
conclude the United States combat mission in Iraq by the end of 2021. 
In July 2021, the State Department provided an additional $155 million 
in humanitarian assistance for Iraq and Iraqi refugees in the region, 
totaling over $200 million dollars for fiscal year 2021. The additional 
funds were primarily earmarked to support Iraqis who were displaced 
by ISIS, including members of several religious minority communi-
ties. Also, the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) 
maintained financial and programmatic support for Iraqi religious 
and ethnic minorities to recover and rebuild what ISIS had destroyed. 
Since the defeat of ISIS, USAID has spent almost $500 million dollars 
on reconstruction efforts in Iraq. Additionally, the U.S. government 
has used punitive measures against individuals responsible for human 
rights violations. In January 2021, the U.S. Department of the Treasury 
imposed Global Magnitsky sanctions on PMF Chairman and Iraqi 
former National Security Advisor Falih al-Fayyadh, who has also been 
accused of direct links to religious freedom violations, for engaging 
in serious human rights abuses.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/iraq/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/Iraq%20Chapter%20AR2021.pdf
https://www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/iraqs-yazidis-among-worlds-most-threatened-minorities
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/iraq/
https://thearabweekly.com/iraqs-growing-community-atheists-no-longer-peripheral
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/5/iraq-protesters-take-to-the-streets-and-clash-with-police
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-59195399
https://apnews.com/article/middle-east-religion-iran-iraq-tehran-8cfe754e681581f511f430f4bd31e776
https://shafaq.com/en/Iraq-News/Al-Kadhimi-declares-the-6th-of-March-a-national-day-for-tolerance-and-coexistence
https://www.thenationalnews.com/mena/iraq/iraq-declares-march-6-national-day-of-tolerance-as-pope-francis-tour-continues-1.1178522
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/05/world/middleeast/pope-francis-iraq-visit.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-56309779
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/11/iraq-yezidi-reparations-law-progress-welcome-but-more-must-be-done-to-assist-survivors/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ewelinaochab/2021/03/04/iraq-adopts-new-law-to-assist-survivors-of-the-daesh-genocide/?sh=6f2dc8fa156c
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/the-sinjar-agreement-has-good-ideas-but-is-it-a-dead-end/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/the-sinjar-agreement-has-good-ideas-but-is-it-a-dead-end/
https://edm.parliament.uk/early-day-motion/58126/religious-freedoms-in-the-kurdistan-region-of-iraq
https://euaa.europa.eu/country-guidance-iraq-2021/214-individuals-considered-have-committed-blasphemy-andor-apostasy
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-05/Iraq%20Chapter%20AR2021.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/joe-biden-government-and-politics-middle-east-iraq-islamic-state-group-9397d9996703d7416f857165072a0a05
https://www.state.gov/u-s-announces-humanitarian-assistance-for-iraq/
https://www.usaid.gov/iraq/fact-sheets/iraq-country-profile
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm1231
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

KAZAKHSTAN

• Include Kazakhstan on the U.S. Department 
of State’s Special Watch List for engaging in 
or tolerating severe violations of religious 
freedom pursuant to the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Discontinue the U.S.-Kazakhstan Religious 
Freedom Working Group until the govern-
ment delivers on promised reforms, including: 

• The repeal or amendment of religious 
registration laws, including reducing the 
required number of founding members 
of a religious organization to register, 
currently set at 50;

• The end of mandatory expert review 
of founding documents and religious 

literature, or a significant reform of the 
process to make it more transparent;

• The reduction of the specific personal 
data from founding members required 
to register and the inclusion of legal pro-
tections to ensure that such information 
shall not be used to discriminate against 
or harass individuals; and

• The repeal of provisions that allow for the 
prosecution of individuals for “insulting 
religious feelings” in violation of interna-
tional standards of religious freedom and 
freedom of expression.

• Advocate for religious freedom reforms in 
all engagement with the government of 

Kazakhstan on improving the human rights 
landscape; and

• Provide religious freedom training to law 
enforcement and local officials through the 
U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID) mission in Kazakhstan as part of 
broader initiatives to combat corruption 
and promote good governance.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Advocate for religious freedom reform 
and other measures aimed at improving 
the human rights landscape in Kazakhstan 
through the Congressional U.S.-Kazakh-
stan Caucus.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Kazakhstan improved in 
some areas but remained problematic as the government failed 
to deliver on long-promised reforms. Since 2019, Kazakhstan 

has engaged in a religious freedom working group in consultation 
with U.S government representatives, including USCIRF, and civil 
society stakeholders. At those sessions, and in numerous separate 
meetings between USCIRF and Kazakhstani officials, the gov-
ernment of Kazakhstan solicited and received recommendations 
for reforming the 2011 Religion Law to bring it into compliance 
with international standards. Despite repeated assurances that 
the recommendations would be considered and implemented in 
certain cases, the amendments passed on December 29, 2021, did 
not contain substantive reforms and seem likely to further restrict 
religious activity in Kazakhstan in some cases. 

There were 128 known administrative prosecutions for reli-
gious offenses in 2021, virtually identical to the 131 known cases 
in 2020. This marked the first year since 2017 without a significant 
decline in such cases from the previous year. These prosecutions 
included significant punitive fines, in some cases equivalent to four 
months’ average wages, for peaceful religious activities such as 
selling religious literature, instructing children in religion without 
state approval, praying without state approval, and unregistered 
missionary activity. Although USCIRF has been encouraged by the 
previous decline in such cases, the prosecutions still constitute 
systematic and ongoing violations of religious freedom.

The government of Kazakhstan participated in religious free-
dom roundtables across the country, enabling representatives of 
various religious communities to meet with government officials 

and discuss their concerns and recommendations for reform. While 
such initiatives are admirable, some participants have expressed 
frustration that officials have not seriously considered their input 
and that the meetings were largely symbolic. On July 15, 2021, the 
government of Kazakhstan signed a Memorandum of Understand-
ing with the Love Your Neighbor Committee (LYNC), a U.S.-based 
nonprofit that organizes religious freedom roundtables, facilitates 
interreligious dialogue, and provides cross-cultural religious literacy 
training for officials and law enforcement. 

Although seldom rising to the level of egregious, ongoing 
religious freedom violations and allegations of abuse remained. In 
September 2021, 1,641 parents from across Kazakhstan signed a 
petition to the government requesting that Muslim girls be allowed 
to wear hijabs in public school. Authorities denied the request and 
Muslim girls are still forbidden to wear head coverings in school. 
As in years past, the government used vague charges of “propa-
ganda of terrorism,” “extremism,” or “inciting religious hatred” 
to justify the arrests of religious activists and political opponents. 
In June 2021, local officials slandered residents protesting the 
illegal and unexplained closure of their historic local mosque in 
Zhympity as adherents of a “nontraditional” religious interpre-
tation. The community, which recently renovated the mosque at 
its own expense, denies any links to extremism or terrorism and 
only seeks to preserve a beloved and iconic local landmark. The 
Kazakhstani government continued to persecute opponents of 
China’s ethnoreligious genocide in Xinjiang and even banned a 
prominent researcher of these tragic events from entering Kazakh-
stan for five years.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES

• Podcast: Reforms in Kazakhstan Could Improve Religious Freedom
• Factsheet: CPC and SWL Recommendations
• Factsheet: Controlling Civil Society’s Purse Strings

https://adilet.zan.kz/rus/docs/Z2100000094
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2715
https://lyncommunity.org/the-government-of-kazakhstan-and-lync-sign-historic-mou-at-irf-summit/
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/31449421.html
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/31410395.html
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/na-bolshoy-doroge-kto-i-pochemu-perekryval-trassu-v-zapadnom-kazahstane-i-chto-iz-etogo-vyshlo/31332190.html
https://thediplomat.com/2021/08/why-havent-kazakh-xinjiang-protests-gained-traction/
https://www.rferl.org/a/kazakhstan-xinjiang-scholar-banned/31445918.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/reforms-kazakhstan-could-improve-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20USCIRF%20country%20recommendations.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Financial%20Regulations%20Factsheet.pdf
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Background
Kazakhstan is territorially the largest state in Central Asia and has the 
region’s second-largest population, with around 19 million citizens. 
The population is approximately 70 percent Sunni Muslim, 26 percent 
Christian (including Orthodox, Protestants, Catholics, and Jehovah’s 
Witnesses), 3 percent other (including Jews, Buddhists, Baha’is, and 
Hare Krishnas), and one percent Shi’a and Sufi Muslim. Approximately 
two-thirds of the population are ethnic Kazakhs, a Turkic people, while 
the rest are ethnic Slavs and other Turkic peoples, including Uzbeks 
and Uyghurs. Kazakhstan is the only Central Asian country with a large 
ethnic Russian population, mostly in the north. 

The government is avowedly secular and seeks to control reli-
gion, which it views as a potentially destabilizing force. It maintains 
influence over—and preference for—what it considers the “tradi-
tional” Hanafi school of Sunni Islamic jurisprudence and is generally 
wary of Islamic practices emanating from other countries. It classifies 
other religions with a long-established presence and good relations 
with the government as traditional and nonthreatening—like Ortho-
dox Christianity, Roman Catholicism, and Judaism—while it views 
newer arrivals to the region with suspicion, such as Evangelical Chris-
tianity and Scientology. The government is particularly concerned 
about the spread of religious extremism—which it defines broadly 
and uses as a charge to target political opponents—as well as the 
potential for perceived social disruption from proselytism and mis-
sionary activity. While the government has legitimate concerns about 
extremist violence, its vague concept of religious extremism is often 
applied to any activity it sees as potentially disruptive, even targeting 
households and familial practices.

Failure to Reform 
Since 2019, the government of Kazakhstan has engaged in the 
U.S.-Kazakhstan Religious Freedom Working Group (RFWG) with 
counterparts in the U.S. government and civil society stakeholders 
to discuss the reform of its problematic 2011 Religion Law. Before it 
enacted this law, Kazakhstan was one of the least repressive post-So-
viet Central Asian states with regard to freedom of religion or belief. 
That law, however, set stringent registration requirements with high 
membership thresholds, and it banned or restricted unregistered 
religious activities, including those relating to offering education, 
distributing literature, and training clergy. Other vague criminal and 
administrative statutes enable the state to punish most unauthorized 
religious or political activities.

The RFWG was predicated on the government’s recognition of 
deficiencies in the existing 2011 Religion Law and its stated intent to 
address these problems through tangible legislative reforms. In 2021, 
USCIRF held more meetings with Kazakhstani government officials 
than in previous years. As late as November 2021, Kazakhstan once 
again provided the U.S. government with assurances that at least 
some of the key issues raised during nearly three years of engagement 
would be addressed in legislative amendments by the end of the year. 
However, the amendments, which passed on December 29, 2021, 
reflected minimal consideration of U.S. government recommendations 
and, on the contrary, contained new and problematic restrictions on 
peaceful religious activity. 

The new amendments failed to address some of the most trou-
bling features of the 2011 law, including the mandatory nature of 
registration, the number of members required for registration, restric-
tions on religious materials by nonregistered religions, registration of 
missionary activity, and ambiguity about whether missionary mate-
rials used by registered religious organizations need expert review. 
Although the government had promised to replace the requirement 
of official permission for religious activity outside of registered spaces 
with a notification system that presumed approval, the system that 
the government passed is virtually indistinguishable from a permis-
sion-based system. The requirements are extremely onerous and 
leave significant discretion for officials to forbid the notified event. 
Furthermore, it is unclear whether these requirements will apply to 
communities without an officially registered space every time they 
wish to meet.

Popular Protest and Government Crackdown
Although occurring immediately after the reporting period, the 
government’s response to widespread popular unrest in Kazakh-
stan from January 2–11, 2022, raises significant concerns about the 
trajectory of serious religious freedom reform. USCIRF has long 
been troubled by the extent to which authorities use Kazakhstan’s 
vague and expansive “extremism” laws and supposed counter-
terrorism concerns as an excuse for authoritarian overreach. The 
government’s unsuccessful attempt to attribute popular anger 
over corruption and unrealized reforms to religious extremism 
only reinforces this perception. While USCIRF cannot rule out the 
participation of extremists and terrorists in these events, it is clear 
that they were not a significant contributing factor. The Kazakhstani 
government’s response, which included mass arrests, torture, and 
the indiscriminate shooting of unarmed civilians, raises concerns 
over human rights and religious freedom.

Key U.S. Policy
The governments of the United States and Kazakhstan enjoyed a 
close partnership in 2021, as in past years. On October 18, 2021, 
USAID announced $2.4 million in COVID assistance, which builds on 
more than $6.8 million in COVID assistance it provided since the start 
of the pandemic. On December 9, 2021, USAID publicly supported 
Kazakhstan’s application to the Open Government Partnership, an 
international platform that includes 78 governments and thousands 
of civil society organizations committed to making their governments 
more open, accountable, and responsive to citizens. On December 
13, 2021, the State Department sought bids for a religious freedom 
initiative that would allocate $740,740 for a project that would sup-
port efforts to improve national laws impacting religious freedom in 
Kazakhstan and help bring them in line with international standards. 
On December 16, 2021, the United States congratulated Kazakhstan 
on 30 years of independence and joined celebrations to mark the 
occasion. On January 6, 2022, Secretary Blinken spoke to Kazakhstani 
Foreign Minister Mukhtar Tileuberdi about the unrest in Kazakhstan 
to express concern over Russian influence in the region and reiterate 
U.S. support for the territorial sovereignty of Ukraine.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/kazakhstan/
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2709
https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-dying-in-the-darkness
https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstans-unrest-narrative-derailed-by-confusion-and-blackout
https://eurasianet.org/kyrgyzstan-the-pianist-undermining-kazakhstans-terrorism-case
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/02/01/kazakhstan-protesters-arbitrarily-arrested-beaten
https://eurasianet.org/kazakhstan-prosecutors-confirm-at-least-six-tortured-to-death-in-custody
https://www.voanews.com/a/kazakh-president-issues-shoot-to-kill-order-to-quell-protests/6386655.html
https://www.usaid.gov/kazakhstan/press-releases/oct-18-2021-united-states-announces-additional-covid-19-assistance
https://www.state.gov/drl-fy21-irf-promoting-international-standards-for-religious-freedom-in-kazakhstan/
https://www.state.gov/drl-fy21-irf-promoting-international-standards-for-religious-freedom-in-kazakhstan/
https://www.state.gov/kazakhstan-independence-day/#:~:text=On%20behalf%20of%20the%20United,independence%20on%20December%2016%2C%202021.
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-kazakhstani-foreign-minister-tileuberdi-2/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

MALAYSIA

• Include Malaysia on the U.S. Department of 
State’s Special Watch List for engaging in 
or tolerating severe violations of religious 
freedom pursuant to the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act (IRFA); 

• Extend training by the U.S. Department 
of Justice and Department of Homeland 
Security to their Malaysian counterparts 
on community-based policing to promote 

better shared practices on interacting with 
faith communities and protecting houses of 
worship and other religious sites; and

• Urge the Malaysian government to repeal 
the federal and state-level laws criminaliz-
ing blasphemy and apostasy, remove the 
constitutional link between the ethnic Malay 
identity and Islam, and release the find-
ings of the special task force investigating 

enforced disappearances, such as the case 
of Pastor Raymond Koh.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Raise Malaysia’s ongoing religious freedom 
issues in any engagement through hearings, 
meetings, letters, congressional delegation 
trips abroad, or other actions.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Malaysia trended down-
ward. The government requires members of the Sunni Muslim 
majority to adhere to a strict, state-approved interpretation of 

Islam and regulates the internal affairs of Muslims, leaving increas-
ingly little freedom to practice their religion according to their 
conscience. Article 160 of the constitution links Malay ethnicity 
with Islam, which continues to infringe on the religious freedom 
rights of ethnic Malays.

Malaysia maintains a dual legal system that devolves the main-
tenance and regulation of Shari’a to the states. Some states use this 
ability to restrict the freedom of religion or belief for Muslim and 
non-Muslim residents. Political actors in the federal government 
have consistently supported these restrictions, including during 
2021. Article 11(4) of the constitution provides that state and fed-
eral law “may control or restrict the propagation of any religious 
doctrine or belief among persons professing the religion of Islam.” 
In February, then Minister of Religious Affairs Zulkifli Mohamad 
Al-Bakri cited this article in justifying the states’ power to formu-
late laws to prohibit conversion of Muslims. In March, then Deputy 
Religious Affairs Minister Datuk Ahmad Marzuk Shaary supported 
state governments’ actions to ensure adherents of religions other 
than Islam would be limited in propagating their beliefs, also citing 
Article 11(4). 

