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A protester seen holding a rosary and a placard with a picture of Mahsa Amini during the demonstration. 
Protesters organized a demonstration following the death of Mahsa Amini. Mahsa fell into a coma and 
died after being arrested in Tehran by the morality police for allegedly violating the country’s hijab rules. 
Amini’s death has sparked weeks of violent protests across Iran. (Photo by Onur Dogman / SOPA Images/
Sipa USA)(Sipa via AP Images)
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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

In September 2022, Iran’s morality police arrested, beat, and mortally 
wounded Mahsa Zhina Amini because her visible hair violated the 
government’s religiously grounded headscarf law. Outraged by 

this flagrant denial of life, young women and girls led hundreds of 
thousands of fellow Iranians in peaceful protests asserting their right 
to freedom of religion or belief, risking severe punishment, permanent 
injury, and even death. Rather than respect this call to abide by its obli-
gations under international law, the Iranian government ramped up a 
campaign of violent repression against its own people. Security forces 
shot children like Kian Pirfalak (age nine), beat and killed girls like Nika 
Shakarami (age 16), and repeat-
edly sexually harassed, sexually 
assaulted, and raped scores of 
peaceful protesters like Armita 
Abbasi (age 21). Iran’s govern-
ment then used intimidation and 
threats to prevent victims’ fam-
ilies from speaking publicly and 
truthfully about this repression. 

The cover of this year’s U.S. 
Commission on International 
Religious Freedom (USCIRF) 
annual report honors the Iranian 
women and girls who have been at the forefront of the ongoing pro-
tests for greater freedom in Iran and have faced extreme and violent 
consequences for their participation. Iranian authorities’ systematic 
use of sexual and gender-based violence against them represents a 
purposeful weaponization of religious conceptions of purity, modesty, 
and gender hierarchy in an effort to shame Iranians out of peacefully 
asserting their fundamental right to religious freedom. 

The cover also honors the many other Iranians, known and 
unknown, held in prison in 2022 on account of their religious beliefs, 
activity, or identity by displaying the names of the individuals from Iran 
who are included in USCIRF’s Freedom of Religion or Belief Victims 
List. Iranian authorities’ repression of freedom of religion or belief has 
been a decades-long campaign targeting both religious minorities 
and members of the majority Shi’a Muslim community. During 2022, 
in addition to its repression of protesters, Iran’s leadership continued 
to target members of the Baha’i, Christian, Gonabadi Sufi, Zoroastrian, 
Yarsani, Sunni Muslim, Shi’a Muslim, and nonreligious communities 
with harassment, arrests, egregiously long prison sentences, multi-
year internal exiles, or bans on participating in political and social 
activities. Iranian security services also targeted religious minorities 
who have fled abroad as well as activists in other countries, including 
on U.S. soil, who opposed mandatory headscarf laws and other reli-
gious freedom restrictions. Based on these systematic, egregious, 
and ongoing violations of religious freedom, in this report USCIRF is 
again recommending that Iran be designated by the U.S. Department 
of State as a Country of Particular Concern (CPC). USCIRF urges the 

administration of President Joseph R. Biden to continue to coordinate 
international action to lift the veil of impunity under which Iran’s lead-
ership continues to operate. 

Beyond Iran, this report sounds the alarm regarding the deteri-
oration 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 coun-
tries include Sri Lanka, which USCIRF is recommending for placement 
on the State Department’s Special Watch List (SWL) for the first time. 
USCIRF previously published country updates on Sri Lanka in 2021 

and 2022 and found sufficient 
evidence of severe violations 
of religious freedom, such as 
discrimination against religious 
minorities in the form of tar-
geted arrests using problematic 
legislation and appropriation of 
land and property. Similarly, 
USCIRF is recommending CPC 
designations for Cuba and Nic-
aragua for the first time after 
previously recommending them 
for placement on the SWL since 

2004 and 2019, respectively. In Cuba, religious freedom conditions 
in 2022 worsened considerably, with the government seeking total 
dominance over religious life in the country. Additionally, the regime in 
Nicaragua has sharply increased its persecution of the Catholic Church 
by imprisoning clergy, shuttering church-affiliated organizations, and 
prohibiting Catholic rituals.

About This Report 
Created by the International Religious Freedom Act of 1998, as 
amended (IRFA), USCIRF is an independent, bipartisan U.S. gov-
ernment advisory body, separate from the State Department, that 
monitors and reports on religious freedom abroad and makes policy 
recommendations to the president, secretary of state, and Congress. 
USCIRF bases these recommendations on the provisions of its autho-
rizing legislation and the standards in the Universal Declaration 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 2023 Annual Report assesses religious freedom vio-
lations and progress in 28 countries during calendar year 2022 and 
makes independent recommendations for U.S. policy. The key find-
ings, recommendations, and analysis in this report are based on a 
year’s research by USCIRF, including travel, hearings, meetings, and 

Iranian authorities’ repression of  
freedom of religion or belief has been a 
decades-long campaign targeting both 
religious minorities and members of the 

majority Shi’a Muslim community.

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Sri%20Lanka%20Country%20Update_0.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022%20Sri%20Lanka%20Country%20Update%2011.23.22.pdf
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://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/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
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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briefings, 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.

The report’s primary focus is on two groups of countries: first, 
those that USCIRF recommends the State Department should desig-
nate as CPCs under IRFA, and second, those that USCIRF recommends 
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 Entities of Partic-
ular Concern (EPCs) under IRFA. 
In addition, the report analyzes 
the U.S. government’s imple-
mentation of IRFA during the 
reporting year and provides rec-
ommendations to bolster overall 
U.S. efforts to advance freedom 
of religion or belief abroad. It 
also includes a section discussing key trends and developments 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 transnational repression and 
influence by religious freedom violators, religious freedom concerns 
in Europe, laws restricting religious freedom, emerging religious free-
dom concerns in other countries, positive developments in combating 
antisemitism, and religious freedom concerns for indigenous peoples 
in Latin America. Finally, the report’s last section highlights key USCIRF 
recommendations 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 . . . , includ-
ing violations such as—(A) torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading 
treatment or punishment; (B) prolonged detention without charges; 
(C) causing the disappearance of persons by the abduction or clan-
destine 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 vio-
lations that meet two of the elements of IRFA’s systematic, ongoing, 
and egregious 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 designation. In 
the case of a nonstate group, it also could mean that the group did 
not meet other statutory 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 2023 CPC, SWL, and  
EPC Recommendations 
For 2023, based on religious freedom conditions in 2022, USCIRF 
recommends that the State Department:

	■ Redesignate as CPCs the following 12 countries: Burma, China, 
Cuba, Eritrea, Iran, Nicaragua, North Korea, Pakistan, Russia, 
Saudi Arabia, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan;

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

	■ Maintain on the SWL the following two countries: Algeria and 
the Central African Republic (CAR); 

	■ Include on the SWL the following nine countries: Azerbaijan, 
Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Turkey, 
and Uzbekistan; and

	■ Redesignate as EPCs the following seven nonstate actors: 
al-Shabaab, Boko Haram, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), the 
Houthis, 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).

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: 

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

The Annual Report highlights the countries 
and entities that, in USCIRF’s view,  
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https://www.uscirf.gov/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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Militant Islamist insurgency al-Shabaab continued to operate in 
parts of Somalia despite military pressure from the Somali govern-
ment and its allies. The group continued to conduct attacks based 
on religion in its efforts to establish a state that will enforce a singular 
interpretation of Islamic law. In addition to targeting military and 
civilian infrastructure, al-Shabaab also targeted houses of worship. In 
July, al-Shabaab fighters bombed a mosque in Baidoa during Friday 
prayers, killing several worshipers.

In 2022, the Houthi movement, formally known as Ansar Allah, 
did not significantly expand its territorial holdings throughout Yemen 
after making marginal gains in the year prior. A truce that began 
in April expired in October despite calls for its renewal; however, 
even during the brief cessation of hostilities, the Houthis continued 
their egregious religious freedom violations. The group continued to 
undermine the rights of women and girls by imposing a mahram (male 
escort) requirement, even as broader male guardianship restrictions 
increased considerably. Jewish prisoner Libi Marhabi remained in 

Houthi detention despite multiple appeals for his release, and the tiny 
remaining Jewish community faced ongoing repression from Houthi 
leaders. Authorities persisted in systematically persecuting the Baha’i 
community by detaining and torturing members while plundering 
Baha’i land, property, and assets. The Houthis harassed, detained, 
and tortured Yemeni Christians, particularly converts from Islam, and 
the group also detained more than 200 Christian foreign workers from 
Africa on false accusations. Only a few thousand Christians remained 
in the country, as many fled such persecution.

Militant Islamist insurgencies ISGS and JNIM expanded their 
reach in the Sahel, including in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger. Both 
ISGS and JNIM engaged in intimidation and conducted attacks based 
on religion and enforced harsh interpretations of Islamic law in their 
areas of control. Abuses continued into early 2023 when militant 
Islamist fighters attacked an Ahmadiyya mosque in Burkina Faso, 
demanding the attendees change their faith before killing the imam 
and several others.

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

https://www.voanews.com/a/bomb-blast-in-southern-somalia-kills-regional-minister-son/6679212.html
https://www.state.gov/un-truce-expiration-in-yemen/#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20expresses%20its,reaching%20agreement%20to%20extend%20it
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/02/06/houthis-violating-womens-and-girls-rights-yemen
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/09/yemen-huthis-suffocating-women-with-requirement-for-male-guardians/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/libi-marhabi
https://www.memri.org/tv/houthi-leader-abdul-malik-badreddin-jews-example-of-filth-muhammad
https://twitter.com/ayolofi/status/1600257816836526081
https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-list/yemen/
https://www.thedefensepost.com/2023/01/12/mosque-attack-burkina-faso/
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM ACT

Key Findings
In 2022, the administration of President Joseph R. Biden continued 
to prioritize protecting international religious freedom (IRF) and 
increasing accountability for violations. In March, the U.S. Depart-
ment of State determined that the “Burmese military committed 
genocide and crimes against humanity against Rohingya” and 
imposed further sanctions against Burmese individuals and entities 
responsible for the regime’s ongoing violent crackdown. In April, 
President Biden signed into law the permanent reauthorization of 
the Global Magnitsky Human 
Right s Accountabi l i t y Ac t 
(Global Magnitsky Act). USCIRF 
welcomed the permanent reau-
thorization, which provides 
the U.S. government with the 
authority to impose sanctions 
(i.e., issue visa bans and asset 
freezes) against foreign persons 
engaging in gross human rights 
abuses, such as severe religious 
freedom violations. 

The U.S.  government 
continued to serve as the Sec-
retariat of the International 
Religious Freedom or Belief 
Alliance (IRFBA). During 2022, 
IRFBA made multicountry statements on egregious religious freedom 
violations in Nicaragua and Nigeria, the rights of religious minority 
groups such as the Baha’i and Ahmadiyya Muslim communities to 
freely practice their faiths, and the incompatibility of blasphemy 
laws with freedom of religion or belief and freedom of expression. In 
addition, the U.S. government cosponsored a United Nations Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC) resolution on freedom of religion or belief 
and supported convening a special session of the UNHRC to address 
Iran’s suppression of protesters. 

In September, President Biden maintained the heightened 
admissions cap for refugees at 125,000 for fiscal year (FY) 2023 and 

designated certain populations for priority consideration as refugees, 
including multiple groups fleeing religious persecution. This followed 
a commitment from the United States Citizenship and Immigration 
Services (USCIS) to increase staffing levels to more efficiently process 
refugee claims. Additionally, USCIS provided temporary protected 
status to Afghan nationals living in the United States.

In November, the State Department designated 12 countries 
as “countries of particular concern” (CPCs) under the International 
Religious Freedom Act (IRFA) for engaging in or tolerating particularly 

severe violations of religious 
freedom, including for the 
first time Cuba and Nicaragua. 
USCIRF welcomed the new CPC 
designations but expressed tre-
mendous disappointment that 
the State Department failed to 
include India and Nigeria among 
its list of CPCs. While the State 
Department reimposed exist-
ing sanctions on eight of the 12 
countries it designated as CPCs, 
it issued waivers on taking any 
action against the remaining 
four. USCIRF has long called 
on administrations to refrain 
from issuing waivers and rely-

ing exclusively on existing sanctions to hold CPCs accountable. The 
State Department placed four countries on its “Special Watch List” 
(SWL) for severe religious freedom violations, including two countries 
for the first time, the Central African Republic (CAR) and Vietnam. 
Although the State Department designated Vietnam as a CPC in 2004 
and 2005, it never previously placed Vietnam on the SWL. Finally, the 
State Department designated nine “entities of particular concern” 
(EPCs), which are nonstate actors that engage in particularly severe 
violations of religious freedom. The Wagner Group, a private Russian 
military firm, received an EPC designation for the first time in light of 
its actions in CAR.