Throughout 2021, federal and state authorities continued 
to implement and expand measures that infringe on religious 
freedom. In May, the Selangor Islamic Religious Council (MAIS) 
digitalized Pendedahan Agenda Kristian (Exposing the Christian 
Agenda), a 2014 book that portrays Christians as “enemies of 
Islam.” Curriculum for Muslim students in public schools at the 
Form 5 level (ages 16–17) includes federally approved material 
claiming Sunni Islam as the “superior” and only acceptable form 
of Islam, labeling Shi’a Islam as “deviant.” In November, the Sultan 
of Kelantan, Muhammad V, consented to the Kelantan Shariah 
Criminal Code (I) Enactment 2019, allowing it to come into effect. 
This new code contains 24 provisions that all Muslims in the state 

of Kelantan are now obliged to follow, including the criminalization 
of attempting to convert out of Islam, distorting Islamic teachings, 
and disrespecting the month of Ramadan. Penalties include impris-
onment of up to three years and a fine or corporal punishment. 
Blasphemy is criminalized at the federal level in Malaysia’s secular 
Penal Code, and at least five states criminalize apostasy with fines, 
imprisonment, and/or detention in a “rehabilitation” center. 

In early 2021, two judicial decisions asserted the secular courts’ 
purview over certain issues that involve religious freedom. On Feb-
ruary 25, Malaysia’s Federal Court ruled against Selangor’s religious 
court and declared that state Syariah laws banning gay sex “against 
the order of nature” were unconstitutional; however, the judgment 
does not repudiate federal statutes that criminalize same-sex rela-
tions. On March 10, the Kuala Lumpur High Court overturned a ban 
on the use of the word “Allah” by certain non-Muslim publications. 
Another case relevant to religious freedom remained unresolved: 
on January 11, the High Court set March 19 as the date to deter-
mine whether Ahmadiyya Muslims would be considered Muslim in 
Malaysia, regardless of how they self-identify. This deadline passed 
without a ruling. The determination will affect Ahmadiyya Muslims’ 
ability to use Islamic terms in their faith practices and will decide if 
they are subject to official interpretations of Islam as regulated by 
the state Shari’a systems. 

The leading Malay-majority parties and political institu-
tions continue to be existentially afraid of perceived threats to 
the supremacy of Islam and ethnic Malays, which has heightened 
tensions between the secular and Shari’a court systems and inter-
ethnic/confessional communities. On March 24, the Malaysian 
Islamic Party (PAS) pledged to “harmonize” Malaysia’s dual-track 
legal system, arguing that the foundation of Malaysia’s legal system 
was Islamic. On March 28, the president of leading Malay-ethnic 
party United Malay National Organization (UMNO), Ahmad Zahid 
Hamidi, pledged that should the party gain a supermajority in 
Parliament, it would amend the Federal Constitution of Malaysia 
to “empower” Shari’a law. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Factsheet: Ahmadiyya Persecution Factsheet
• Country Update: Religious Freedom in Malaysia 
• Religious Prisoners of Conscience Project: Pastor Raymond Koh

https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b5e40.html
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2021/02/21/states-can-formulate-laws-to-prohibit-conversion-of-muslims-says-minister/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_af1621d4355a943ae686deb3e98b1088d42a05d5-1628280792-0-gqNtZGzNAo2jcnBszRAO
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2021/03/12/more-steps-to-be-taken-to-prevent-spread-of-non-muslim-religions-to-muslims/1957370
https://www.ucanews.com/news/enemies-of-islam-malaysian-book-accuses-christians-of-conspiracy/92331
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2021/11/01/kelantan-shariah-criminal-code-i-enactment-2019-comes-into-force-today/2017685
https://asiamedia.lmu.edu/2021/03/24/malaysia-a-stride-toward-lgbt-equality-malaysian-federal-court-rules-law-banning-gay-sex-unconstitutional/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-malaysia-allah-court-idUSKBN2B214U
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2021/01/11/court-to-decide-if-members-of-ahmadiyya-are-muslims/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=pmd_2Zneg5OO9wckow9NFYipGG0sM.Xy72KrKrBrX4Qf3ns-1630032082-0-gqNtZGzNAnujcnBszQ09
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2021/03/28/at-umno-agm-zahid-vows-party-will-amend-constitution-to-empower-shariah-law/1961740
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/ahmadiyya-persecution-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/malaysia-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/raymond-koh
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Background
Malaysia is a highly pluralistic society. Around 61.3 percent of the 
population identify as Muslim, the vast majority of whom adhere 
to state-sponsored Sunni Islam. Buddhists comprise 19.8 percent; 
9.2 percent are Christian; 6.3 percent are Hindu; 1.3 percent prac-
tice Confucianism, Taoism, and other traditional Chinese religions; 
and about 0.8 percent identify with no religion. Although Malaysia 
was founded as a secular state, Article 3 of the 1957 Constitution 
places Islam—interpreted as Sunni Islam—as the federation’s offi-
cial religion, while Article 160 links Malay ethnic identity with Islam. 
This constitutional construct has long been used to advance social 
policies—many of which amount to legally mandated religious 
discrimination—that give ethnic Malays preferential treatment, 
including in education and employment, to offset historical eco-
nomic disparities. 

Malaysia is one of a few multiparty democracies in Southeast 
Asia. However, throughout 2021, Malaysia continued to experience 
political instability at the federal level. At the beginning of the year, 
then Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin suspended Parliament through 
a declaration of a state of emergency over the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Before the suspension, observers had noted the fragility of Yassin’s 
coalition. When the suspension of Parliament ended in August 2021, 
at the urging of the king, the Perikatan Nasional coalition collapsed 
with the resignation of Yassin. On August 20, 2021, the king appointed 
Ismail Sabri Yaakob, a member of UMNO, as prime minister.

Continuing Politicization of Ethnicity and Religion
Against the backdrop of this political instability, the leading 
Malay-Muslim parties, UMNO and PAS, continued to emphasize the 
ethnoreligious supremacy of ethnic Malays and Islam to garner sup-
port. In August, with Yaakob’s appointment as prime minister, UMNO 
returned as the dominant political power. PAS, as well as other political 
actors, have attempted to reorient Malaysia’s secular constitutional 
foundation based on Article 3(1)’s proclamation of Islam as the official 
religion. During the long period of UMNO-dominated government 
from 1957 until 2018, the political branches of government consistently 
restricted the civil courts, including the Federal Court, with amend-
ments to the constitution that curtailed their authority, especially over 
religious issues. 

Interfaith and Child Forced Marriages
The dual legal system complicates the issue of interfaith marriage and 
the right to choose or change one’s religion. Children of interfaith 
marriages are sometimes automatically registered as Muslims on their 
national identification cards, even if they do not identify as Muslim, 
placing them in the Shari’a court system to abide by certain rules. 
In January, the Human Rights Commission of Malaysia (SUHAKAM) 
highlighted this issue for indigenous communities in Sarawak where 
interfaith marriages occur. With strict apostasy laws, official regis-
tration as a Muslim limits a person’s ability to identify and practice 
according to their own faith identity.

Some nongovernmental organizations, including Sisters in Islam, 
have reported an increase in child marriages during the pandemic. 
This may be due in part to the lowered age of marriage for Muslim 
women, who can legally marry at 16, as compared to non-Muslim 
women, who cannot marry until 18. In December, the federal Depart-
ment of Islamic Development (JAKIM) committed to maintaining this 
system. There has been ongoing debate as to whether to harmonize 
the protected rights of women and girls regardless of faith. 

Criminalization of Blasphemy and Apostasy
Blasphemy is a criminal act under Articles 295–298A of the Penal 
Code. In June, a task force within the federal government proposed 
modifying laws governing social media to link the “promotion” of 
“LGBTI [lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex] lifestyles” 
to laws that target insulting Islam. Such changes affect members of 
the LGBTI community who either identify as Muslim or, in the case 
of ethnic Malays, are constitutionally classified as Muslim, equating 
the expression of their sexual or gender identity to blasphemy and 
insulting Islam. 

On January 6, the Shah Alam Syariah High Court charged Nur 
Sajat, a trans woman, with bringing contempt to Islam for dress-
ing in clothes that matched her gender identity at a religious event. 
In March, the Selangor State Religious Authority (JAIS) prompted 
authorities to find and arrest Nur Sajat for failing to appear in court. 
In October, Nur Sajat announced she received political asylum in 
Australia. In December, the state auctioned her household items. 

Enforced Disappearances of Religious Leaders
The government of Malaysia continued to withhold the report of the 
special taskforce set up by the former governing coalition Pakatan 
Harapan to investigate the whereabouts and disappearances of sev-
eral individuals, including USCIRF’s Religious Prisoners of Conscience 
Pastor Raymond Koh and Amri Che Mat. There were no updates in 
2021 on their whereabouts or when the report would be made pub-
licly available.

Key U.S. Policy
Malaysia and the United States maintain strong bilateral ties. There is 
continued partnership in counterterrorism efforts through information 
sharing, capacity-building programs for law enforcement and judicial 
authorities, and assistance to improve immigration security and bor-
der controls. On December 15, Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken 
met with Foreign Minister Saifuddin Abdullah to discuss regional and 
international issues of mutual interest, which included Malaysia-U.S. 
bilateral relations, regional security, COVID-19, and other matters. 

The United States is Malaysia’s third-largest trading partner, and 
the two countries share numerous educational and cultural exchange 
programs. Those programs include the International Visitor Leadership 
Program, which brings Muslim educational leaders to the United States 
in part to observe conditions for freedom of religion or belief. 

https://www.dw.com/en/malaysia-declares-covid-emergency-and-suspends-parliament/a-56203410
https://www.thevibes.com/articles/news/10024/surviving-budget-vote-does-not-mean-muhyiddin-is-safe-analysts
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/malaysias-king-expected-name-new-pm-after-rulers-meet-2021-08-20/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-11/2021%20Malaysia%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2021/01/21/suhakam-reports-forced-conversion-of-sarawakian-native-children-over-mykad/1942696
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2021/12/11/teenage-marriages-likely-under-reported-says-womens-group/?__cf_chl_tk=wX76qMZXA.GCpnBY9cGSTABFjdfv6IK25Il2KxoQMVo-1648232484-0-gaNycGzNCf0
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2021/12/16/jakim-wont-raise-legal-marriage-age-for-muslims-as-most-states-against-it-m/2028810
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/malaysia-seeks-stricter-sharia-laws-promoting-lgbt-lifestyle-2021-06-24/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-59286774
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-59286774
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2021/10/20/in-nyt-nur-sajat-alleges-molest-during-jais-arrest-says-officer-told-mum-ok/2014804
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2021/12/14/nur-sajat039s-household-items-auctioned-off-for-rm132000
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/raymond-koh
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/amri-che-mat
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-and-malaysian-foreign-minister-saifuddin-abdullah-at-a-joint-press-availability/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

NICARAGUA

• Maintain Nicaragua on the U.S. Depart-
ment of State’s Special Watch List for 
engaging in or tolerating severe violations 
of religious freedom pursuant to the Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Impose targeted sanctions on Nicaraguan 
government agencies and officials respon-
sible for violence and other punitive actions 
against houses of worship, religious lead-
ers, and organizations by freezing those 

individuals’ assets and/or barring their 
entry into the United States under human 
rights-related financial and visa authorities, 
citing specific religious freedom violations; 
and

• Collaborate with and encourage multilat-
eral organizations, such as the Organization 
of American States, to monitor and inves-
tigate religious freedom violations that 
occur in Nicaragua and work to identify 

perpetrators and tolerators of religious 
freedom violations, and seek the repeal 
of problematic laws such as the Foreign 
Agents Regulation Law.

The U.S. Congress should:

• Continue to raise human rights and democ-
racy concerns in Nicaragua and bring 
attention to religious leaders and organi-
zations silenced by the Ortega regime.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Nicaragua remained the 
same as in 2020. During April 2018 protests against reforms to the 
public pension system, Catholic clergy provided aid and sanctu-

ary to and voiced support for the protesters. As a result, President 
Daniel Ortega used his government and supporters to persecute 
members of the clergy, worshipers, and Catholic organizations. 
This pattern of harassment continued in 2021, as the government 
maintained its campaign against the Catholic Church. In 2021, the 
backdrop for religious freedom violations was not ongoing protests 
as in the last few years, but rather the runup to the general election 
in which President Ortega sought reelection for a fourth consecu-
tive term. In the process, President Ortega’s government arrested 
or disqualified numerous opposition candidates, imprisoned other 
critical figures such as journalists and human rights defenders, and 
raided the last remaining printed newspaper, La Prensa. Members 
of the Nicaraguan Catholic Church denounced the government’s 
tactics, expressed their support for free and fair elections and 
human rights, and called for the release of political prisoners.

As in preceding years, in 2021, President Ortega and his 
wife, Vice President Rosario Murillo, made verbal attacks against 
the Catholic Church that contributed to the perilous environment 
in which the Church operated. In June, Vice President Murillo 
accused priests of stealing and raising funds to distribute among 
themselves. At an anniversary celebration of the Nicaraguan 
Army Air Force in July, President Ortega called priests “Phari-
sees . . . speaking as if they were saints [with] no respect for Christ, 
no respect for God.” USCIRF received reports that on August 13, 
President Ortega said that protesters opened fire on their fellow 

citizens and tortured police officers “with the applause and sup-
port of priests.” The next day, Vice President Murillo called clergy 
“sons of the devil” and accused them of condoning crimes and 
approving of the deaths of Nicaraguans. In the same speech, she 
said bishops were “fake shepherds” performing “satanic rites” 
and “witchcraft” to allegedly overthrow the government. On 
October 4, President Ortega again attacked clergy by calling the 
bishops “terrorists,” a potentially grave accusation considering 
the government adopted a wide-reaching and strict antiterrorism 
law in the wake of the 2018 protests. 

The government also continued to cancel visas or prevent 
the return of foreign-born priests as a tactic to pressure Catholic 
clergy. In January and February, the Directorate General of Immi-
gration and Nationality (DGME) prevented two Franciscans—Friar 
Santos Fabián Mejía, head of the San Francisco de Asís parish in 
Juigalpa, and José Lemus Aguilar, parish priest of the Immaculate 
Heart of Mary Church in Matagalpa—from returning to Nicaragua 
from El Salvador. There was no official reason given for the denials 
of entry, but an immigration officer allegedly told Friar Fabián that 
he had gotten too involved in politics. On April 30, the DGME 
canceled the permanent residency of another Franciscan, Father 
Damián Muratori, director of El Tepeyac, a Franciscan sanctuary 
in the city of San Rafael del Norte. He was given 90 days to leave 
the country. Originally born in Italy, Father Muratori had lived in 
Nicaragua since 1976. Although he was given no explanation for 
why he was being deported, he suspects it may be because of his 
popular sermons and the false accusation that he had participated 
in the 2018 protests.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Podcast: Nicaragua’s Assault on Religious Freedom
• Factsheet: Controlling Civil Society’s Purse Strings

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2020%20Nicaragua%20Country%20Update_1.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/07/world/americas/nicaragua-election-ortega.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-58212024
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-the-americas/2021/06/church-leaders-preach-peace-in-nicaragua-as-they-face-threats-from-ortega-regime
https://100noticias.com.ni/nacionales/109114-daniel-ortega-acusa-iglesia-catolica-golpe-estado/?mobile
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-the-americas/2021/08/nicaraguas-vice-president-calls-priests-and-bishops-devils
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/249392/church-asks-people-to-vote-their-conscience-in-nicaraguan-general-election
https://freedomhouse.org/article/nicaraguas-new-terrorism-law-aimed-protesters
https://freedomhouse.org/article/nicaraguas-new-terrorism-law-aimed-protesters
https://olire.org/residences-of-priests-canceled-in-nicaragua/
https://www.confidencial.com.ni/nacion/prohiben-ingreso-a-dos-frailes-franciscanos-por-denunciar-injusticias/
https://www.confidencial.com.ni/english/nicaraguan-gov-cancels-residency-of-franciscan-priest/
https://olire.org/franciscans-in-the-crosshairs-of-the-ortega-murillo-regime/?sfw=pass1646939122
https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/nicaragua-migraci%C3%B3n_nicaragua-suspende-residencia-a-fray-que-promueve-canonizaci%C3%B3n-de-religioso/46602752
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/nicaraguas-assault-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Financial%20Regulations%20Factsheet.pdf
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Background
President Ortega is the head of state and government of Nicaragua. 
He and his party, the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN), exer-
cise authoritarian control over the government and electoral process. 
Roman Catholics account for about 50 percent of Nicaragua’s pop-
ulation, followed by Evangelical Christians at 33.2 percent; followers 
of unspecified religions at 13.2 percent; Jews, Muslims, and others at 
2.9 percent; and 0.7 percent adhering to no religion. 

Nicaragua is embroiled in a social and political crisis that started 
after the government’s repression of peaceful protests in April 2018. 
The Ortega administration began lashing out at the Catholic Church 
after it aided demonstrators and individual Catholic clergy voiced 
opposition to the government. 

Leading up to the 2021 November election, Catholic clergy 
were outspoken in their support for free elections and the release of 
political prisoners. In a June 10 letter, Nicaraguan bishops decried 
“arbitrary and illegal restrictions of citizens’ freedoms and the perse-
cution of the opposition and media outlets.” Clergy increasingly called 
the election illegitimate and an Ortega victory a forgone conclusion. 
Monsignor Carlos Aviles, spokesman for the Archdiocese of Managua, 
posited that “[these] are not elections. It’s a way to legitimize a period 
of increasing dictatorship.” 

Harassment of Worshipers and Clergy
Supporters of the Ortega regime continued to enter churches disrup-
tively during Mass. In the northwestern town of Chinandega, a mob 
shouting slogans in favor of the Ortega government interrupted an 
April mass held in tribute to the victims of the violence against April 
2018 protesters and political prisoners. Also in April, Father Edwin 
Román claimed that at a mass he held at the St. Michael the Archangel 
Parish in Masaya nearly 80 police, paramilitaries, and other bystanders 
gathered outside. At the end of the mass, some of those outside threw 
stones at the church.

The Archbishop of Managua, Cardinal Leopoldo Brenes, is an 
outspoken critic of the Ortega regime and was vocal in the runup to 
the election. According to the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
police have kept Cardinal Brenes under supervision ever since he 
left the hospital after contracting COVID-19 in September. Agents 
surround his home and monitor his movements with the intention of 
intimidating him, despite the fact that he has not been charged with 
a crime and is not a suspect in any ongoing investigation. 

Vandalism and Theft of Church Property
In late March, thieves stole money from El Tepeyac, supposedly enter-
ing the church via the roof and hogtying the security guard. On July 5, 
the Immaculate Conception of Mary parish church in Jalapa was bro-
ken into in the middle of the night, with damage to the church’s door 
and a statue of Jesus and Mary. Later in July, an unknown assailant 
broke into the chapel at the San Caralampio Church in Diriamba, steal-
ing sound equipment and desecrating the Eucharist. As in previous 

years, no one has been held to account for crimes committed against 
churches, and the government did not offer additional security for 
houses of worship.

Abuses against Protestants
The government also targeted Protestant institutions and individuals, 
especially those who have spoken out against the government. USCIRF 
received reports that the government exerted pressure on Protestants 
by increasing taxes on institutions, closely examining foreign funding, 
and harassing pastors who speak out against government abuses. In 
January, police in Jinotepe arrested and beat Pastor Rudy Palacios on 
his way to a meeting of the Democratic Restoration Party (PRD), a pop-
ular Protestant political party in Nicaragua. Pastor Palacios supported 
and provided food supplies to protesters in 2018.

After the elections, the Nicaraguan Institute of Telecommuni-
cations and Postal Services (TELCOR) arbitrarily canceled the license 
for Enlace Canal 21, Nicaragua’s only Christian television channel. It is 
believed that the government took this action after the leader of the 
channel, Pastor Guillermo Osorno, challenged the results of the presi-
dential election and denounced electoral irregularities. 

Key U.S. Policy
In February, the State Department issued a press statement express-
ing concern for the Nicaraguan government’s crackdown on civil 
society, specifically through the Foreign Agents Law passed last year. 
Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken condemned the Ortega-Mu-
rillo government for “repression and electoral manipulation” that 
“stripped the November 7 vote of any real significance.” Around the 
time of the election, the U.S. Congress passed and President Joseph 
R. Biden signed the RENACER Act. The act establishes “measures to 
monitor, report on, and address corruption and human rights abuses 
in Nicaragua,” including calling for sanctions on Nicaraguan officials 
responsible for the unfair election, requiring State Department reports 
on senior government officials involved in gross human rights viola-
tions, and advocating oversight of foreign assistance for projects in 
the country. 

The U.S. government continued to enact robust sanctions against 
Nicaraguan officials, though none referred to religious freedom viola-
tions. On June 9—a week after the Nicaraguan government arrested 
four presidential candidates—the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s 
Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) sanctioned four government 
officials, including President Ortega’s daughter. Then, on November 
15 OFAC imposed sanctions on the Public Ministry of Nicaragua and 
nine government officials in response to the sham elections. On Jan-
uary 10, 2022, the State Department announced “visa restrictions on 
116 individuals complicit in undermining democracy in Nicaragua,” 
including local leaders and justice officials. OFAC also sanctioned six 
members of the Ortega regime. On November 15, 2021, the State 
Department again placed Nicaragua on its Special Watch List for 
severe violations of religious freedom.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/nicaragua/
https://www.catholicnews.com/nicaragua-bishops-seek-end-of-arbitrary-restrictions-of-citizens/
https://www.confidencial.com.ni/english/priests-we-do-not-conceive-a-church-muzzled-by-fear/
https://www.catholicnews.com/nicaragua-bishops-seek-end-of-arbitrary-restrictions-of-citizens/
https://www.articulo66.com/2021/04/19/turba-sandinista-iglesia-consignas-daniel-ortega-opacar-homenaje-rebelion/
https://olire.org/churches-and-relatives-of-victims-of-repression-under-siege-by-mobs-and-security-forces-in-nicaragua/?sfw=pass1639081882
https://www.catholicsun.org/2021/04/26/three-years-after-crackdown-nicaraguan-church-still-sees-repression/
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-the-americas/2021/08/nicaraguan-cardinal-says-church-will-carry-on-despite-government-attacks
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=210082411119696&id=100063538151484
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=210082411119696&id=100063538151484
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=217663913694879&id=100063538151484
https://www.laprensani.com/2021/01/30/politica/2778470-policia-orteguista-retiene-amenaza-y-golpea-al-pastor-rudy-palacios-y-a-dos-miembros-del-prd
https://nicaraguainvestiga.com/nacion/44830-policia-detiene-al-pastor-rudy-palacios-de-jinotepe/
https://www.articulo66.com/2021/11/12/canal-21-television-guillermo-osorno-fuera-senal-cable-regimen-nicaragua/
https://www.state.gov/nicaraguas-foreign-agents-law-drives-nicaragua-toward-dictatorship-silencing-independent-voices/
https://www.state.gov/nicaraguas-foreign-agents-law-drives-nicaragua-toward-dictatorship-silencing-independent-voices/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Financial%20Regulations%20Factsheet.pdf
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/government-news/2020/10/nicaragua-passes-controversial-foreign-agent-law/
https://www.state.gov/nicaraguas-undemocratic-election/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1064?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22RENACER+act%22%2C%22RENACER%22%2C%22act%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=3
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0218
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0481
https://www.state.gov/holding-accountable-nicaraguan-agents-of-repression/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

TURKEY

• Include Turkey on the U.S. Department of 
State’s Special Watch List for engaging in 
or tolerating severe violations of religious 
freedom pursuant to the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Raise in all meetings with Turkish govern-
ment officials and press at the highest 
levels for the reopening of the Theological 
School of Halki (Halki Seminary) and for full 
compliance with ECtHR rulings on freedom 
of religion or belief; 

• Track and comprehensively document 
in the State Department’s International 

Religious Freedom Report religious com-
munities’ efforts to open, regain, renovate, 
and protect places of worship and other 
religious sites of spiritual, cultural, or his-
toric importance; include information on 
the vandalization, damage, and destruc-
tion of such sites; and work with the Turkish 
government to ensure their protection; and

• Prioritize travel to Turkey for officials at the 
highest levels of the State Department’s 
Office of International Religious Freedom 
and Office of the Special Envoy to Monitor 
and Combat Antisemitism to raise issues 

related to freedom of religion or belief 
and antisemitism directly with Turkish 
counterparts. 

The U.S. Congress should:

• Incorporate consideration of Turkey’s treat-
ment of religious minorities and broader 
human rights issues into its continued 
evaluation of the U.S.-Turkey bilateral 
relationship, including in the context of 
proposed legislation such as the Turkey 
Human Rights Promotion Act of 2021 and 
the Turkey and Ecumenical Patriarchate 
Religious Freedom Act of 2021.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Turkey remained poor, 
with no improvement from the previous year. Many religious 
communities continued to face bureaucratic obstacles that pre-

vented or seriously impeded their ability to practice their religion or 
belief. Notably, the government maintained its refusal to grant legal 
personality to religious groups and yet again rejected a petition to 
allow religious foundations to hold long-delayed board member 
elections. Similarly, the government took no steps to reopen the 
Theological School of Halki (Halki Seminary), preventing the Ecu-
menical Patriarchate from training clergy for more than 50 years. 
The Turkish government also did not permit conscientious objection 
to mandatory military service and convicted those who attempted 
to exercise that right. 

Throughout the year, both religious and ethnic minorities faced 
governmental or societal targeting along religious lines. In July, 
police reportedly detained 28 imams—and of those, they formally 
arrested nine—for preaching in Kurdish. Police officers questioned 
the imams about praying in Kurdish and their failure to adhere to the 
government’s official sermons, acts that law enforcement equated 
with support for a terrorist organization. As in previous years, Alevis 
were beset by a number of threatening incidents. In August, uniden-
tified individuals broke into and damaged an Alevi house of worship 
(cemevi) in Istanbul, and several Alevis’ houses were marked and 
vandalized in separate episodes in the cities of Adana and Yalova. 
Protestant communities experienced persistent difficulties. For-
eign Protestants whom the Turkish government either deported or 
prevented from entering the country in recent years unsuccessfully 
sought to overturn those bans and appealed to the European Court 
of Human Rights (ECtHR). In late December, a Protestant church in 

the Istanbul neighborhood of Kadıköy was discovered with “Allah 1” 
graffitied across the front door. The Turkish government also failed 
to protect other religious sites, including historical places of worship 
and cemeteries. For instance, a private citizen demolished the Surp 
Toros Armenian church in Kütahya, and construction in the province 
of Van toppled headstones in an Armenian cemetery.

Government officials at various levels expressed antisemi-
tism through statements and social media posts. In May, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan used antisemitic language in a 
televised speech, prompting strong condemnation from the U.S. 
Department of State. In November, a court in Bursa ruled that a man 
who called President Erdoğan “a Jew” on social media had insulted 
the President, and it ultimately convicted the man and fined him 
approximately 721 USD (7,000 Turkish lira). President Erdoğan’s 
lawyer argued that the remark was “humiliating [and] damaging to 
his honor and respectability.” In other instances of antisemitism, 
unknown individuals set fire to the gateway of a disused synagogue, 
and online groups hacked and carried out cyberattacks on Şalom, 
Turkey’s only Jewish newspaper, and Avlaremoz, a Turkish-language 
Jewish news platform. The Turkish government maintained its 
law criminalizing blasphemy, or “insulting religious values,” and 
penalized those perceived to have insulted or mocked Islam. In 
January, authorities arrested two university students on charges 
of insulting religious values after they displayed a poster depicting 
a religious site alongside lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
intersex (LGBTI) flags, and in March, a government body fined two 
news networks on a similar basis. Individuals, including atheists, 
reported experiencing discrimination in societal and professional 
settings due to their beliefs.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Country Update: Religious Freedom in Turkey in 2021
• Factsheet: Destruction of Cemeteries
• Podcast: Sivas Massacre and Turkey’s Persecution of the Alevi Community 
• Podcast: 50 Years and Counting: The Continued Closure of Halki Seminary in Turkey

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4546/cosponsors?r=5&s=6
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4546/cosponsors?r=5&s=6
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3056/text?r=11&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3056/text?r=11&s=1
https://vicdaniret.org/conscientious-objection-to-military-service-in-turkey-report-is-released/
http://mezopotamyaajansi35.com/tum-haberler/content/view/140833
https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/gundem/istanbul-ali-baba-sultan-cemevine-saldiri/2335034
https://bianet.org/english/religion/249389-alevi-homes-marked-in-adana-in-38th-similar-incident-in-a-decade
https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/yalovada-alevilerin-evleri-isaretlendi-1808769
https://meconcern.org/2021/08/11/turkey-banned-expatriate-christians-appeal-to-european-court/
https://www.duvarenglish.com/another-church-in-istanbul-defaced-by-vandals-news-60043
http://www.agos.com.tr/tr/yazi/25244/kutahya-surp-toros-kilisesi-yok-edildi
https://bianet.org/english/religion/249253-armenian-graves-damaged-by-bulldozers-in-van
https://www.avlaremoz.com/2021/05/19/erdoganin-antisemit-sozlerine-abdden-kinama-turkiye-hahambasiligindan-savunma/
https://www.state.gov/turkish-president-erdogans-anti-semitic-remarks/
https://www.dw.com/tr/erdo%C4%9Fana-yahudi-demek-hakaret-say%C4%B1ld%C4%B1/a-59732662
https://www.salom.com.tr/SalomTurkey/haber-117916-the_abandoned_synagogueacutes_gate_set_on_fire.html
https://twitter.com/SALOMgazetesi/status/1393171522320281602
https://forward.com/news/473413/turkish-jewish-media-outlets-hit-with-cyberattacks-amid-global/
https://apnews.com/article/world-news-turkey-mecca-istanbul-arrests-faccf466f8bdd4c50bbc3a8fd96e6398
https://ahvalnews.com/rtuk/turkeys-tv-watchdog-fines-networks-insulting-islamic-values
https://www.france24.com/en/tv-shows/reporters/20210312-a-tale-of-two-turkeys-society-torn-between-religion-and-secularism
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/2021%20Turkey%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Destruction%20of%20Cemeteries_0.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/sivas-massacre-and-turkeys-persecution-alevi-community
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/50-years-and-counting-continued-closure-halki-seminary-turkey
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Turkey has an estimated population of nearly 82.5 million people, of 
whom more than 99 percent identify as Muslim. Most Muslims in the 
country follow Sunni Islam, but between 10 million and 25 million iden-
tify as Alevi. Alevis represent the country’s largest religious minority, 
but the government refuses to recognize or grant the community 
certain rights it accords to some other religious groups. Around 0.2 
percent of the population comprises atheists, Armenian Apostolics, 
Baha’is, Bulgarian Orthodox, Chaldean Catholics, Greek Orthodox, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, Jews, Protestants, Roman Catholics, Russian 
Orthodox, Syriac Catholics, Syriac Orthodox, Yazidis, and others. 

The constitution defines the country as a secular state and guar-
antees the freedom of conscience, religious belief, and conviction. 
However, the government also exercises extensive control over both 
majority Muslim and non-Muslim religious communities through either 
the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet), which oversees the prac-
tice of Islam, or the General Directorate of Foundations (Vakıflar Genel 
Müdürlüğü), which regulates other religious communities.

President Erdoğan and his government continued to support 
efforts to promote Sunni Islam, including through educational policies 
and controversial moves to raise the profile and influence of the Diyanet. 
Although many religious communities encountered obstacles related 
to their freedom of religion or belief, the government rebuffed their 
requests to try and resolve these issues during the year and instead 
insisted that “everyone lives as they wish, regardless of their beliefs.” 
Turkey’s acts of military aggression beyond its borders, including in 
Iraq and Syria, also contributed to destabilizing conditions for religious 
and ethnic minorities residing in those areas. For more information on 
religious freedom violations by Turkey and Turkish-backed forces, see 
the Annual Report chapters on Iraq and Syria.

Government Stifling of Religious and  
Other Minorities
Government policies—many of which have existed and been imple-
mented for years and in some cases decades—stifled the ability of 
religious and nonreligious communities to express and practice their 
beliefs. Regulations and acts of government interference regularly 
impeded the functioning of those communities (both by denying them 
status as legal entities and blocking elections), prevented them from 
opening places of worship, and restricted them from training clergy 
and future religious leaders. 