STATE DEPARTMENT 2022 DESIGNATIONS

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

SWL Countries Algeria, Central African Republic, Comoros, and Vietnam

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

In November, the State Department 
designated 12 countries as  

“countries of particular concern” (CPCs)  
under the International Religious Freedom Act 

(IRFA) for engaging in or  
tolerating particularly severe violations of 

religious freedom, including for the  
first time Cuba and Nicaragua.

https://www.state.gov/burma-genocide/
https://www.state.gov/united-states-and-allies-impose-additional-sanctions-on-the-burmese-military-regime/
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-applauds-permanent-reauthorization-global-magnitsky-human
https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-chair-and-vice-chairs-statement-on-nicaragua/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-chair-and-vice-chairs-statement-on-nigeria/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-statement-on-bahais/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-statement-on-the-ahmadiyya-muslim-community/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-statement-on-blasphemy-and-related-offences/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-statement-on-blasphemy-and-related-offences/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/04/04/united-states-at-un-hrc-49/
https://www.state.gov/the-united-nations-human-rights-council-holds-special-session-on-iran/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2022/09/27/memorandum-on-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2023/
https://www.state.gov/report-to-congress-on-proposed-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2023/#irf-dprk
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/05/10/biden-refugee-asylum-immigration-trump-state-department/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/05/20/2022-10923/designation-of-afghanistan-for-temporary-protected-status
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/05/20/2022-10923/designation-of-afghanistan-for-temporary-protected-status
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-outraged-omission-nigeria-and-india-state-departments-list-countries
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE ADMINISTRATION

	■ Promptly appoint a well-qualified individ-
ual within the National Security Council 
(NSC) as Special Adviser to the President 
on IRF and provide financial resources and 
staff needed to fulfill the mandate out-
lined in IRFA; 

	■ Strengthen advocacy on behalf of individ-
uals persecuted on the basis of religion 
by maintaining the United States’ leader-
ship roles in IRFBA and the International 
Contact Group on Freedom of Religion 
or Belief, participating in and supporting 
future events to advance international 
religious freedom, and continuing to imple-
ment the executive order on Advancing 
International Religious Freedom;

	■ Increase the use of the Global Magnitsky 
Act and other human rights related finan-
cial and visa authorities to impose asset 
freezes and/or visa bans on individuals 
and entities for severe religious freedom 
violations, citing specific abuses, and coor-
dinate with other countries with similar 
sanctions regimes on such targeted sanc-
tions whenever possible;

	■ Fully implement the Elie Wiesel Genocide 
and Atrocities Prevention Act of 2018 to 
develop policies to enhance the capacity of 
the United States to prevent and respond 
to atrocities worldwide, including those 
against religious communities; 

	■ Review U.S. policy toward the four 
CPC-designated countries for which 
waivers were issued on taking any 
action—Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Tajiki-
stan, and Turkmenistan—to make policy 
changes for meaningful consequences 
and encourage positive change;

	■ Continue to strengthen the mechanisms 
of the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program 
(USRAP) to increase the ability to meet the 
admissions ceiling for refugees in FY 2023, 
and prioritize for resettlement survivors 
of the most egregious forms of religious 
persecution, including Iranian religious 
minorities eligible for processing under 
the Lautenberg Amendment, members 
of other severely persecuted religious or 
belief communities, and survivors of geno-
cide or other atrocity crimes; 

	■ 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 
conditions, and appointing a high-level 
official at the U.S. Department of Home-
land Security (DHS) to coordinate and 
oversee reforms;

	■ Allocate greater funding to programs 
that support civil society and human 
rights defenders in exile who document 
and monitor religious freedom viola-
tions in countries where civil society is 
repressed; and

	■ Perform an assessment on foreign govern-
ments’ transnational repression as it relates 
to religious freedom, including analysis of 
how to improve U.S. government policy 
and U.S. collaboration with allies to prevent 
and counter transnational targeting of reli-
gious communities.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO CONGRESS

	■ Examine U.S. policy related to IRF issues, 
including the ef fectiveness of CPC 
designations for mitigating religious 
freedom violations, through legislation, 
hearings, briefings, and other actions; 
and assess, during congressional del-
egation trips abroad, conditions for 
persons of all faiths and beliefs as well 
as nonbelievers; 

	■ Advocate, as individual members of 
Congress, for IRF by sponsoring reli-
gious prisoners of conscience through 

the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commis-
sion’s (TLHRC) Defending Freedoms 
Project, collaborating with the Inter-
national Panel of Parliamentarians for 
Freedom of Religion or Belief, and join-
ing the U.S. House of Representatives 
or U.S. Senate Bipartisan Task Force 
for Combating Antisemitism and cau-
cuses such as the House IRF Caucus and 
Ahmadiyya Muslim Caucus; 

	■ Reintroduce and pass the bipartisan 
Stop Helping Adversaries Manipulate 

Everything (SHAME) Act to prohibit 
any person from receiving compensa-
tion for lobbying on behalf of foreign 
adversaries, including those engaging in 
particularly severe violations of the right 
to freedom of religion or belief; and

	■ Permanently reauthorize the U.S. Com-
mission on International Religious 
Freedom to ensure Congress and the 
public continue to receive independent, 
bipartisan monitoring and analysis of 
international religious freedom issues.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Factsheet: Overview of Refugees Fleeing Religious Persecution Globally
	■ Factsheet: Freedom of Religion or Belief Victims List
	■ Issue Brief: Implications of Laws Promoting State-Favored Religions 
	■ Hearing: Women’s Roles in Advancing International Religious Freedom
	■ Podcast: Breaking Down the State Department’s IRF Designations  

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM ACT

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.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/1158/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/1158/text
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://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/house-bill/9140/text?s=1&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/9140/text?s=1&r=2
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20Refugees%20Fleeing%20Religious%20Persecution%20Globally.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20FoRB%20Victims%20List.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022%20Official%20Religions%20and%20Government%20Laws%20Based%20on%20Religion%20Issue%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-womens-roles-advancing-international-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/breaking-down-state-departments-irf-designations
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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 indepen-
dent legislative branch agency requiring regular reauthorization, the 
ambassador at large and the State Department’s IRF Office, and a 
special adviser on the White House NSC staff); ongoing monitoring 
and annual reports on international 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 offi-
cials responsible for particularly 
severe religious freedom viola-
tions, and EPC designations for 
nonstate actors. 

IRFA includes religious 
freedom as an element of U.S. 
foreign assistance, cultural 
exchange, and international 
broadcasting programs 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. 
refugee 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 reli-
gion 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 individual 
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 Act allows the 
president, who has delegated 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 violations of internationally protected human rights” 
against someone seeking to expose illegal government activity or to 
exercise or defend internationally protected rights. Executive Order 
(E.O.) 13818, issued in December 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 FY 2023 
annual appropriations (P.L. 117-328) 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 individuals have 
been involved in “a gross violation of human rights.” Unlike the visa 
ineligibility provision enacted in IRFA, visa bans under this provision 
may be announced publicly.

Key Developments in 2022
Key U.S. Government IRF Positions

Ambassador at Large for International Religious Freedom Rashad Hus-
sain continued implementing his mandate through public speeches 
and meetings, including with the nongovernmental organization 
(NGO) IRF Roundtable and other stakeholders. In addition, Ambas-
sador Hussain traveled to Mauritania, Bangladesh, Saudi Arabia, 
the United Kingdom, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates as well 
as Morocco, the Gambia, and Senegal to meet with government 

officials and faith communities 
to advance religious freedom. 

In March, the Senate con-
firmed Deborah E. Lipstadt as 
Special Envoy to Monitor and 
Combat Antisemitism and 
elevated the rank to an ambas-
sador position for the first time. 
Since assuming her mandate, 
Ambassador Lipstadt has con-
demned antisemitic remarks 
delivered by a UN official; met 
with NGOs and other stakehold-
ers; and traveled to Argentina 
and Chile, the United Kingdom, 
Belgium, France, and South 

Africa and Morocco to meet with government officials and faith lead-
ers to combat antisemitism, anti-Muslim hatred, racism, and other 
forms of intolerance and discrimination. 

In 2022, Under Secretary for Civilian Security, Democracy, and 
Human Rights Uzra Zeya, who also serves concurrently as the U.S. 
Special Coordinator for Tibetan Issues, highlighted ongoing human 
rights violations in Xinjiang, China, and delivered remarks on protect-
ing Tibetans’ right to freedom of religion or belief at an event on the 
sidelines of the 51st session of the UNHRC.

Lack of Designations for Afghanistan, India, Nigeria,  
and Syria 

The State Department did not designate Afghanistan, India, Nige-
ria, or Syria as CPCs in 2022 despite USCIRF’s recommendations 
to do so and its own reporting documenting the nature and extent 
of the religious freedom violations in those countries. USCIRF has 
recommended CPC status for Afghanistan since 2022, India since 
2020, Nigeria since 2009, and Syria since 2014, and it issued a public 
statement criticizing the State Department’s omissions. Information 
on the religious freedom violations that took place in Afghanistan, 
India, Nigeria, and Syria in 2022 can be found in the country chapters 
in this report. 

New Designations for Cuba, Nicaragua, CAR,  
and Vietnam 

The State Department elevated Cuba and Nicaragua to CPC status 
based on worsening religious freedom conditions in those countries 
and placed CAR and Vietnam on the SWL for the first time, though 
Vietnam was designated as a CPC in 2004 and 2005. USCIRF contin-
ues to conclude and recommend that Vietnam should be designated 
as a CPC, but it hopes the SWL designation will encourage the 
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https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ281/PLAW-114publ281.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ281/PLAW-114publ281.pdf
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10803
https://www.state.gov/bureaus-offices/under-secretary-for-civilian-security-democracy-and-human-rights/office-of-international-religious-freedom/
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Legislation%20Factsheet%20-%20IRFA.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/financial-sanctions/sanctions-programs-and-country-information
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/financial-sanctions/sanctions-programs-and-country-information
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/financial-sanctions/sanctions-programs-and-country-information/global-magnitsky-sanctions
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/09/28/2017-21026/delegation-of-authority-under-the-global-magnitsky-human-rights-accountability-act
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2617/text
https://www.state.gov/biographies/rashad-hussain/
https://www.state.gov/biographies/rashad-hussain/
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-hussain-travels-to-mauritania/
https://www.state.gov/readout-of-ambassador-hussains-trip-to-bangladesh/
https://preview.state.gov/ambassador-hussains-trip-to-saudi-arabia/
https://mobile.twitter.com/IRF_Ambassador/status/1545053020001427464
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-hussains-travel-to-turkiye/
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-hussain-travels-to-uae/
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-hussain-travels-to-morocco-the-gambia-and-senegal/
https://www.congress.gov/nomination/117th-congress/1572
https://www.congress.gov/nomination/117th-congress/1572
https://www.state.gov/biographies/deborah-lipstadt/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/28/statement-on-antisemitic-remarks-by-a-commissioner-of-the-israel-coi/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/28/statement-on-antisemitic-remarks-by-a-commissioner-of-the-israel-coi/
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-deborah-lipstadt-to-travel-to-argentina-chile/
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-deborah-lipstadt-to-travel-to-argentina-chile/
https://mobile.twitter.com/StateSEAS/status/1580914040796172288?cxt=HHwWgMCq4bW8xPArAAAA
https://mobile.twitter.com/StateSEAS/status/1582430704973271041?cxt=HHwWgsDSufKV9vUrAAAA
https://mobile.twitter.com/StateSEAS/status/1584909774981926914?cxt=HHwWhMC8reHC3f4rAAAA
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-deborah-lipstadt-to-travel-to-south-africa-morocco/
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-deborah-lipstadt-to-travel-to-south-africa-morocco/
https://www.state.gov/biographies/uzra-zeya/
https://www.state.gov/under-secretary-zeya-travels-to-qatar-switzerland-and-poland/
https://www.state.gov/under-secretary-zeya-travels-to-qatar-switzerland-and-poland/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/10/06/under-secretary-zeyas-remarks-at-human-rights-implications-of-the-dalai-lamas-succession-hrc51-side-event/
https://www.state.gov/religious-freedom-designations-2/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022%20Annual%20Report.pdf
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-outraged-omission-nigeria-and-india-state-departments-list-countries
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-outraged-omission-nigeria-and-india-state-departments-list-countries
https://www.state.gov/religious-freedom-designations-2/
https://www.state.gov/religious-freedom-designations-2/
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Vietnamese government to take concrete steps to address long-
standing religious freedom concerns.