Authorities increasingly cracked down on members of religious 
and other minority groups in connection with elements of their speech 
and religion. In the case of the imams detained or arrested for con-
ducting sermons in Kurdish, the prosecution pointed to their use of 
certain Kurdish words as “evidence” of their alleged connection with 
a terrorist organization. As of the end of the reporting period, their 
trial was still ongoing. In September, civil servant and head of the 
Diyanet Ali Erbaş warned that citizens should conduct themselves on 

social media in line with Islamic values and suggested that the gov-
ernment introduce regulations with this aim. Many charges related to 
blasphemy originated with social media posts that officials believed 
insulted Islam. In January, a prosecutor’s office launched an inves-
tigation into an individual who posted commentaries on Islam to 
YouTube. In March, journalist Hakan Aygün received a 7.5-month 
prison sentence for a Twitter post in which he criticized President 
Erdoğan through a religious pun.

Vandalism and Threats to Religious Sites
Government negligence, vandals, and so-called “treasure hunters” 
posed serious threats to, damaged, or destroyed religious sites over 
the course of the year. In the city of Erzurum, an urban development 
project threatened to further damage the 18th-century Surp Minas 
Armenian church. Unknown individuals carrying out an unautho-
rized excavation also caused damage to the Surp Toros Gregoryan 
Armenian church in Kayseri. Finally, in yet another example of the 
government converting a former church into a mosque, the Diyanet 
opened the Hagia Sophia in Edirne to Muslim worship in December.

Key U.S. Policy
Relations between the United States and Turkey remained strained 
despite continued high-level engagement that sought a return to 
“constructive relations” and the “effective management of dis-
agreements.” Although the U.S. government frequently reiterated 
its interest in improving the bilateral relationship, a host of issues 
continued to stymie cooperation, including the Turkish government’s 
purchase of the Russian S-400 missile system and its ongoing dis-
regard for human rights and fundamental freedoms. In October, 
President Erdoğan threatened to expel then U.S. Ambassador to 
Turkey David M. Satterfield, along with nine other ambassadors, after 
they called for the release of Turkish philanthropist Osman Kavala on 
the fourth anniversary of his unjust imprisonment. Both countries are 
allies as members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

The U.S. government took a stronger stance on religious free-
dom issues in Turkey compared to previous years in both its public 
messaging and engagement. In June, State Department Spokesper-
son Ned Price issued a press statement on the occasion of the 50th 
anniversary of the closing of Halki Seminary urging the Turkish gov-
ernment to respect freedom of religion or belief, allow the reopening 
of Halki Seminary, and permit all religious groups to train clergy. In 
October, President Joseph R. Biden hosted His All Holiness Ecumen-
ical Patriarch Bartholomew and discussed, among other issues, “the 
importance of religious freedom as a fundamental human right.” 
Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken also met with the Ecumenical 
Patriarch during his visit, and he underscored U.S. concern for religious 
minorities in Turkey and the U.S. government’s continued prioritization 
of the reopening of Halki Seminary.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/turkey/#people-and-society
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/turkey/
https://global.tbmm.gov.tr/docs/constitution_en.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/07/15/turkey-youth-education-erdogan/
https://www.france24.com/en/tv-shows/reporters/20210312-a-tale-of-two-turkeys-society-torn-between-religion-and-secularism
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkeys-top-islamic-cleric-moves-centre-stage-irking-secularists-2021-09-22/
https://bianet.org/english/minorities/248978-minority-foundations-in-turkey-have-not-been-able-to-hold-elections-for-eight-years
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/freedom-of-religion-cornerstone-of-life-in-turkey-minister-168511
https://bianet.org/english/minorities/248978-minority-foundations-in-turkey-have-not-been-able-to-hold-elections-for-eight-years
https://www.rudaw.net/turkish/middleeast/turkey/010120221
https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/turkey/01012022
https://globalvoices.org/2021/09/10/in-turkey-religious-cleric-joins-calls-to-censor-social-media/
https://www.duvarenglish.com/youtuber-to-be-investigated-for-insulting-prophet-mohammad-news-56012
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/hakan-aygune-hapis-cezasi-41764549
https://www.agos.com.tr/tr/yazi/26485/erzurum-daki-surp-minas-kilisesi-icin-soru-onergesi
https://t24.com.tr/foto-haber/kayseri-deki-tarihi-kilise-definecilerin-hedefinde,12332
https://twitter.com/DIBAliErbas/status/1474373312310558730
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/23/readout-of-president-joseph-r-biden-jr-call-with-president-recep-tayyip-erdogan-of-turkey/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/10/31/readout-of-president-bidens-meeting-with-president-recep-tayyip-erdogan-of-turkey/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-turkey/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkeys-erdogan-orders-10-ambassadors-declared-persona-non-grata-2021-10-23/
https://tr.usembassy.gov/statement-on-four-years-of-osman-kavalas-detention/
https://www.state.gov/50th-anniversary-of-the-closing-of-halki-seminary/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/10/25/readout-of-president-bidens-meeting-with-his-all-holiness-ecumenical-patriarch-bartholomew/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-his-all-holiness-ecumenical-patriarch-bartholomew/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

UZBEKISTAN

• Include Uzbekistan on the U.S. Department 
of State’s Special Watch List for engaging in 
or tolerating severe violations of religious 
freedom pursuant to the International Reli-
gious Freedom Act (IRFA);

• Work with the government of Uzbeki-
stan to revise the 1998 religion law, as 
amended in 2021, and other relevant leg-
islation to comply with international human 

rights standards, including by removing 
registration requirements on religious 
communities, permitting the possession 
and distribution of religious literature, and 
permitting the sharing of religious beliefs; 

• Press at the highest levels for the immedi-
ate release of individuals imprisoned for 
their peaceful religious activities or reli-
gious affiliations, and press the government 

of Uzbekistan to treat prisoners humanely 
and allow for independent prison moni-
toring; and

• Allocate funding for the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID) and 
U.S. Embassy in Tashkent to provide liti-
gation support to individuals and religious 
communities prosecuted in connection 
with their peaceful religious activities.

In 2021, religious freedom conditions in Uzbekistan began to trend 
negatively. The government of Uzbekistan in some ways departed 
from its forward-leaning religious freedom reform agenda and 

resumed the use of certain repressive policies against Muslims and 
those who advocate on their behalf. Research by USCIRF found that 
the government continued to imprison approximately 2,200 polit-
ical prisoners in connection with their religious activities or real or 
alleged religious affiliations. Although many of these prisoners were 
sentenced under the previous regime, the current administration 
has done little to review their cases systematically or release those 
wrongfully imprisoned. Moreover, the government added to that 
figure through the detention, arrest, and imprisonment of unknown 
numbers of Muslim individuals for peaceful religious activities such 
as possessing religious literature or meeting to pray. Notably, and 
particularly following the Taliban’s late summer takeover in Afghan-
istan, authorities in Uzbekistan detained hundreds of individuals 
with purported links to the Islamic group Hizb ut-Tahrir, often based 
on allegations related to their peaceful religious activity, associ-
ation, or expression without evidence of the use or advocacy of 
violence. Over the course of the year, prisoners were allegedly 
subjected to beatings and other forms of torture at the hands of 
prison authorities. 

In June, the government clamped down on citizens’ ability 
to pursue religious education abroad, requiring prospective stu-
dents to obtain permission from the government’s Committee 
on Religious Affairs (CRA) and recalling over 1,500 students from 
religious schools in Egypt and Turkey. That same month, govern-
ment officials fined employees of news outlets Kun.uz and Azon.uz 

for publishing religious material without having submitted it to 
the CRA for prior approval. On several occasions, law enforce-
ment authorities throughout the country rounded up Muslim men 
and forced them to shave their beards, and police in the cities of 
Bukhara and Samarqand reportedly warned Shi’a Muslims against 
posting religious materials on their social media accounts.

In July, President Shavkat Mirziyoyev signed into law changes 
to Uzbekistan’s “On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Orga-
nizations” law. The changes resulted from more than three years 
of effort to revise this legislation that governs virtually all religious 
activity in the country. Despite having received extensive feed-
back from international partners, including USCIRF and the U.S. 
Department of State, the government declined to incorporate 
many recommendations to bring the law in line with international 
standards. While the amended law presented some improve-
ments—halving the number of members required for a religious 
community to obtain registration from 100 to 50 and removing a 
provision that prohibited wearing religious clothing—it preserved 
many of the previous legislation’s most problematic and restrictive 
elements. Of note, the law maintained bans on unregistered reli-
gious activity, private religious education, and missionary activity; 
placed limitations on the location of religious rites and ceremonies; 
and continued to require the official review and approval of all reli-
gious literature and related materials. Similarly, a draft version of 
the Criminal Code published in February indicated that the govern-
ment would likely retain provisions commonly used against political 
and religious prisoners, which Human Rights Watch has asserted 
“violate the rights to freedom of speech, association, and religion.” 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

KEY FINDINGS

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
• Special Report: Uzbekistan’s Religious and Political Prisoners: Addressing a Legacy of Repression
• Podcast: Uzbekistan’s Religious and Political Prisoners
• Press Statement: USCIRF Concerned by New Uzbekistan Religion Law
• Podcast: Uzbekistan: Two Steps Forward, One Step Back

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Uzbekistan%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2688
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2692
https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-uzbekistan-taliban-detentions/31568189.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-diplomat-yusupov-prison-mistreatment/31553686.html
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2688
https://rus.ozodlik.org/a/31300474.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-religious-students-crackdown/31317289.html
https://cpj.org/2021/06/uzbek-news-websites-kun-uz-and-azon-uz-fined-for-allegedly-publishing-religious-material-without-approval/
https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbekistan-islam-beards-shaving-/31578046.html
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2673
https://kun.uz/en/news/2021/07/06/president-mirziyoyev-signs-law-on-freedom-of-conscience-and-religious-organizations
https://eurasianet.org/uzbekistan-disappoints-with-secretively-adopted-religion-law
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/10/uzbekistan-draft-criminal-code-offers-little-meaningful-reform
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Uzbekistan%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/uzbekistans-religious-and-political-prisoners
https://www.uscirf.gov/countries/uzbekistan/uscirf-concerned-new-uzbekistan-religion-law
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/uzbekistan-two-steps-forward-one-step-back
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Background
The government of Uzbekistan estimates the population of the country 
at around 34 million people. Between 88 and 96 percent of people iden-
tify as Sunni Muslim; one percent identify as Shi’a Muslim; 2.2 percent 
identify as Russian Orthodox Christian; and 1.8 percent identify as athe-
ist, Baha’i, Buddhist, Catholic, Jehovah’s Witness, Jewish, Protestant, 
or a member of the International Society of Krishna Consciousness. 

Over the past few years, the government pursued unprecedented 
reform and sought out recommendations from the international 
community to improve conditions for freedom of religion or belief 
in Uzbekistan. In 2021, however, the government appeared to cease 
some of those efforts, resuming a number of repressive practices 
against Muslim individuals and dismissing continued calls for Parliament 
to further revise its changes to the “On Freedom of Conscience and 
Religious Organizations” law. 

Renewed Repression and Imprisonment of Muslims
While the government’s recent expansion of religious freedom did 
not generally focus on members of the country’s Muslim majority, 
many Muslims nevertheless noted positive changes under the reform 
agenda of the last several years, which better enabled them to prac-
tice and express their beliefs. Events of the past year, though, have 
led observers to characterize the government’s shifting approach as 
a renewed “campaign on non-state Islam” (Islam practiced outside 
of that which is specifically promulgated and permitted by the state), 
with officials “reverting to restrictive practices” commonly used under 
the previous regime. Principally, the government continues to incar-
cerate roughly 2,200 individuals on religious grounds and has resumed 
prosecuting and imprisoning others on similar charges, subjecting 
some of them to torture.

Many arrests were tied to an alleged connection to Hizb ut-Tahrir 
or other groups the government has deemed “extremist,” but the evi-
dence used is of a religious nature. In addition, some arrests have been 
linked directly to speech on religious subjects or the possession of 
religious texts. In June and July, authorities detained Muslim blogger 
Fazilhoja Arifhojaev twice—for 15 days and five months, respec-
tively—after he questioned a progovernment imam. Law enforcement 
then opened a criminal case against Arifhojaev after discovering a 
months-old Facebook post he had shared on the subject of Muslims 
congratulating non-Muslims on their religious holidays. After the end 
of the reporting period, he received a sentence of 7.5 years in prison. 
Odilbek Hojabekov, a Muslim who received a five-year suspended sen-
tence for bringing unauthorized Islamic literature into the country from 
the Hajj, had a new warrant issued for his arrest in October following a 
change in the authorities’ testimony. Muslim Laziz Asadov reportedly 
fled the country in December after the State Security Service raided 
his home and seized two Qur’ans, among other possessions, in what 
he believed was a reprisal for his public criticism of the government’s 
religious policies.

Uzbekistan’s Shi’a Muslim minority also continued to endure 
difficulties. In March, a court in the city of Samarqand fined Shi’a 
Muslim Rashid Ibrahimov under the Administrative Code for having 
unauthorized religious materials on his cell phone. In June, author-
ities reportedly warned Shi’a Muslims in the cities of Bukhara and 

Samarqand not to publish religious materials on their social media. 
Shi’a Muslim communities also remained unable to open mosques 
that had been shut down during the Soviet era, despite an increasing 
need for the additional space. 

Legislative and Policy Changes
The government’s adoption of a revised religion law in July did not 
deliver the sweeping changes required to comply with international 
human rights standards. Although the amended version simplified 
some aspects of the mandatory registration process that religious 
groups must complete to operate legally, it did not result in the suc-
cessful registration of all those that applied, including communities 
of Catholics, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Protestants. The law retained 
broad prohibitions on unregistered religious activity, missionary 
activity, and private religious education; in particular, Muslims have 
stated that they exert caution when teaching or preaching due to 
these strict state controls. During the year, the government fined 
Baptists and Shi’a Muslims for the unapproved distribution or pos-
session of religious materials, and it introduced new limitations on 
citizens’ ability to obtain a religious education abroad. In one positive 
development, in September the Minister of Education announced 
that girls would be permitted to wear certain styles of headscarves 
in schools, but it remained to be seen whether schools would revise 
internal dress code policies and allow the wearing of religious garb 
or symbols in practice.

Key U.S. Policy
The United States and Uzbekistan’s bilateral relationship has focused 
primarily on addressing regional security and improving economic 
relations. In the leadup to and aftermath of the Taliban’s seizure of 
power in Afghanistan and the U.S. military’s withdrawal in August, 
both sides have sought increased engagement on mutual security 
concerns. Discussion of Afghanistan featured prominently in sepa-
rate meetings between Uzbekistan’s foreign minister, Secretary of 
State Antony J. Blinken, and Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin 
amid rumors that the U.S. government was gauging interest among a 
handful of Central Asian states about hosting a continued U.S. military 
presence in the region. Throughout the year, Uzbekistan also received 
several congressional delegations. As part of the U.S. government’s 
efforts to combat the ongoing global COVID-19 pandemic, the United 
States donated over six million vaccine doses to the country.