Malign Foreign Influence

In 2022, a bipartisan group of members of Congress introduced the 
SHAME Act to prohibit lobbyists from receiving compensation from 
countries designated as foreign adversaries by the U.S. Department 
of Commerce. Most of the designated countries engage in particu-
larly severe religious freedom violations and other egregious human 
rights abuses. The SHAME Act would considerably strengthen the 
existing regulatory framework around lobbying on behalf of foreign 
governments. The current regulatory framework, governed by the 
Foreign Agent Registration Act of 1938 and the Lobbying Disclosure 
Act, does not prevent lobbyists from working on behalf of foreign 
adversaries engaging in gross violations of human rights. As such, 
foreign adversaries can legally attempt to promote their interests or 
influence U.S. government policy on human rights and international 
religious freedom issues.

Multilateral Engagement  

In 2022, the United States served the first year of a three-year term 
as a member of the UNHRC after having been elected to the body 
in October 2021. The U.S. government cosponsored a resolution on 
Freedom of Religion or Belief and also supported calling an Urgent 
Debate on human rights violations occurring in Afghanistan against 
women and girls. During the Urgent Debate, the U.S. government 
highlighted the longstanding human rights violations perpetrated 
against the Shi’a Muslim community in Afghanistan and cospon-
sored a resolution strongly condemning all violations occurring 
in Afghanistan. In addition, in December, the State Department 
released multicountry joint statements condemning the Taliban’s 
decisions to ban women from attending universities and working 
for NGOs. 

Following Iran’s violent crackdown on Iranians protesting 
Mahsa Zhina Amini’s death at the hands of Iran’s Morality Police 
for wearing an “improper hijab,” the U.S. government supported 
convening a special session of the UNHRC on Iran’s human rights 
violations. At the special session’s conclusion, the U.S. government 
voted in favor of establishing 
a fact-finding mission to thor-
oughly and independently 
investigate human rights vio-
lations related to the protests.   

During 2022, the U.S. gov-
ernment also organized an event 
on the protection of ethnic and 
religious minority groups in 
Afghanistan and an event on 
protecting the right to freedom 
of religion or belief for Tibetan 
Buddhists; joined a 47-country 
joint statement on human rights 
conditions in Xinjiang, Hong 
Kong, and Tibet; and cosponsored and supported a resolution that 
removed Iran from the UN Commission on the Status of Women. 

Individual Violators

During 2022, 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. government continued its use of 
newer accountability tools to deny U.S. visas to or block the U.S.-based 
assets of foreigners for corruption or human rights abuses.

As of December, the U.S. government had sanctioned 606 for-
eign individuals and entities under the Global Magnitsky Act and the 
related 2017 E.O. 13818, including multiple sanctions for religious 
freedom violations. The U.S. Department of the Treasury imposed 
Global Magnitsky Act sanctions on Chinese public security officials 
responsible for human rights and religious freedom violations in the 
Tibetan Autonomous Region and on Iranian law enforcement author-
ities for violently cracking down on protesters. 

The U.S. government also used non-Global Magnitsky Act 
tools to hold violators accountable. Following the State Depart-
ment designating the Burmese military’s atrocities against the 
Rohingya as genocide, the Treasury Department, under E.O. 14014, 
sanctioned Burmese military commanders, a Burmese military unit, 
and arms dealers responsible for or complicit in serious human 
rights abuses. In addition, the Treasury Department sanctioned 
Iranian officials in September, twice in October, in November, and 
in December under E.O. 13553 for their brutal crackdown against 
Iranian protesters.

Programs

IRFA envisaged the funding of religious freedom programs authorizing 
U.S. foreign assistance to promote and develop “legal protections and 
cultural respect for religious freedom.” For FY 2022, the State Depart-
ment was required to make funds available for international religious 
freedom programs. During 2022, the State Department’s Bureau of 
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor issued several requests for 
proposals to advance religious freedom and/or provide protection 
to religious minority groups—including in Bulgaria and Romania, 
Cuba, and Ethiopia. 

Throughout 2022, the Biden administration funded humanitarian 
aid for religious groups targeted for persecution or genocide and 
programs to promote religious freedom, tolerance, and pluralism. 

In March, the State Department 
and the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID) 
announced more than $152 mil-
lion in humanitarian assistance 
for the Rohingya humanitarian 
crisis. In May, USAID announced 
$808 million in humanitarian 
assistance for the Syria crisis, 
including funding to support 
safe spaces and psychosocial 
support for women and girls. In 
September, the State Depart-
ment and USAID announced 

$170 million in additional humanitarian assistance for the Rohingya 
humanitarian crisis and $326.7 million in humanitarian assistance to 
vulnerable populations in Afghanistan. Critically, throughout 2022, 
USAID maintained the Strategic Religious Freedom and International 
Religious Freedom Sector Council to advise and coordinate action on 
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As of December, the U.S. government  
had sanctioned 606 foreign individuals  

and entities under the Global Magnitsky Act 
and the related 2017 E.O. 13818,  
including multiple sanctions for  

religious freedom violations.

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/9140/text
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/USCODE-2009-title22/pdf/USCODE-2009-title22-chap11-subchapII.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/bill/104th-congress/senate-bill/1060/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/104th-congress/senate-bill/1060/text
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/10/05/stop-foreign-dictator-lobbying-racket/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/04/04/united-states-at-un-hrc-49/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/01/urgent-debate-on-afghanistan/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/01/urgent-debate-on-afghanistan/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/12/outcomes-of-the-50th-session-of-the-un-human-rights-council/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/12/outcomes-of-the-50th-session-of-the-un-human-rights-council/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-statement-from-foreign-ministers-on-taliban-decision-to-ban-women-from-universities/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-from-foreign-ministers-on-the-talibans-ban-on-afghan-women-working-for-national-and-international-ngos/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-from-foreign-ministers-on-the-talibans-ban-on-afghan-women-working-for-national-and-international-ngos/
https://www.ungeneva.org/en/news-media/press-release/2022/11/human-rights-council-hold-special-session-islamic-republic-iran-24
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/12/outcomes-of-the-50th-session-of-the-un-human-rights-council/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/10/06/under-secretary-zeyas-remarks-at-human-rights-implications-of-the-dalai-lamas-succession-hrc51-side-event/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/06/14/us-joins-joint-statement-on-the-human-rights-situation-in-china-hrc-50/
https://www.state.gov/removal-of-iran-from-the-un-commission-on-the-status-of-women/
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/jy1155
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1155
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/02/12/2021-03139/blocking-property-with-respect-to-the-situation-in-burma
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0679
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0969
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0994
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1048
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1125
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1177
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/126/13553.pdf#:~:text=Title%203%E2%80%94%20Executive%20Order%2013553%20of%20September%2028%2C,Government%20of%20Iran%20and%20Taking%20Certain%20Other%20Actions
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2471/text
https://www.state.gov/drl-fy21-irf-promoting-interfaith-respect-and-social-inclusion-in-bulgaria-and-romania/
https://www.state.gov/request-for-statements-of-interest-drl-promoting-democracy-and-human-rights-in-cuba/
https://www.state.gov/drl-notice-of-funding-opportunity-nofo-laying-the-groundwork-for-peace-in-ethiopia/
https://www.state.gov/united-states-announces-additional-humanitarian-assistance-at-the-launch-of-the-2022-joint-response-plan-for-the-rohingya-humanitarian-crisis-in-bangladesh/
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/may-10-2022-united-states-provides-nearly-808-million-emergency-humanitarian
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/sep-22-2022-united-states-announces-more-170-million-additional-humanitarian-assistance-vulnerable-people-burma-bangladesh
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022-09-23_USG_Afghanistan_Complex_Emergency_Fact_Sheet_9.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/oct-27-2022-commemorating-international-religious-freedom-day
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policy steps to advance USAID’s commitment to freedom of religion 
or belief.

Refugee Resettlement

Under 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. 

In October 2021, the Biden administration increased the annual 
refugee ceiling to 125,000 for FY 2022, which doubled FY 2021’s 
62,500-refugee ceiling. For FY 2022, the Biden administration 
designated certain populations for priority consideration as refu-
gees—including  Turkic Muslim refugees who are nationals or last 
habitual residents of China, Rohingya Muslim refugees who are nation-
als or last habitual residents of Burma, and Iraqi and Syrian nationals 
who are members of religious or ethnic minority groups. In addition, 
in March 2022, President Biden signed the renewal of the Lautenberg 
Amendment—a special program allowing certain persecuted religious 
minority groups to resettle in the United States. Despite these steps, 
only 25,465 refugees were admitted to the United States in FY 2022. 
USCIS has prioritized increasing staffing levels to process refugee 
claims more efficiently.

In September, the White House announced that it was main-
taining the admission ceiling at 125,000 for FY 2023. The Biden 
administration also pledged to continue implementing E.O. 14013 in 
FY 2023 to rebuild and enhance USRAP and to prioritize persecuted 
religious populations for U.S. resettlement. In December, the State 
Department announced an initiative to resettle vulnerable Rohingya 
refugees as a part of USRAP. 

Asylum Seekers in Expedited Removal

As authorized by IRFA, USCIRF examined the U.S. government’s treat-
ment of asylum seekers in Expedited Removal, the process that allows 
DHS officers to quickly deport—without immigration court hear-
ings—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 has long monitored the subject, includ-
ing in comprehensive reports released in 2005, 2007, 2013, and 2016 
that document major problems 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 
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inappropriate, prison-like conditions; and that funding disparities and 
a lack of high-level oversight hamper the complicated, multiagency 
process. These flaws raise serious concerns 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 Expedited Removal has only exacerbated.

In 2021, President Biden ordered the secretary of homeland 
security to review expedited removal procedures and make recom-
mendations for “creating a more efficient and orderly process that 
facilitates timely adjudications and adherence to standards of fair-
ness and due process,” a step that USCIRF welcomed. Although the 
recommendations have not been made public, in March 2022, DHS 
rescinded a notice that expanded Expedited Removal procedures to 
the maximum extent permitted. With its recission, the risk of erro-
neously returning asylum seekers to countries where they could face 
persecution, while still real, is reduced.

Notable Congressional Efforts to Promote Religious 
Freedom Abroad

In 2022, Congress continued its own IRF promotion efforts. In April, 
Congress passed the permanent reauthorization of the Global Mag-
nitsky Act, which USCIRF applauded. Additionally, the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee held a hearing on the crisis in Burma one year after 
the coup. The TLHRC held a hearing on discrimination and persecu-
tion against Muslims around the world and a hearing on the perilous 
state of religious freedom in Nicaragua. The Congressional-Executive 
Commission on China held hearings on China’s control of religion 
through digital authoritarianism, growing constraints on language and 
ethnic identity in China, and human rights abuses in Tibet, including 
religious rights violations. 

In addition, members of Congress advocated for the release of 
prisoners of conscience, including religious prisoners, through the 
TLHRC’s Defending Freedoms Project. Members sent the executive 
branch letters on religious freedom violations in Burma, China, India, 
Iran, Nicaragua, Nigeria, and Vietnam as well as letters advocating for 
a USRAP Priority 2 designation for religious minorities in Afghanistan 
and improvements in education for Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazar. 
Members also participated in numerous USCIRF events and hearings, 
including the launch of the 2022 annual report, a hearing on U.S. 
policy and freedom of religion or belief in North Korea, a hearing on 
the crackdown on religious freedom in Nicaragua, and a hearing on 
China’s religious freedom violations.

https://www.state.gov/the-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2022/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/05/03/statement-by-president-joe-biden-on-refugee-admissions/
https://www.state.gov/report-to-congress-on-proposed-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2022/#Table1
https://hias.org/news/renewal-lautenberg-amendment-brings-hope-ukrainian-family-reunification
https://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/05/10/biden-refugee-asylum-immigration-trump-state-department/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2022/09/27/memorandum-on-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2023/
https://www.state.gov/report-to-congress-on-proposed-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2023/#irf-dprk
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/02/09/2021-02804/rebuilding-and-enhancing-programs-to-resettle-refugees-and-planning-for-the-impact-of-climate-change
https://www.state.gov/resettlement-initiative-for-vulnerable-rohingya-refugees-in-bangladesh/
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
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://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/03/21/2022-05961/rescission-of-the-notice-of-july-23-2019-designating-aliens-for-expedited-removal
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7108
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-applauds-permanent-reauthorization-global-magnitsky-human
https://www.congress.gov/committees/video/house-foreign-affairs/hsfa00/RaIUY5XmuZE
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/discrimination-and-persecution-against-muslims-worldwide
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/perilous-state-religious-freedom-nicaragua-0
https://www.cecc.gov/events/hearings/control-of-religion-in-china-through-digital-authoritarianism
https://www.cecc.gov/events/hearings/growing-constraints-on-language-and-ethnic-identity-in-today%E2%80%99s-china
https://www.cecc.gov/events/hearings/tibet-barriers-to-settling-an-unresolved-conflict
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/defending-freedoms-project
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/defending-freedom-project/adopted-prisoners-conscience
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/2022-annual-report-key-findings-and-recommendations
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/us-policy-and-freedom-religion-or-belief-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/crackdown-religious-freedom-nicaragua
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/chinas-religious-freedom-violations-domestic-repression-and-malign-influence-abroad
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2023 USCIRF RECOMMENDATIONS