The State Department frequently raised human rights concerns 
with counterparts in Uzbekistan and highlighted persistent issues 
related to freedom of religion or belief. In December, Assistant Sec-
retary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs Donald Lu traveled 
to Uzbekistan to participate in the inaugural U.S.-Uzbekistan Stra-
tegic Partnership Dialogue, where delegations from both countries 
“expressed their interest in further expanding cooperation in pro-
moting respect for freedom of religion or belief.” On International 
Human Rights Day in December, U.S. Ambassador to Uzbekistan 
Daniel Rosenblum cohosted a roundtable—attended by various 
government officials—on the rehabilitation of former political and 
religious prisoners.

https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/uzbekistan/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/uzbekistan/
https://eurasianet.org/uzbekistan-campaign-on-non-state-islam-kicking-up-a-gear
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Uzbekistan%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Uzbekistan%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2635
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/12/09/uzbekistan-muslim-blogger-faces-eight-year-prison-term
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2699
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2688
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2704
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2655
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2673
https://senat.uz/ru/lists/view/3100
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2699
https://www.usip.org/publications/2021/12/engaging-muslim-civil-society-central-asia-components-approaches-and?fbclid=IwAR3gaFWLNG6SJoBO2RDvFFEnbZ9LiLKcFqBPHMOInLXnpXWRNkU7nP7qs8E
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2649
https://rus.ozodlik.org/a/31300474.html
https://eurasianet.org/uzbekistan-schoolgirls-allowed-to-wear-headscarves
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-uzbekistan/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-uzbekistan-foreign-minister-kamilov/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-uzbekistan-foreign-minister-kamilov/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/2680597/readout-of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-meeting-with-the-minister-o/
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2021/10/13/congress-is-full-of-uzbekistan-stans-494691
https://thehdi.org/2021/10/08/hdi-organizes-and-implements-congressional-delegation-to-the-republic-of-uzbekistan-october-4-7-2021/
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/press-releases?ID=038A31D5-784F-478A-911D-26454FD425BA
https://uz.usembassy.gov/joint-statement-between-the-united-states-and-uzbekistan-following-the-inaugural-meeting-of-the-strategic-partnership-dialogue/
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-shermans-meeting-with-uzbekistan-president-mirziyoyev/
https://www.state.gov/assistant-secretary-of-state-for-south-and-central-asian-affairs-donald-lus-travel-to-uzbekistan-and-kazakhstan/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-between-the-united-states-and-uzbekistan-following-the-inaugural-meeting-of-the-strategic-partnership-dialogue/
https://twitter.com/UsAmbUzbekistan/status/1472785338078662657
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OTHER KEY DEVELOPMENTS

This section highlights some important developments and trends 
that impacted religious freedom conditions around the world 
in 2021, particularly—but not only—in countries and regions 

not covered elsewhere in this report.

The COVID-19 Pandemic and Religious Freedom
The COVID-19 global pandemic continued to affect freedom of religion 
or belief in 2021. Public health measures and general concern over 
the virus’s spread reduced the extent of public association, including 
to teach, practice, worship, and observe religion. As such, repressive 
governments had fewer opportunities to actively stifle religious free-
dom despite little change in their policies toward religious minorities 
and those who peacefully dissented from officially endorsed religious 
beliefs. In some isolated cases, 
governments continued to 
enforce crackdowns in ways that 
discriminated against religious 
minorities. In Algeria, for exam-
ple, Christian communities were 
unable to reopen their churches, 
even as mosques capable of 
supporting social distancing 
measures reopened. Finally, gov-
ernments often failed to respond 
to, or in some cases encouraged, 
misinformation targeting reli-
gious minorities and blaming them for spreading COVID-19.

Several governments continued to gravely endanger the health 
and lives of religious prisoners of conscience by failing to provide 
adequate protection against COVID-19. They also continued to arrest 
and imprison scores of religious minorities (including nontheists) and 
dissidents on the basis of religion, creating potentially life-threaten-
ing conditions for those whose religious views differed from that of 
the government. In May, for example, two Baha’is in Iran contracted 
severe cases of COVID while detained at Adelebad Prison in Shiraz. 
Both survived and were released on bail in May but were rearrested 
to serve prison sentences in March 2022 after their sentences were 
upheld upon appeal. In India, advocates for and families of prisoners 
detained for religious freedom issues, such as protesting the 2019 
Citizenship Amendment Act, raised renewed concerns regarding the 
alarming rise in COVID-19 cases in overcrowded prisons. 

Blasphemy and Hate Speech Law Enforcement
As USCIRF has previously noted, 84 countries around the world con-
tinued to criminalize blasphemy as of 2020 in violation of international 
standards on freedom of religion or belief and freedom of expression. 
In 2021, individuals accused of blasphemy continued to face state 

violence, mob violence, persecution for peacefully expressing their 
beliefs (including on social media), and violations of due process in 
countries that USCIRF recommends for “country of particular con-
cern” (CPC) or Special Watch List (SWL) status in this report. Social 
media companies also censored expression based on requests from 
governments that enforce blasphemy laws. For example, from January 
to June 2021, Facebook restricted access to 2,286 items reported by 
the Pakistan Telecommunications Authority as blasphemy and 415 
items related to sectarian enmity. It also restricted several allegedly 
blasphemous posts based on a request from the Indonesian Ministry 
of Information and Communications Technology. 

In addition, blasphemy prosecutions occurred in 2021 in coun-
tries not recommended for CPC or SWL status, including in Europe. 
In Poland, for example, three lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

and intersex (LGBTI) activists 
faced charges in January for 
“offending religious feelings” 
by displaying posters depicting 
the Virgin Mary with a rainbow 
halo. In February, a heavy metal 
singer was convicted on similar 
charges for posting a photo on 
social media of his foot step-
ping on an image of the Virgin 
Mary. In positive developments, 
the former group was found not 
guilty in March and a judge over-

turned the latter’s conviction on appeal in September. 
Vague and overbroad hate speech laws criminalizing speech that 

does not amount to incitement of violence also present human rights 
concerns. The peaceful public sharing of one’s religious beliefs is both 
an integral part of religious freedom and protected by freedom of 
expression. This includes the expression of beliefs that may be offen-
sive to others or controversial in society. During 2021 and early 2022 
in Finland, authorities pursued such a prosecution against a member 
of Parliament and a bishop for a tweet, radio interview, and pamphlet 
expressing their religious views about homosexuality.

Transnational Repression
In addition to repression within their borders, some governments 
also continued to violate religious freedom abroad, targeting reli-
gious dissidents residing outside their borders and engaging in other 
forms of violations. In July, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
revealed an Iranian attempt to kidnap an Iranian American activist 
who protested Iranian religious head covering laws on U.S. soil. Iran 
has also influenced others in the Arabian Peninsula region, such as the 
Houthi movement in Yemen, to increase their repression of Baha’is. 
In northern Syria, Turkey’s recalcitrant occupation of a wide swath of 

Several governments continued to  
gravely endanger the health and lives of 

religious prisoners of conscience  
by failing to provide adequate protection  

against COVID-19.
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cross-border territory since late 2019 remained the locus of serious 
religious freedom and broader human rights violations against vulner-
able religious and ethnic minorities, largely by Islamist militias under 
its influence and control.

The Chinese government continued its transnational repression 
campaign—which, according to Freedom House, is the most sophisti-
cated, far-reaching, and comprehensive in the world—targeting ethnic 
and religious minorities, human rights activists, dissidents, and others. 
The government used its economic and geopolitical influence to 
pressure foreign countries, including majority Muslim countries such as 
Saudi Arabia and Morocco, to repatriate Uyghurs, sometimes through 
Interpol Red Notices. Through its Sky Net and Fox Hunt operations, 
the Chinese government also employed other methods of “involuntary 
returns” to force its victims to return to China where they face severe 
persecution, including by threatening their family members in China 
and by sending undercover Chinese agents abroad to harass, intim-
idate, coerce, “persuade,” and in some cases kidnap victims. It used 
similar tactics to silence critics and their activities abroad. 

Religious Intolerance in Europe 
Religious intolerance remained a serious concern across Europe. For 
several years, including 2021, Muslims and Jews have faced rising 
levels of xenophobia and discrimination that have prompted many 
in both communities to reconsider whether Europe is a safe place in 
which to live. Christians also have experienced increasing religious 
intolerance in Europe in recent years. 

Muslims and Jews in Europe face a confusing patchwork of ritual 
slaughter laws that adversely affect their ability to procure halal and 
kosher meat. In some countries, such as France, governments restrict 
the wearing of religious dress in public and/or in public employment, 
as do some private employers. In July 2021, the Court of Justice of 
the European Union ruled that employers may under certain consid-
erations forbid the wearing of visible religious symbols, such as Islamic 
headscarves and Jewish kippahs, but they must have a genuine need 
to do so and the employee’s rights must be considered. The decision 
reaffirmed and expanded upon a ruling by the same body in 2017. 

A familiar pattern of antisemitism persisted in 2021 in the form of 
verbal attacks, physical assaults, discrimination, holocaust distortion, 
and rampant vandalism. France 
and England saw sharp percent-
age increases in the number of 
antisemitic incidents throughout 
the year, while Jews in Germany, 
Belgium, France, Italy, England, 
and more experienced episodes 
of antisemitic physical and verbal 
aggression. Jewish cemeteries, 
synagogues, and kosher restau-
rants were targets for vandalism 
that involved swastikas, the 
destruction of headstones, pig 
meat, and antisemitic slogans. Poland began to enforce a 2018 law 
that made it illegal to blame the Polish nation for crimes committed 
by the Nazis. In February, two historians went on trial for their study of 
the role of a group of villagers who aided Nazis in the murder of Jews 
hiding in a nearby forest in 1944. In a positive development, an appeals 
court eventually overturned a verdict that had ordered the scholars to 
apologize for their research. The month of May was particularly fraught 

with antisemitism due to the two-week violent conflict in Israel, leav-
ing many Jews despondent about their safety in Europe. Numerous 
demonstrations across the continent featured antisemitic language, the 
burning of Israeli flags in front of synagogues and community centers, 
violent threats, and vandalism. A record number of antisemitic inci-
dents were reported in London that month. USCIRF released a report 
in April analyzing antisemitism in 11 countries in Europe and examining 
U.S. foreign policy as it relates to combating antisemitism in Europe.

As USCIRF highlighted in a February 2022 hearing on “Anti- 
Muslim Policies and Bias in Europe,” such bias manifests through laws, 
discrimination in public institutions, prejudice in the immigration pro-
cess, online harassment, and violent attacks. An inquiry into the United 
Kingdom’s Conservative Party found that the party is viewed as “insen-
sitive” to Muslims and that “anti-Muslim sentiment remains a problem” 
at local and individual levels. Austria’s government released a map that 
showed the locations of more than 600 mosques and Muslim associa-
tions in the country in a move to reportedly “fight political ideologies, 
not religion,” ostensibly referring to political Islam. However, Austrian 
politicians and advocacy groups noted that the map would only foster 
more ill-will toward Muslim groups and could further endanger the lives 
of Muslims living in Austria. Muslim women in Germany continued to be 
denied job opportunities because they wear headscarves. Hungarian 
Prime Minister Viktor Orbán and his spokesman came under scrutiny 
for their suggestion that the integration of Bosnia into the European 
Union will be difficult due to the country’s large Muslim population.

French President Emmanuel Macron is responding to the spread 
of what he calls “Islamist separatism,” alleging that it undermines 
French values and the principle of laïcité. As a result, in July the French 
government enacted the Law Reinforcing Respect of the Principles 
of the Republic, which strengthens state oversight of mosques and 
other Islamic organizations. The government now has the power to 
close houses of worship and dissolve religious organizations without 
a court order if any members are “provoking violence or inciting 
hatred.” In addition, religious organizations must obtain a govern-
ment permit every five years and are subject to an annual audit if 
they receive foreign funding. Critics of the new law say that it gives 
the government too much power over civic and religious groups and 
unfairly targets Islam in a country where Muslims have faced decades 
of discrimination, hate crimes, and marginalization. Contributing 

to this unease in 2021 were the 
presidential aspirations of Eric 
Zemmour, a journalist with a 
history of anti-Muslim rhetoric.

European Christians also 
faced intolerance and hate 
crimes, representative of a rising 
problem over the past several 
years. Christians endured phys-
ical and verbal assaults, and in 
some cases their community 
property experienced vandal-
ism, desecration, theft, and 

arson. Two French lawmakers investigated religious-based hate crimes 
in their country and found evidence of 857 anti-Christian incidents 
in 2021 alone, including an incident in which unidentified vandals 
destroyed a Marseille church’s marquee and burned all of its bibles. 
A series of vandalism incidents plagued a church in Italy in the fall, and 
there were arson attacks on numerous churches across the continent, 
including in France, Germany, Italy, and Switzerland. In December, 
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Catholics taking part in a Marian procession in Paris were subjected 
to threats and doused in water. 

While some governments struggled to contain physical and verbal 
threats to members of religious groups, social media companies have 
also come under fire for failing to contain hateful messaging on their 
platforms. This failure has been particularly acute regarding threats 
from extremist groups, who often express vehemently xenophobic, 
anti-immigrant rhetoric and commit crimes aimed at Muslims and 
Jews. In May, German Interior Minister Horst Seehofer acknowledged 
that “right wing extremism is the biggest threat” in Germany. A recent 
study showed that TikTok is a hotbed for targeting Muslims and Jews 
and espousing “violence-endorsing, hateful ideologies” such as the 
“Great Replacement theory” and “white genocide.” In one instance, 
a video showing a rabbi speaking about growing solidarity between 
Jews and Muslims was used as a justification for arguments that these 
communities were “against Europeans.” Similarly, antisemitic and 
anti-Muslim COVID-19 conspiracy theories continue to be created and 
disseminated on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, such as that Jews 
and Muslims are deliberately spreading the virus. 

Deterioration in South Asia
USCIRF has long noted deteriorating religious freedom conditions 
across South Asia, and that trend persisted in 2021. In addition to 
its recommendations to designate Afghanistan, India, and Pakistan 
as CPCs, USCIRF is deeply concerned about worsening religious 
freedom conditions in Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, and the Mal-
dives. In Bangladesh, communal 
violence erupted in October 
during Durga Puja festivities. 
The week-long wave of vio-
lence led to widespread attacks 
on the Hindu community and 
its places of worship despite 
government efforts to con-
tain violence. The Bangladesh 
government cont inued to 
leave refugees, predominately 
Rohingya Muslims, in untenable 
conditions, closing schools and 
moving some of them to the 
remote island of Bhasan Char. 
In Sri Lanka, the government has exploited legal means such as 
the blasphemy law, the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA), and the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) Act to 
target religious minorities and deepen societal discrimination toward 
Muslims since the 2019 Easter bombings. State-led intimidation and 
surveillance of religious minorities, particularly Muslims, have led to 
communal tension in an otherwise multi-ethnic and religious society. 

Elsewhere in the region, the persecution of Christian converts 
under Nepal’s proselytization laws continued to violate the religious 
freedom of those individuals who chose to convert from Hinduism. 
Religious intolerance toward non-Muslims in the Maldives—includ-
ing tourists and foreign laborers—remained concerning, as they are 
only allowed to practice their religion in private; there are no places 

of worship for adherents of religions other than Islam. The Maldives 
government further prohibits the importation of icons (e.g., crosses) 
and religious statues, but it generally allows non-Muslims or foreigners 
to import religious literature, such as bibles, for personal use.

Political Upheaval Raises  
Religious Freedom Concerns
USCIRF has applauded Sudan’s dramatic improvement of religious free-
dom conditions following that country’s historic revolution in April 2019, 
which ended the 30-year regime of then President Omar al-Bashir. The 
hybrid military and civilian transitional government made the advance-
ment of human rights, including religious freedom, a top priority. For 
example, in July of 2020, the government passed the Miscellaneous 
Amendment Act, which repealed the apostasy law, ended flogging 
for blasphemy, banned female genital mutilation (FGM), permitted 
non-Muslims to drink alcohol, and abolished the guardianship law that 
required women to get a permit from a male guardian for traveling 
abroad with their children. However, on October 25, 2021, Sudan’s 
top military leader, Lt. Gen. Abdul-Fattah al-Burhan, led a military 
coup, declaring a national emergency and dissolving the civilian-led 
government. The general also suspended the transitional constitu-
tion and arrested key civilian cabinet members, including then Prime 
Minister Abdalla Hamdok, who had been central to religious freedom 
advancements over the prior two years. Sudan’s religious minority 
communities fear that returning the military to power and banishing 
civilian leaders who led national advancements in religious freedom and 

broader human rights may pres-
age a reversal of those changes 
and improvements. 

In Belarus, religious free-
dom conditions continued to 
follow a troubling trajectory 
in 2021. The government of 
authoritarian President Alyak-
sandr Lukashenka has pressured 
religious institutions and officials 
over their support of political 
opposition following fraudulent 
presidential elections in August 
2020. During 2021, the govern-
ment continued to pressure the 

Belarusian Orthodox Church (BOC) to remove pro-protest clergy and 
reportedly demanded that church officials provide a list of more than 
100 priests whom it considered disloyal. Several priests included on 
this list were stripped of their positions in 2021, including Archbishop 
Artemy, a popular cleric who refused to stop his public condemnation 
of regime violence. In addition, all foreign clergy must obtain official 
permission to serve in the country, the permits for which range from 
three months to a maximum of one year. They must constantly reapply 
and can be denied without explanation, which happens frequently in 
the case of Polish Catholic priests. According to Father Vyacheslav 
Borok, who fled the country under pressure in July 2021, “the Catholic 
Church is ready for repression and many bishops are simply prepared 
to go to prison.” 
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KEY USCIRF RECOMMENDATIONS  
IMPLEMENTED IN 2021

The International Religious Freedom Act of 1998, as amended 
(IRFA) mandates USCIRF to make independent policy recom-
mendations to the president, secretary of state, and Congress. 