■■ COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN

Afghanistan

Burma

China

Cuba

Eritrea

India

Iran

Nicaragua

Nigeria

North Korea

Pakistan

Russia

Saudi Arabia

Syria

Tajikistan

Turkmenistan

Vietnam

■■ SPECIAL WATCH LIST COUNTRIES

Algeria

Azerbaijan

Central African Republic

Egypt

Indonesia

Iraq

Kazakhstan

Malaysia

Sri Lanka

Turkey

Uzbekistan
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AFGHANISTAN
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

KEY FINDINGS

In 2022, religious freedom conditions in Afghanistan continued 
to deteriorate, as they have since the Taliban seized control of 
the country in August 2021. In contrast to its pledges for change 

and inclusivity upon its seizure of power, the Taliban has since ruled 
Afghanistan in a deeply repressive and intolerant manner—essen-
tially unchanged from its previous era in power from 1996 to 2001. 
Its rigorous enforcement on all Afghans of its harsh interpretation of 
Shari’a violates the freedom of religion or belief of religious minori-
ties; women; members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) community; and Afghans with dif-
fering interpretations of Islam, such as predominantly Shi’a Muslim 
members of the ethnic Hazara community. Taliban leaders have 
further issued a series of decrees specifying acceptable behaviors 
under their interpretation of Islam, particularly targeting women by 
restricting their freedom of movement, dress, education, participa-
tion in sports, right to work, and healthcare. The group’s Ministry for 
Propagation of Virtue and Prevention of Vice (MPVPV) enforces what 
its officials deem religiously appropriate conduct through a noto-
riously violent and hardline Islamist policing system that has been 
especially harsh and progressively worsening toward Afghan women. 

Despite continued promises to protect all ethnic and reli-
gious communities residing in Afghanistan, the Taliban’s de facto 
government has been unable or unwilling to provide religious 
and ethnic minorities safety and security against radical Isla-
mist violence, particularly in the form of attacks by the Islamic 
State-Khorasan Province (ISIS-K) and factions of the Taliban 
itself. In April, for example, ISIS-K bombed several religious sites, 

including Sahib Khalifa Mosque, a Sufi house of worship in Kabul, 
killing almost 50 worshipers, and Mawlawi Sekandar Sufi Mosque 
in Kunduz Province, killing 33 people. Much of the related violence 
has targeted Hazara villages, schools, and places of worship, such 
as a series of attacks in April against the Seh Dokan Mosque in 
Mazar-i-Sharif and twin bombings at Abdul Rahim Shahid High 
School in the Shi’a-dominated area of Kabul. That same month, 
the Taliban tortured and killed a Hazara midwife in Mazar-e-Sharif, 
amputating her legs, stabbing her, and shooting her 12 times. 
In August, an attack on a Shi’a Muslim neighborhood in Kabul 
during the holy days of Muharram left eight people dead. These 
existential threats led several members of Parliament in the United 
Kingdom, along with a group of key scholars and advocates, to 
warn in their unofficial inquiry in August of an imminent threat of 
genocide facing the Hazara community. 

The Taliban also either actively targets, discriminates against, 
or outright denies the existence of many vulnerable religious 
minorities such as Christians—who the Taliban falsely insist do 
not exist in the country—as well as Ahmadiyya Muslims, Baha’is, 
and nonbelievers. Members of these groups are unable to express 
their faiths or beliefs openly because they face dire consequences, 
including death, if discovered by the Taliban or ISIS-K. The Taliban 
reportedly assured the Sikh and Hindu communities of their safety 
shortly following the group’s takeover of Afghanistan in 2021; how-
ever, several subsequent incidents of vandalism and violence led 
many to flee the country in 2021 and 2022, leaving behind fewer 
than 100 Hindus and Sikhs.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Designate Afghanistan under the de facto 
rule of the Taliban 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 the existing Priority 2 (P-2) desig-
nation granting U.S. Refugee Admissions 
Program (USRAP) access for certain 
Afghan nationals and their family mem-
bers to explicitly include Afghan religious 

minorities at extreme risk of religious 
persecution;

	■ Integrate protections for freedom of reli-
gion or belief into all potential dialogue 
with the Taliban; continue to clearly and 
publicly condemn ongoing and severe 
atrocities committed by the Taliban and 
ISIS-K; and emphasize to Taliban lead-
ership 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.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom in Afghanistan
	■ Hearing: Religious Freedom in Afghanistan: One Year since the Taliban Takeover
	■ Podcast: Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions in South Asia
	■ Factsheet: Overview of Refugees Fleeing Religious Persecution Globally

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.nytimes.com/2022/08/12/world/asia/afghanistan-taliban.html
https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/01/26/even-if-you-go-skies-well-find-you/lgbt-people-afghanistan-after-taliban-takeover
https://voiceamplified.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/The-Talibans-restrictions-on-womens-rights-since-August-2021.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/07/28/afghanistan-women-taliban-amnesty-international-human-rights/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/05/26/afghanistan-women-taliban-vice-virtue/
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/04/1115557473/undercover-afghanistan-taliban-women-ramita-navai
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/09/06/afghanistan-isis-group-targets-religious-minorities
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/09/06/afghanistan-isis-group-targets-religious-minorities
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/04/30/afghanistan-sufi-mosque-blast/
https://www.rferl.org/a/afghanistan-sufis-attacks-is-k/31853526.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-61191643
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ewelinaochab/2022/04/20/hazaras-targeted-in-afghanistan-yet-again/?sh=7b63e7394691
https://press.un.org/en/2022/sc14946.doc.htm
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-bomb-blast-kills-2-people-in-shiite-area-of-kabul-/6689896.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/08/06/afghanistan-blast-taliban/
https://www.hazarainquiry.com/_files/ugd/525f48_c697e483f02c4c10a7eb04947eefb72b.pdf
https://religionnews.com/2022/08/31/one-year-after-withdrawal-afghanistan-christians-are-in-hiding-or-on-the-run/
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-say-no-christians-live-in-afghanistan-us-groups-concerned/6575680.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/2022%20Afghanistan%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/religious-freedom-afghanistan-one-year-taliban-takeover
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/deteriorating-religious-freedom-conditions-south-asia
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20Refugees%20Fleeing%20Religious%20Persecution%20Globally.pdf
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Background
Afghanistan is home to a diverse array of ethnic groups, including 
Pashtuns, Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, Turkmen, and Balochs. Historically, 
the nation was religiously diverse, but the vast majority of non-Muslims 
fled after the Taliban seized control in 1996, and many of those who 
remained subsequently fled the country following the U.S. withdrawal 
in August 2021. The country’s current population of over 38 million 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, Zoroastri-
ans, and others) comprising the remaining 0.3 percent. Statistics for 
smaller groups are difficult to substantiate as most members are now 
reportedly in hiding; however, estimates for the Ahmadiyya Muslim 
community range from 450 to 2,500, and as many as 10,000 to 12,000 
Christians likely lived in Afghanistan at the beginning of the year. The 
country’s reported last remaining Jew, Zebulon Simentov, left in 2021.