The recommendations are based on USCIRF’s research on religious 
freedom conditions abroad and assessment of U.S. policy. In addi-
tion, USCIRF’s mandate also includes tracking the U.S. government’s 
implementation of USCIRF’s recommendations and reviewing, to the 
extent practicable, the effectiveness of such implemented recommen-
dations in advancing religious freedom internationally. While notable 
U.S. government actions pursuant to USCIRF’s recommendations are 
detailed throughout this report, this section highlights the key USCIRF 
recommendations implemented during 2021, including several long-
standing recommendations. The list, which is not exhaustive, is meant 
to showcase the effectiveness of U.S. government actions resulting 
from the implementation of USCIRF’s recommendations. Unless oth-
erwise noted, the recommendations highlighted here were included 
in USCIRF’s 2021 Annual Report. 

Designating the Worst Violators

• In November 2021, the U.S. Department of State designated 
10 countries as “countries of particular concern” (CPCs) under 
IRFA, all of which USCIRF recommended for such designation. 
The State Department designated Russia as a CPC for the first 
time, an action USCIRF has recommended every year since 2017. 

• In November, the State Department placed four countries on its 
Special Watch List (SWL) under IRFA, three of which—Algeria, 
Cuba, and Nicaragua—USCIRF recommended for such place-
ment. Algeria was added for the first time, an action USCIRF has 
recommended since 2020. 

• In November, the State Department also designated nine non-
state actors as “entities of particular concern” (EPCs), seven of 
which USCIRF has recommended for such designation.

Filling IRF-Related Appointments

• USCIRF urged the administration of President Joseph R. Biden 
to swiftly nominate or appoint well-qualified individuals to key 
IRF positions:

• In July 2021, the Biden administration nominated Rashad 
Hussain to serve as the ambassador at large for IRF, and the 
Senate confirmed him in December 2021.

• In July, the Biden administration nominated Deborah Lipstadt as 
the special envoy to monitor and combat antisemitism, granting 
the rank of ambassador to the position for the first time, and the 
Senate confirmed her in March 2022. 

• In December, the Biden administration appointed Under 
Secretary for Civilian Security, Democracy, and Human Rights 
Uzra Zeya to serve concurrently as the special coordinator for 
Tibetan issues.

Increasing the Use of Targeted Sanctions

• USCIRF has consistently called on the U.S. government to 
increase the use of human rights-related financial and visa 
authorities to impose asset freezes and/or visa bans on individ-
uals and entities for severe religious freedom violations, citing 
specific abuses. Over the course of 2021, the U.S. government 
issued eight Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act 
(Global Magnitsky) sanctions against individuals and entities spe-
cifically for religious freedom abuses. Significant sanctions issued 
during the year for religious freedom abuses are listed below.

• In January 2021, the U.S. Department of the Treasury 
imposed Global Magnitsky sanctions on Iraq’s Popular 
Mobilization Forces (PMF) Chairman and former National 
Security Advisor Falih al-Fayyadh for engaging in egregious 
human rights abuses. 

2021 State Department Designations Pursuant to USCIRF Recommendations

CPC Burma, China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan

SWL Algeria, Cuba, Nicaragua

EPC
al-Shabaab, Boko Haram, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham, the Houthis, Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)-Greater Sahara, Jamaat Nasr 
al-Islam wal Muslimin, the Taliban

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?path=/prelim@title22/chapter73&edition=prelim
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/2021-annual-report
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/11/29/2021-25923/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/07/30/president-biden-announces-intent-to-nominate-and-appoint-leaders-to-serve-in-key-religious-affairs-roles/
https://www.senate.gov/legislative/LIS/roll_call_votes/vote1171/vote_117_1_00505.htm
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/07/30/president-biden-announces-intent-to-nominate-and-appoint-leaders-to-serve-in-key-religious-affairs-roles/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/sm1231
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• USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government work with 
U.S. allies in a multilateral effort to coordinate targeted sanc-
tions against Chinese leaders for their treatment of religious 
minorities. Pursuant to this recommendation, in March 2021, 
the U.S. government imposed Global Magnitsky sanctions on 
two Chinese officials for their involvement in atrocities com-
mitted against Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslims in Xinjiang. 
These sanctions were issued in conjunction with targeted 
sanctions imposed by the United Kingdom, Canada, and the 
European Union against the same abusers. 

• In July, the Treasury Department sanctioned religious free-
dom violators in Syria, including the Turkish-backed militia 
Ahrar al-Sharqiya as well as individuals Ahmad Ihsan Fayyad 
al-Hayes—commonly known as Abu Hatem Shaqra—and 
Farrukh Fayzimatov.

• In July, the Treasury Department sanctioned individuals in 
Cuba for suppression of peaceful protests, including the 
beating of a Catholic priest. 

• In September, the Treasury Department sanctioned four 
Iranian intelligence operatives for attempting to kidnap an 
Iranian American activist living in Brooklyn who advocated 
for Iranian women’s freedom to choose whether or not to 
wear Islamic headscarves.

Implementation of Executive Order 13926 – 
Advancing International Religious Freedom

• USCIRF called on the Biden administration to continue to imple-
ment the executive order on Advancing International Religious 
Freedom, signed by then President Donald J. Trump in June 
2020. The executive order included several of USCIRF’s long-
standing recommendations related to the prioritization of 
religious freedom abroad in U.S. foreign policy. This included 
increasing related foreign assistance and developing an overall 
strategy for promoting religious freedom abroad and coun-
try-specific action plans. In 2021, the Biden administration 
implemented the executive order by:

• At the State Department, continuing to pursue country-spe-
cific action plans, again dedicating $50 million to IRF-related 
programming, and continuing to provide training on IRF 
issues to foreign service officers. 

• At the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), 
continuing to advance religious freedom within USAID’s 
priorities and programming, including through activities to 
address the needs of vulnerable religious minority commu-
nities in various parts of the world as well as organizational 
initiatives such as the IRF Sector Council to foster agen-
cy-wide coordination and cooperation.

Increasing the Refugee Ceiling

• USCIRF has called for a return of the annual U.S. refugee reset-
tlement ceiling to the previously established level of 95,000. In 
February 2021, President Biden announced his intent to raise 
the refugee ceiling to 125,000 for fiscal year (FY) 2022, which 
then began on October 1, 2021. In May 2021, President Biden 
announced he was raising the refugee ceiling for FY 2021 from 

15,000 to 62,500 and that he intended to prioritize vulnerable 
religious groups, including at-risk Uyghurs and Rohingya.

Designation of Uyghur Genocide

• In June 2020, USCIRF warned that the Chinese government’s 
repressive population control measures against Uyghurs and 
other Turkic Muslims were evidence of genocide and urged the 
State Department to investigate whether these policies meet the 
legal definition for genocide under international law. In January 
2021, the Trump administration designated China’s treatment of 
Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslims in Xinjiang as genocide and 
crimes against humanity. In March, the Biden administration 
affirmed the designation when it released the State Depart-
ment’s annual country reports on human rights practices.

Diplomatic Boycott of the Beijing Olympics 

• USCIRF urged the U.S. government to express concerns about 
Beijing hosting the 2022 Winter Olympic Games and for U.S. 
government officials to not attend the games if the Chinese 
government’s crackdown on religious freedom continues. In 
December 2021, the Biden administration announced that U.S. 
officials will boycott the Olympic Games because of the Chinese 
government’s ongoing genocide and crimes against humanity in 
Xinjiang and other human rights abuses. 

Confucius Institutes

• Since 2019, USCIRF has recommended the U.S. government 
strengthen efforts to counter Chinese government influence 
operations in the United States that suppress information regard-
ing religious freedom violations in China, such as Confucius 
Institutes. In large part due to U.S. government and congressio-
nal scrutiny over the Confucius Institute’s foreign influence in the 
United States—for example, a provision in the FY 2019 National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) and the designation of the 
Confucius Institute U.S. Center as a foreign mission in 2020—
many American universities have severed ties with or closed 
Confucius Institutes on their campuses. The National Association 
of Scholars reported there were approximately 103 Confucius 
Institutes in the United States in 2017, but as of February 22, 2022, 
there are only 19 left, with four more scheduled to close. Many of 
the remaining institutes are likely near the end of their operation.

Raising IRF Issues in Multilateral Engagement

• Over the past year, USCIRF urged the Biden administration to 
maintain the United States’ leadership role in the International 
Religious Freedom or Belief Alliance (IRFBA). In 2021, the U.S. 
government continued to serve as the Secretariat of IRFBA. 
During the year, the Alliance made multi-country statements 
regarding religious freedom in Burma and Afghanistan, on behalf 
of missing Yazidi women and children, and in support of perse-
cuted Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

• USCIRF recommended the U.S. government continue to sup-
port and participate in future Ministerials to Advance Religious 

KEY USCIRF RECOMMENDATIONS IMPLEMENTED IN 2021

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2020%20Hearing%20Summary%20Technological%20Surveillance%20of%20Religion%20in%20China.pdf
https://www.state.gov/promoting-accountability-for-human-rights-abuse-with-our-partners/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0292
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0298
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0343
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-applauds-executive-order-advance-international-religious-freedom
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/06/05/2020-12430/advancing-international-religious-freedom
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/06/05/2020-12430/advancing-international-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-applauds-executive-order-advance-international-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-applauds-executive-order-advance-international-religious-freedom
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/USAID_Advancing_International_Religious_Freedom_Impact_Brief.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/middle-east/religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-urges-administration-increase-refugee-resettlement-ceiling
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/02/04/remarks-by-president-biden-on-americas-place-in-the-world/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/05/03/statement-by-president-joe-biden-on-refugee-admissions/
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-warns-forced-sterilization-uyghur-muslims-evidence-genocide
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-applauds-state-department-designation-uyghur-muslims-treatment
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-welcomes-diplomatic-boycott-beijing-winter-olympics
https://www.nas.org/blogs/article/how_many_confucius_institutes_are_in_the_united_states
https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://2017-2021.state.gov/ministerial-to-advance-religious-freedom/index.html
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Freedom. The United Kingdom is set to host the next Ministerial 
in July 2022 and the U.S. government plans to participate.

• USCIRF recommended the U.S. government prioritize freedom 
of religion or belief in its renewed engagement in the United 
Nations (UN) human rights system. In March 2021, the State 
Department announced its candidacy to rejoin the UN Human 
Rights Council. At the session that month, the United States 
cosponsored a resolution in the council on freedom of religion 
or belief. In October, the United States was elected to serve on 
the council for the next term, beginning in 2022.

• USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government support the 
UN Alliance of Civilizations in the implementation of the UN 
Plan of Action to Safeguard Holy Sites. In January 2021, the 
United States supported a UN General Assembly resolution 
condemning attacks on religious sites. Among its provisions, this 
resolution called on UN member states and other stakeholders 
to support the continued implementation of this plan.

Raising IRF Issues in Bilateral Engagement

• In certain contexts, USCIRF has recommended that the U.S. 
government raise religious freedom issues consistently in its 
bilateral engagement. In line with these recommendations, U.S. 
government officials raised concerns with their counterparts 
in many countries, including Nigeria, Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan. Sustained U.S. attention and 
engagement contributed to or encouraged tangible actions 
and/or improvements to religious freedom conditions in some 
of these countries. This includes the government of Kazakh-
stan ending mandatory expert review of founding documents 
and religious literature for registered religious groups and 
the Uzbek government releasing some religious prisoners  
of conscience. 

• USCIRF recommended the U.S. government expand its engage-
ment with the Autonomous Administration of North and East 
Syria (AANES). State Department and National Security Council 
officials visited northeast Syria in May and met with the AANES, 
including the Syrian Democratic Council (SDC), and senior U.S. 
officials met with a delegation from the SDC in Washington, D.C. 
in September.

• USCIRF called on the U.S. government to conduct a compre-
hensive review of all U.S. assistance to Egypt and require the 
State Department to provide explicit justification for the release 
of any previously withheld Foreign Military Financing (FMF), 
including public disclosure of justification for its certification of 
Egypt’s progress toward improving human rights and religious 
freedom conditions. In September 2021, and then confirmed 
in January 2022, the Biden administration reprogrammed $130 
million in military aid to Egypt because of the country’s failure 
to remedy specified human rights abuses, including religious 
freedom violations. 

• USCIRF urged the U.S. government to press at the highest lev-
els for the reopening of the Greek Orthodox Halki Seminary in 
Turkey. In July 2021, the State Department issued a statement 
on the 50th anniversary of the closure of the seminary urging the 
Turkish government to reopen it and allow the Ecumenical Patri-
archate to again train clergy in the country. In October, Secretary 

of State Antony J. Blinken reaffirmed that opening the seminary 
is a priority for the Biden administration.

Advocacy for Religious Prisoners of Conscience

• USCIRF has recommended that U.S. government officials and 
members of Congress press foreign governments for the release 
of religious prisoners of conscience (RPOCs). Pursuant to this 
recommendation, U.S. officials actively engaged on RPOC cases 
around the globe. 

• The State Department highlighted the cases of Pastor Rosales 
Fajardo in Cuba and imprisoned Jehovah’s Witness Alexander 
Ivshin in Russia. It furthermore called for the release of all 
Jehovah’s Witnesses imprisoned for practicing their faith. 

• Members of Congress actively advocated for the release 
of RPOCs, including by adopting RPOCs through the Tom 
Lantos Human Rights Commission’s Defending Freedoms 
Project, pushing for the release of Egyptian RPOCs, posting 
videos commemorating RPOC birthdays, providing remarks 
for events, speaking on the Senate floor, and bringing atten-
tion to RPOC cases during hearings.

Increased Aid to Support Religious Freedom and 
Religious Minorities

• Several of USCIRF’s recommendations regarding the U.S. govern-
ment increasing aid to support religious freedom and religious 
monitories were implemented in 2021. 

• In May 2021, the U.S. government announced an additional 
$155 million in humanitarian assistance to meet the urgent 
needs of Rohingya refugees and other minority groups 
affected by ongoing violence in Burma that specifically has 
targeted them because of their religion and ethnicity.

• USCIRF recommended the U.S. government continue to 
assist Iraqi religious and ethnic minorities to rebuild com-
munities devastated by ISIS. In July, the State Department 
announced an additional $155 million in humanitarian assis-
tance for the people of Iraq as well as for Iraqi refugees in the 
region and the communities hosting them.

Congressional Action Promoting  
Religious Freedom

• USCIRF recommended Congress highlight international religious 
freedom issues through legislation. 

• In January 2021, the Senate introduced the Global Magnitsky 
Human Rights Accountability Reauthorization Act.

• In January, Congress reintroduced the Ukraine Religious 
Freedom Support Act. 

• In March, the Senate introduced a resolution establishing the 
Senate Human Rights Commission.

• In May, the Turkey and Ecumenical Patriarchate Religious 
Freedom Act of 2021 was introduced in the House. 

• The Senate reintroduced the Saudi Educational Transparency 
and Reform Act in June.
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https://www.state.gov/key-outcomes-at-the-46th-session-of-the-un-human-rights-council/
https://www.state.gov/election-of-the-united-states-to-the-un-human-rights-council-hrc/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2019%20Places%20of%20Worship%20Hearing%20Summary.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/12-09-2019-UNAOC-PoA-Religious-Sites.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/12-09-2019-UNAOC-PoA-Religious-Sites.pdf
https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/ga12310.doc.htm
https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/258
https://www.state.gov/acting-assistant-secretary-joey-hood-travels-to-northeast-syria/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2021/09/syrian-kurds-opposition-take-cases-washington
https://www.reuters.com/world/biden-administration-deny-130-mln-military-aid-egypt-sources-2022-01-28/
https://www.state.gov/50th-anniversary-of-the-closing-of-halki-seminary/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-his-all-holiness-ecumenical-patriarch-bartholomew/
https://twitter.com/StateDRL/status/1419771377503113221
https://twitter.com/StateDRL/status/1419771377503113221
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-february-11-2021/
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-february-11-2021/
https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance-statement-on-jehovahs-witnesses/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/defending-freedoms-project
https://www.arkansasonline.com/news/2021/apr/24/for-freedom/
https://twitter.com/RepMcGovern/status/1386337376822300672
https://youtu.be/ePPtAsXC6AA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QuLY2S83fp0&t=82s
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/state-religious-freedom-around-globe
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/may-18-2021-us-announces-nearly-155-million-new-funding-burma-bangladesh-crisis
https://www.state.gov/u-s-announces-humanitarian-assistance-for-iraq/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/93?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22s.93%22%2C%22s.93%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/93?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22s.93%22%2C%22s.93%22%5D%7D&s=3&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/496?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Ukraine+Religious+Freedom%22%2C%22Ukraine%22%2C%22Religious%22%2C%22Freedom%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/496?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Ukraine+Religious+Freedom%22%2C%22Ukraine%22%2C%22Religious%22%2C%22Freedom%22%5D%7D&s=4&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-resolution/80?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22s.res.+80%22%2C%22s.res.%22%2C%2280%22%5D%7D&s=5&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-resolution/80?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22s.res.+80%22%2C%22s.res.%22%2C%2280%22%5D%7D&s=5&r=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3056?r=11&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3056?r=11&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2142?s=1&r=72
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2142?s=1&r=72
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• In October, Congress introduced the Burma Act of 2021 to 
address widespread human rights abuses in Burma, including 
religious freedom violations.

• The Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act passed Congress 
and was signed by President Biden in December.

• USCIRF recommended Congress hold hearings and briefings 
highlighting IRF issues. In July, for example, the Tom Lantos Human 
Rights Commission held a hearing on the state of religious free-
dom around the globe and also a hearing cohosted with USCIRF 
on ending genocide and holding perpetrators accountable. 

• USCIRF urged Congress to hold public hearings highlighting 
religious freedom conditions in Nicaragua and U.S. policy toward 
the country. Congress held hearings on the human rights situ-
ation in Nicaragua, including religious freedom violations, and 
passed the RENACER Act in November 2021, addressing broad 
human rights issues in the country.

Strong action by the U.S. government in 2021, including the 
developments highlighted above, have significantly contributed to 
advancing freedom of religion or belief internationally. Pursuant to 
USCIRF’s mandate, USCIRF will continue to track the implementation 
of its recommendations by the U.S. government and their effec-
tiveness, to the extent practicable. USCIRF encourages the Biden 
administration and Congress to continue to implement USCIRF’s 
recommendations, including those detailed throughout this report, 
and to continue supporting the advancement of freedom of religion 
or belief abroad.
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https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/5497/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/6256?r=4&s=1
https://www.state.gov/the-signing-of-the-uyghur-forced-labor-prevention-act/
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/state-religious-freedom-around-globe
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/ending-genocide-accountability-perpetrators
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/2021/9/an-international-response-to-ortega-s-destruction-of-democracy-in-nicaragua
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1064
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REAPPOINTED BY
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APPOINTED BY
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APPOINTED BY
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Union Theological Seminary in New York 
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in May 2022. President of the Family 

Research Council (FRC), a religious pub-
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Anurima Bhargava, 
Commissioner

REAPPOINTED BY

Hon. Nancy Pelosi (D), Speaker of the 
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expiring in May 2022. Dignity and Justice 

Advocate, President of Anthem of Us, 

former Justice Department official.

Khizr Khan,  
Commissioner

APPOINTED BY

President Joseph R. Biden (D) for a term 

expiring in May 2022. Founder of Con-
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Center, author, attorney, and religious 

freedom advocate.

James W. Carr,  
Commissioner

REAPPOINTED BY
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President and Chairman of Highland 

Home Holdings investment fund and 
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APPENDIX 2 FREEDOM OF RELIGION  
OR BELIEF VICTIMS LIST

The International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 (IRFA), as 
amended by the Frank R. Wolf International Religious Freedom 
Act of 2016, requires USCIRF to:

“make publicly available, to the extent practicable . . . lists 
of persons it determines are imprisoned or detained, have 
disappeared, been placed under house arrest, been tor-
tured, or subjected to forced renunciation of faith for their 
religious activity or religious freedom advocacy by the 
government of a foreign country that the Commission 
recommends for designation as a country of particular 
concern [CPC]  . . . or by a nonstate actor that the Commis-
sion recommends for designation as an entity of particular 
concern [EPC].”

To implement this provision, USCIRF created the Freedom of 
Religion or Belief (FoRB) Victims List, a database that catalogues indi-
viduals who have been detained, imprisoned, disappeared, tortured, 
placed under house arrest, or subjected to forced renunciation of 
faith for their religion or belief in countries USCIRF recommends for 
CPC or Special Watch List status as well as nonstate actors USCIRF 
recommends for EPC status.

Due to limited resources, USCIRF has been unable to identify 
and document all victims that meet the statutory requirements to be 
included on the FoRB Victims List and has typically relied on receiving 
submissions from outside individuals and organizations. As such, the 
data contained in the database does not reflect country, regional, or 
global trends. Furthermore, percentages highlighted in this section 
should not be used for extrapolation purposes nor interpreted as a par-
ticular group experiencing greater violations than another or a particular 
country committing violations at a greater rate than another. To support 
this project, USCIRF invites those with credible information on victims to 
submit information using the Victims List Intake Form. Additional infor-
mation about the FoRB Victims List can be found on USCIRF’s website.

Perpetrators
By the end of 2021, the FoRB Victims List included over 1,300 individ-
uals targeted by 21 different countries and entities. More than 1,000 
victims remain in some form of state or entity custody, while fewer 
than 200 have been released. The detention status of approximately 
40 cases remains unknown. Three individuals are listed as deceased 
after dying in state custody.

Among the violators, China imprisoned the most FoRB victims 
in the database, constituting half of all entries, followed by Russia, 
Iran, Uzbekistan, Pakistan, Vietnam, and Eritrea. All other countries 
and entities individually constituted less than 1 percent of the victims 
in the database. 

Perpetrator Number of  
Victims Documented

Algeria 2

Azerbaijan 2

China 646

Cuba 13

Egypt 4

Eritrea 47

Houthis 2

India 3

Iran 115

Islamic State - West Africa Province (ISWAP) 1

Kazakhstan 13

Malaysia 4

Nigeria 7

North Korea 9

Pakistan 62

Russia 191

Saudi Arabia 17

Tajikistan 10

Turkmenistan 22

Uzbekistan 81

Vietnam 50

Total 1,301

■ China

■ Eritrea

■ Iran

■ Pakistan

■ Russia

■ Uzbekistan

■ Vietnam

■ Other

VICTIMS BY PERPETRATOR

China 50%

Eritrea 3% 

Iran 9%

Pakistan 5%

Russia 15%

Uzbekistan 6%

Vietnam 
4%

Other 8%

https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/
https://www.uscirf.gov/form/uscirf-victims-list-intake-form
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/about/about-uscirfs-freedom-religion-or-belief-victims-list
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Religion or Belief
The FoRB Victims List contains individuals from a wide variety of 
religions and faith backgrounds. Over 40 percent are identified as 
Muslim. Christians represent the second-largest group in the data-
base. The third-largest group is Falun Gong practitioners, followed 
by Buddhists and then Baha’is. 

■ Baha’i

■ Buddhist

■ Christian

■ Falun Gong

■ Muslim

■ Other/
   Unknown

VICTIMS BY RELIGION OR BELIEF

Christian 36%

Falun Gong 16%

Muslim 42%

Baha’i 2%
Buddhist 2%

Other/Unknown 2%

Religion or Belief Number of  
Victims Documented

Baha’i 27

Buddhist - Hoa Hao 6

Buddhist - Tibetan 3

Buddhist - Unspecified/Other 22

Christian - Catholic 17

Christian - Jehovah’s Witness 96

Christian - Orthodox 4

Christian - Protestant 66

Christian - Unspecified/Other 281

ECKist (Eckankar) 1

Erfan-e Halgheh Practitioner 2

Falun Gong 208

Hindu 2

Humanist 1

Jewish 1

Muslim - Ahmadiyya 14

Muslim - Shi’a 14

Muslim - Sufi 58

Muslim - Sunni 237

Muslim - Unspecified/Other 219

Santeria 5

Scientologist 1

Unknown/Unspecified/Other 16

Total 1,301
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Charges
Individuals included in the FoRB Victims List face a range of charges. 
Although USCIRF excludes from the FoRB Victims List individuals 
known to have promoted violence, most victims face unsubstantiated 
national security-related charges, including terrorism, extremism, 
separatism, subversion, affiliation with a banned group or cult, and 
other related accusations such as promoting, financing, organizing, or 
participating in any of these activities. The second-most-identified cat-
egory of charges is related to apostasy, blasphemy, and hate speech. 
Other charges include public disorder, refusing military service, and 
miscellaneous offenses. USCIRF is also in the process of identifying 
charges for almost a third of the victims.

Dozens of victims are not facing any charges, yet they remain 
imprisoned or have been subjected to other violations included in 
the FoRB Victims List—such as enforced disappearance or forced 
renunciation of faith—that do not involve legal charges.

Charge Type Number of  
Victims Documented

National Security 712

Unknown 388

Apostasy, Blasphemy, & Hate Speech 86

Other 59

None/Not Applicable 56

Total 1,301

■ Apostasy, Blasphemy, 
   & Hate Speech

■ National Security

■ None/Not Applicable

■ Other

■ Unknown

VICTIMS BY CHARGE
Apostasy, Blasphemy, 
& Hate Speech 7%

National Security 55%

None/
Not Applicable 4%

Unknown 30%

Other 4%
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OF CONSCIENCE PROJECT

Through the Religious Prisoners of Conscience (RPOC) Project, USCIRF seeks to raise awareness of individuals imprisoned for 
their religion or belief, reduce their numbers, and highlight the religious freedom conditions in their country of imprisonment. 
Current RPOCs, for whom USCIRF Commissioners are advocating, are only a fraction of the many individuals who have been 
unjustly imprisoned for their religious beliefs, actions, and/or advocacy. 

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Anurima Bhargava

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Uyghur Muslim

STATUS
Detained since July 14, 2009; sentenced to life 
imprisonment, reduced to 19 years and eight months  

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Moderator of Salkin, a Uyghur-language website; 
participated in demonstration protesting deaths of 
Uyghur migrant workers

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
“Splittism, leaking state secrets, and  organizing an 
illegal demonstration” 

TREATMENT IN DETENTION
Reports of torture

AGE
45

CHINA
China pervasively tries to control and suppress various religious groups as it seeks to sinicize perceived foreign religions and crack down on religious 
beliefs and actors viewed as incompatible with Communist Party ideology.   

GULMIRA IMIN 

JIMMY LAI 

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Tony Perkins

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Catholic Christian

STATUS
Detained since December 12, 2020; sentenced on 
May 28, 2021, to 14 months plus the six months 
already served; on December 13, 2021, sentenced to 
an additional 13 months for “unauthorized assem-
bly” for participating in a June 2020 Tiananmen 
Square vigil

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Political activism and outspoken criticism of the 
government’s human rights abuses, including abuses 
of religious freedom 

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
Alleged collusion with foreign forces under National 
Security Law, as well as fraud 

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Unknown

AGE
73

 Current RPOCs

https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/gulmira-imin
https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=36
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/gulmira-imin
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/jimmy-lai
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/jimmy-lai
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CHINA (continued)

PANCHEN LAMA  
(GEDHUN CHOEKYI NYIMA)  

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Nadine Maenza

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Tibetan Buddhist 

STATUS
Unconfirmed since kidnapping May 17, 1995

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Second-highest-ranking leader in Tibetan Buddhism

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
N/A 

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Unknown

AGE
33

HU SHIGEN

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Tony Perkins

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Protestant Christian

STATUS
Detained July 10, 2015; sentenced August 3, 2016, 
to 7 ½ years

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Founding figure for China Free Democratic Party 
and the China Free Labor Union; leader of Protestant 
house churches

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
“Subverting” state power through his religious 
activities

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
In poor health because of ill treatment in prison; 
request for medical parole denied

AGE
66

ADIL TUNIYAZ

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Nury Turkel

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Uyghur Muslim

STATUS
Detained since December 25, 2017

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Translated religious materials, 
including hadiths 

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
Unknown

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Unknown

AGE
51

https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=36
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/gedhun-choekyi-nyima-panchen-lama
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/gedhun-choekyi-nyima-panchen-lama
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/gedhun-choekyi-nyima-panchen-lama
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/hu-shigen
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/hu-shigen
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/adil-tuniyaz-0
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/adil-tuniyaz-0
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IRAN
The Iranian government severely represses its citizens’ freedom of religion, belief, and expression, often through legal amendments designed for 
persecuting specific religious minorities.     

GOLROKH EBRAHIMI IRAEE

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Anurima Bhargava

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Shi’a Muslim  

STATUS
Detained since October 2016; sentenced to six years 
in prison; sentenced to additional year in 2021

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Human and women’s rights advocate; critic of the 
official policy of stoning women to death for adultery

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
“Insulting Islamic sanctities” and  
“spreading propaganda”

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Conducted hunger strike due to bad prison 
conditions; denied family visits and phone access; 
prohibited from visits with her husband, Arash 
Sadegi, who is ill with cancer.

AGE
41

YOUCEF NADARKHANI

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Nadine Maenza

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Evangelical Christian   

STATUS
Originally sentenced July 6, 2017, to 10 years in 
prison and two years of internal exile; imprisoned 
July 22, 2018; sentence reduced to six years in prison 
in 2020

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Practicing Christianity as a convert from Islam

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
“Acting against national security” and promoting 
“Zionist Christianity”

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Conducted hunger strike 

AGE
45

MALAYSIA
The Malaysian government imposes a state-sponsored version of Sunni Islam through a vast network of state and federal religious laws. Non-Muslim 
communities face extreme pressure from authorities, and religious converts and those evangelizing face dire consequences. Malaysian authorities 
have continued to refuse to release the report of an official investigation into cases of enforced disappearances.

PASTOR RAYMOND KOH

USCIRF ADVOCATE
James W. Carr

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Christian

STATUS
Disappeared February 13, 2017 

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Humanitarian actions motivated by his Christian 
religious beliefs; allegations of proselytizing   

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
N/A 

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Unknown

AGE
67

https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=49
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/golrokh-ebrahimi-iraee
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/golrokh-ebrahimi-iraee
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/pastor-youcef-nadarkhani
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/pastor-youcef-nadarkhani
https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=55
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/raymond-koh
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/raymond-koh
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LEAH SHARIBU

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Tony Perkins

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Christian

PERPETRATOR
Islamic State - West Africa Province (ISWAP)

STATUS
Abducted February 19, 2018

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Refused to convert to Islam 

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
N/A

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Unconfirmed

AGE
18

YAHAYA SHARIF-AMINU

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Frederick A. Davie

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Sufi Muslim; part of Tijaniyya Order

STATUS
Detained since March 2020; sentenced to death 
August 10, 2020; higher court ordered a retrial in 
January 2021

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Circulating a private audio message on WhatsApp 

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
Blasphemy

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Held incommunicado for several months

AGE
23

MUBARAK BALA

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Frederick A. Davie

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Humanist

STATUS
Arrested April 28, 2020

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Expression of humanist views   

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
Formally charged in August 2021 for causing a public 
disturbance by posting “blasphemous” content

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Held incommunicado for several months; detained 
without charge for over a year; poor response to 
health issues while in detention

AGE
37

NIGERIA
Both state and nonstate actors in Nigeria commit egregious violations of freedom of religion or belief, including the abduction and detention of 
individuals based on their beliefs. State courts have sentenced individuals to death for blasphemy and held individuals accused of blasphemy in 
prolonged detention, while militant Islamists have violently targeted individuals who do not share their religious beliefs. 

https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/leah-sharibu
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/leah-sharibu
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/yahaya-sharif-aminu
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/yahaya-sharif-aminu
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/mubarak-bala
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/mubarak-bala
https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=61
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NORTH KOREA
Religious freedom conditions in North Korea are among the worst in the world, with the government viewing religion as a competing ideology that 
poses an existential threat to its absolute control.  

DEACON ZHANG WEN SHI 
(JANG MOON SEOK)

USCIRF ADVOCATE
James W. Carr

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Protestant Christian

STATUS
Kidnapped from China and detained since November 
2014; sentenced to 15 years in prison

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Ministered to North Koreans who crossed into China

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
“Defaming the regime, attempting to incite subver-
sion of state power, and providing aid and gospel to 
North Koreans”

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Unknown

AGE
Unknown

DENNIS CHRISTENSEN

USCIRF ADVOCATE
James W. Carr

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Jehovah’s Witness

COUNTY OF ORIGIN
Denmark

STATUS
Detained May 25, 2017; sentenced February 6, 2019, 
to six years in prison

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Peacefully expressing his faith 

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
“Continuing the activities” of an extremist group 

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Inadequate medical care; harassment and arbitrary 
reprimands 

AGE
49

RUSSIA
The Russian government views independent religious activity as a threat to its control and social and political stability, enforces laws restricting 
religious freedom, and persecutes religious and ethnic groups.  

TAJIKISTAN
The Tajik government suppresses displays of public religiosity by people of all faiths, represses the country’s Muslim majority, and persecutes 
minority communities. 

SHAMIL KHAKIMOV

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Nury Turkel

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Jehovah’s Witness

STATUS
Detained since February 26, 2019; sentenced to five 
years in prison

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Sharing his faith with others

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
“Inciting religious hatred”

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Health has deteriorated in detention

AGE
71

https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=62
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/deacon-zhang-wen-shi
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/deacon-zhang-wen-shi
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/deacon-zhang-wen-shi
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/dennis-christensen
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/dennis-christensen
https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=64
https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=69
https://www.uscirf.gov/shamil-khakimov
https://www.uscirf.gov/shamil-khakimov
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VIETNAM
The Vietnamese government systematically violates the religious freedom of government-recognized groups and especially independent religious 
minority communities, including Protestant Hmong and Montagnard Christians, Hoa Hao Buddhists, Unified Buddhists, Cao Dai followers, Cath-
olics, and Falun Gong practitioners.

NGUYEN BAC TRUYEN 

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Anurima Bhargava

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Hoa Hao Buddhist

STATUS
Arrested July 30, 2017; sentenced April 5, 2018, to 11 
years’ imprisonment and three years’ probation

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Human rights and religious freedom advocacy    

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
“Carrying out activities aimed at overthrowing the 
people’s administration”

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Medical neglect

AGE
53

https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=73
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/nguyen-bac-truyen
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/nguyen-bac-truyen
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 Former RPOCs

PATRIARCH  
ABUNE ANTONIOS

USCIRF ADVOCATE
James W. Carr

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Eritrean Orthodox Christian 

STATUS
Died under house arrest February 9, 2022 

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Called for release of political prisoners and refused 
to excommunicate 3,000 parishioners who opposed 
the government 

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
Unknown

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Unknown

AGE
94

ERITREA
The Eritrean government severely restricts the activities of officially recognized religious groups and systematically persecutes members of unreg-
istered religious communities.

EGYPT
The Egyptian government uses its laws, regulations, and practices to target a wide range of religious minorities and their civil society allies.

REDA ABDEL RAHMAN

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Sharon Kleinbaum

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Qur’anist Muslim

STATUS
Released February 27, 2022; detained August 2020

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Religious beliefs; blogging about Qur’anism; familial 
relationship with a prominent Qur’anist scholar

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
 Joining the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and 
promoting religious extremism

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Denied adequate medical care  

AGE
45

SAUDI ARABIA
The Saudi government imprisons dissenting members of the majority Sunni Muslim community, imposes harsh punishments on Shi’a Muslim 
detainees, and forbids non-Muslims from public communal worship. 

RAIF BADAWI

USCIRF ADVOCATE
Nadine Maenza

RELIGION OR BELIEF
Muslim

STATUS
Released March 11, 2022; detained since June 17, 
2012; sentenced to 10 years in prison and 1,000 lashes

REASON FOR PERSECUTION
Blogger who criticized Islam and the Saudi government

CHARGES/BASIS OF ARREST
Violating Islamic values and propagating liberal 
thought 

TREATMENT IN DETENTION 
Flogged 50 times January 9, 2015; deemed too 
unwell to endure more lashes; health has worsened 
since flogging; hunger strike in 2019

AGE
38

https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/released-rpocs/patriarch-abune-antonios
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/released-rpocs/patriarch-abune-antonios
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/released-rpocs/patriarch-abune-antonios
https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=42
https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=41
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/reda-abdel-rahman
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/reda-abdel-rahman
https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports?country=65
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/raif-badawi
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/raif-badawi
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In addition to releasing an Annual Report by May 1 of each year, 
USCIRF presents research and additional information related to 
international religious freedom throughout the year. This Appen-
dix highlights USCIRF’s events and other materials from calendar 
year 2021. USCIRF’s 2021 press releases and statements and op-eds 
are available on USCIRF’s website at www.uscirf.gov. USCIRF’s 2021 
Tweets can be found here. 

Hearings

• February 2021: “Refugees Fleeing Religious Persecution”

• March 2021: “A Religious Minority Enslaved: Addressing the 
Complicity of U.S. Companies in Uyghur Forced Labor”

• May 2021: “Ending Genocide - U.S. Government Genocide 
Determinations and Next Steps”

• June 2021: “Religious Freedom in Nigeria”

• July 2021: “Ending Genocide - Accountability for Perpetrators”

• September 2021: “Strategies for Religious Freedom in Fragile 
States”

• October 2021: “Targeted Sanctions - Implications for Interna-
tional Religious Freedom”

• December 2021: “State-Sanctioned Religious Freedom Viola-
tions and Coercion by Saudi Arabia and Iran”

Events

• February 2021: “Engaging State and Local Government in 
Nigeria to Protect Religious Freedom”

• February 2021: “FoRB Victims List and Religious Prisoners of 
Conscience Project Update”

• April 2021: “New Report on Antisemitism in the OSCE Region 
and U.S. Policy Responses”

• April 2021: “USCIRF 2021 Annual Report Virtual Launch”

• May 2021: “Update on Religious Freedom Progress in Sudan”

• June 2021: “Ten Years after the Arab Spring: How Has Reli-
gious Freedom Changed across the Middle East?”

• June 2021: “Exodus of Religious Minority Communities in 
Afghanistan”

• August 2021: “New Report on Religious Freedom Violations in 
North Korea”

• August 2021: “Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions in 
Algeria”

• September 2021: “Accountability for Crimes against Humanity”

• October 2021: “Update on At-Risk Religious Communities in 
Afghanistan”

• October 2021: “New Report on Uzbekistan’s Religious 
Prisoners”

• December 2021: “Democracy and Religious Freedom: India 
and Indonesia”

Publications

• January 2021: “Key U.S. Government Positions Related to 
International Religious Freedom” (Factsheet)

• February 2021: “Violent Islamist Groups in Northern Nigeria” 
(Factsheet)

• February 2021: “The Santería Tradition in Cuba” (Factsheet)

• March 2021: “Indonesia’s Pancasila” (Factsheet)

• March 2021: “The Use of Shari’a as Religious Justification for 
Capital Punishment against LGBTI Persons” (Factsheet)

• March 2021: “Stalled Progress in Azerbaijan” (Country Update)

• March 2021: “International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA)” 
(Factsheet)

• March 2021: “The Impact of Financial Regulations on Religious 
Organizations and Religious Freedom” (Factsheet)

• April 2021: “Antisemitism in Europe: Implications for U.S. Policy” 
(Special Report)

• May 2021: “Violent Islamist Groups in the Central Sahel” 
(Factsheet)

• June 2021: “The Conditions of Nonbelievers in Africa” 
(Factsheet)

• June 2021: “Religious Freedom Conditions in Central African 
Republic” (Country Update)

• August 2021: “Religious Freedom Conditions in Iran”  
(Country Update)

• August 2021: “Organized Persecution: Documenting Religious 
Freedom Violations in North Korea” (Special Report)

• August 2021: “Religious Freedom Conditions in Eritrea” 
(Country Update)

• September 2021: “Destruction of Cemeteries” (Factsheet)

• September 2021: “Religious Freedom Conditions in Yemen” 
(Country Update)

• September 2021: “Laos’ Decree 315” (Factsheet)

• September 2021: “Protests in Cuba and Religious Freedom” 
(Factsheet)

https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/press-releases-statements
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/op-eds
http://www.uscirf.gov
https://twitter.com/USCIRF
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-refugees-fleeing-religious-persecution
https://www.uscirf.gov/uscirf-hearing-religious-minority-enslaved-addressing-complicity-us-companies-uyghur-forced-labor
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https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-state-sanctioned-religious-freedom-violations-and-coercion-saudi
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-state-sanctioned-religious-freedom-violations-and-coercion-saudi
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https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/forb-victims-list-and-religious-prisoners-conscience-project-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-new-report-antisemitism-osce-region-and-us-policy-responses
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-new-report-antisemitism-osce-region-and-us-policy-responses
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/uscirf-2021-annual-report-virtual-launch
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/update-religious-freedom-progress-sudan
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https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-exodus-religious-minority-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-new-report-religious-freedom-violations-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-new-report-religious-freedom-violations-north-korea
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https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-deteriorating-religious-freedom-conditions-algeria
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https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-update-risk-religious-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-update-risk-religious-communities-afghanistan
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-new-report-uzbekistans-religious-prisoners
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-new-report-uzbekistans-religious-prisoners
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-democracy-and-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-democracy-and-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-key-us-government-irf-positions
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-key-us-government-irf-positions
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-violent-islamist-groups-northern-nigeria
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-santeria-tradition-cuba
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-indonesias-pancasila
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-sharia-and-lgbti-persons
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-sharia-and-lgbti-persons
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/country-update-azerbaijan
https://www.uscirf.gov/resources/factsheet-international-religious-freedom-act-irfa
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-impact-financial-regulations-religious-organizations-and-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-impact-financial-regulations-religious-organizations-and-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/antisemitism-europe
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-islamists-central-sahel
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-nonbelievers-africa
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/car-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/car-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/iran-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/organized-persecution-documenting-religious-freedom-violations-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/organized-persecution-documenting-religious-freedom-violations-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/eritrea-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/destruction-cemeteries-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/yemen-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/laos-decree-315-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-protests-cuba-and-religious-freedom
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APPENDIX 4 HIGHLIGHTS OF USCIRF'S OTHER REPORTING IN 2021

• September 2021: “Religious Freedom Conditions in Saudi 
Arabia” (Country Update)

• October 2021: “Religious Freedom Violations in Kano State, 
Nigeria” (Issue Update)

• October 2021: “Uzbekistan’s Religious and Political Prisoners: 
Addressing a Legacy of Repression” (Special Report)

• October 2021: “Persecution of Ahmadiyya Muslims” 
(Factsheet)

• October 2021: “Religious Freedom Conditions in Algeria” 
(Country Update)

• October 2021: “Religious Freedom Violations against Muslims 
in Africa” (Factsheet)

• October 2021: “Religious Freedom Conditions in Sri Lanka” 
(Country Update)

• October 2021: “Religious Freedom Violations in the Republic 
of Chechnya” (Issue Update)

• October 2021: “Religious Minorities in Afghanistan” 
(Factsheet)

• October 2021: “China’s 2021 Measures on the Management 
of Religious Clergy” (Factsheet)

• November 2021: “Burma: Religious Freedom since February 
2, 2021, Coup” (Country Update)

• November 2021: “USCIRF Recommendations for State 
Department CPC and SWL Designations” (Factsheet)

• November 2021: “Entities of Particular Concern (EPCs) and 
Religious Freedom” (Factsheet)

• November 2021: “Religious Freedom in Egypt in 2021”  
(Country Update)

• November 2021: “Religious Freedom in Malaysia”  
(Country Update)

• November 2021: “Preserving Religious Freedom Progress in 
Sudan” (Policy Update)

• November 2021: “Religious Freedom in Belarus in 2021” 
(Country Update)

• December 2021: “Saudi Arabia’s Specialized Criminal Court” 
(Factsheet)

• December 2021: “Protecting Religious Freedom Online” 
(Factsheet)

• December 2021: “Religious Freedom in Turkey in 2021” 
(Country Update)

Spotlight Podcast Episodes

• January 2021: “Nigeria: A Country of Particular Concern”

• January 2021: “2021 Update on Religious Freedom 
Conditions”

• January 2021: “Uyghur Genocide”

• February 2021: “Religious Freedom Priorities for the Biden 
Administration”

• February 2021: “Unrest in Russia”

• February 2021: “The Situation in Sinjar”

• February 2021: “Repercussions of the Burma Coup for 
Rohingya Muslims”

• March 2021: “Santería in Cuba”

• March 2021: “Uzbekistan: Two Steps Forward, One Step Back”

• March 2021: “Shifting Trends of Religious Freedom in Egypt”

• March 2021: “Governments Using Shari’a to Impose Death 
Sentences on LGBTI Persons”

• April 2021: “China Sanctions U.S. Religious Freedom Officials”

• April 2021: “Indonesia’s State Ideology of Pancasila”

• April 2021: “The State of Religious Freedom in Vietnam”

• April 2021: “USCIRF Releases 2021 Annual Report with Rec-
ommendations for U.S. Policy”

• May 2021: “Religious Restrictions in Iran”

• May 2021: “Violent Insurgents in the Sahel Region of Africa”

• May 2021: “50 Years and Counting: The Continued Closure of 
Halki Seminary in Turkey”

• May 2021: “Enforcing Blasphemy Laws Have Dire 
Consequences”

• June 2021: “Bahrain Takes Steps to Improve Religious Freedom”

• June 2021: “Top Priorities of the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Freedom of Religion or Belief”

• June 2021: “Do USCIRF Policy Recommendations Get 
Implemented?”

• June 2021: “Ethiopia’s Tigray Massacre and Implications for 
Religious Freedom”

• July 2021: “Sivas Massacre and Turkey’s Persecution of the 
Alevi Community”

• July 2021: “Central African Republic: From Sectarian Violence 
to Progress on Religious Freedom”

• July 2021: “Qur’anists in Egypt”

• July 2021: “Protests in Cuba Impact Religious Freedom”

• August 2021: “Reforms in Kazakhstan Could Improve Reli-
gious Freedom”

• August 2021: “The Impact of Majoritarianism on Religious 
Minorities in South Asia”

• August 2021: “Fourth Anniversary of the Rohingya Genocide”

• September 2021: “Religion, Law, and Citizenship in Assam, 
India”

• September 2021: “Islam in Africa”

• September 2021: “Hazara Community Threatened in 
Afghanistan”

• September 2021: “Why the State Department Should Redes-
ignate Nigeria as a CPC”

• September 2021: “Religious Freedom and Taliban Fears in 
Tajikistan”

• October 2021: “Saudi Arabia’s Religious Reforms Not 
Enough”

• October 2021: “Religious Cemeteries as Targets of 
Destruction”

https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/saudi-arabia-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/saudi-arabia-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-freedom-nigerias-kano-state
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/uscirf-releases-new-report-religious-freedom-nigerias-kano-state
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/report-uzbekistans-religious-and-political-prisoners
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/report-uzbekistans-religious-and-political-prisoners
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/ahmadiyya-persecution-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/algeria-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/violations-against-muslims-africa-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/violations-against-muslims-africa-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/sri-lanka-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/russia-issue-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/russia-issue-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/afghanistan-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/china-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/china-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/burma-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/burma-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/recommendations-state-department-cpc-and-swl-designations-factsheet
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https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/epcs-and-religious-freedom-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/egypt-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/malaysia-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/sudan-policy-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/sudan-policy-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/belarus-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/saudi-arabias-specialized-criminal-court-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/protecting-religious-freedom-online-factsheet
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/turkey-country-update
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https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/uscirf-releases-2021-annual-report-recommendations-us-policy
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APPENDIX 4 HIGHLIGHTS OF USCIRF'S OTHER REPORTING IN 2021

• October 2021: “Ahmadiyya Muslims Face Persecution, 
Discrimination, and Hostility”

• October 2021: “Abuses of Traditional Religion in Russia”

• November 2021: “Algeria’s Increasing Hostility towards Reli-
gious Minorities”

• November 2021: “Political Instability Fuels Decline for Reli-
gious Freedom in Malaysia”

• November 2021: “Religious Tolerance Efforts in the Middle East”

• November 2021: “Uzbekistan’s Religious and Political Prisoners”

• December 2021: “Renewed Concerns over Religious Tensions 
in Bosnia”

• December 2021: “An Update on Religious Freedom Conditions 
in Turkey”

• December 2021: “State Department Designations and USCIRF 
Recommendations: Where Do They Line Up?”

• December 2021: “Pakistan’s Laws Enable Islamist Extremism”

https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/ahmadiyya-muslims-face-persecution-discrimination-and-hostility
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/ahmadiyya-muslims-face-persecution-discrimination-and-hostility
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