Policing Society and Restricting Women
The Taliban has placed many other restrictions on Afghan society 
based on the regime’s interpretation of religious law, such as the ban-
ning of music. In January 2022, a video emerged from Paktia Province 
in which Taliban members humiliated two local musicians and burned 
their instruments. As a result of such incidents—including several 
executions and attacks since August 2021—many artists, entertainers, 
and musicians have fled Afghanistan, while those remaining hide their 
trade in fear; the Artistic Freedom Initiative reports that around 3,000 
performers have requested help to leave.

However, the Taliban has focused its most disastrous, sweeping, 
and repressive policies against the country’s women in an effort to 
implement its vision of religious law that excludes Afghan women 
from all opportunities and aspects of public life. In May, the MPVPV 
issued a decree stating that women in Afghanistan must cover their 
faces in public, ideally wearing a burqa, and warned women not to 
wear colorful clothing, high-heeled shoes, perfume, or anything osten-
sibly meant to attract the opposite sex. Secondary schools for girls 
remained closed throughout 2022, contingent on plans for the Taliban 
to set Islamic and cultural conditions for female students aged 12 
and older, according to statements from the group. Furthermore, 
the de facto government announced in December a complete ban 
on women attending universities, prompting a series of protests 
across the country by male and female students as well as widespread 
international condemnation, including from the United Nations (UN) 
Security Council, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, and many 
Muslim-majority countries. Days later, the Taliban demonstrated its 
recalcitrance by announcing yet another ban—this time on women’s 

employment with local and international nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs)—leading to similar international outrage and the 
suspension of activities by a number of organizations. The UN joined in 
temporarily closing some of its aid programs in Afghanistan, warning 
of “life-threatening consequences” from the Taliban’s actions.

Key U.S. Policy 
While the United States has not recognized the Taliban regime as the 
official government of Afghanistan, a U.S. government delegation 
met with Taliban representatives in Qatar in June, underscoring U.S. 
commitment to the Afghan people in the wake of the deadly earth-
quakes that hit eastern Afghanistan earlier that month. U.S. officials 
emphasized the importance of the Taliban fulfilling its public com-
mitments, including protecting the rights of all Afghans. The officials 
also expressed concern regarding the ongoing presence of al-Qaeda, 
ISIS-K, and other terrorist organizations in Afghanistan that con-
tinue to target religious minorities and those with differing beliefs. In 
August, U.S. drone strikes killed al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri 
in Kabul, and the U.S. Department of State accused the Taliban of 
grossly violating the 2020 Doha Declaration. 

Refugee resettlement remains one of the most crucial but chal-
lenging U.S. policy issues regarding Afghanistan. At present, only 
Afghan nationals who meet a highly limited set of conditions, such as 
working directly for U.S. authorities or U.S.-funded programs or for 
NGOs or media outlets based in the United States, have priority status 
for resettlement. Efforts to extend the program to other communities 
and individuals at particular risk since the Taliban’s return to power 
have largely stalled. As of the end of 2022, and despite recognition 
from Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken and some members of Con-
gress regarding the horrendous conditions that religious minorities 
and other especially vulnerable populations face in Afghanistan, no 
specific legislation or policy initiative has yet emerged that would 
extend the crucial P-2 designation to those communities. Many such 
vulnerable families are reportedly among the thousands of displaced 
Afghans who by the end of 2022 still remained in limbo at the Emir-
ates Humanitarian Centre in Abu Dhabi, awaiting U.S. processing in 
cooperation with United Arab Emirates authorities.

On November 30, the State Department redesignated the 
Taliban as an “entity of particular concern,” or EPC, under IRFA for 
engaging in particularly severe violations of religious freedom. How-
ever, the State Department did not designate Afghanistan as a CPC, 
likely due to its nonrecognition of the Taliban as the de facto govern-
ing authority; it also did not designate ISIS-K as an EPC due to the 
group’s lack of territorial control—its horrific campaign of violence 
against Afghan religious minorities notwithstanding.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/afghanistan/
https://religionnews.com/2022/08/31/one-year-after-withdrawal-afghanistan-christians-are-in-hiding-or-on-the-run/
https://www.newsweek.com/taliban-leader-says-music-banned-public-afghanistan-1623202
https://www.newsweek.com/taliban-leader-says-music-banned-public-afghanistan-1623202
https://www.rferl.org/a/taliban-video-humiliating-afghan-musicians/31660157.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/musicians-silenced-taliban/31507522.html
https://www.npr.org/2022/07/29/1114103100/thousands-of-afghan-artists-are-still-trying-to-flee-the-taliban
https://www.cnn.com/2022/05/07/asia/afghanistan-taliban-decree-women-intl/index.html
https://www.npr.org/2022/05/07/1097382550/taliban-women-burqa-decree
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/23/taliban-orders-girls-schools-shut-hours-after-reopening
https://www.voanews.com/a/key-taliban-leader-promises-good-news-on-afghan-girls-education-/6576630.html#:~:text=The%20hardline%20group%20has%20allowed,reopened%20high%20schools%20to%20girls.
https://www.npr.org/2022/03/23/1088202759/taliban-afghanistan-girls-school
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-64045497
https://www.voanews.com/a/afghans-protest-taliban-education-ban-for-women/6887810.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/un-security-council-denounces-taliban-bans-women-afghanistan-2022-12-27
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/un-security-council-denounces-taliban-bans-women-afghanistan-2022-12-27
https://www.oic-oci.org/topic/?t_id=38095&ref=26107&lan=en
https://www.voanews.com/a/muslim-countries-blast-taliban-for-university-ban-for-afghan-women/6887860.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/24/asia/taliban-female-employees-ngos-intl/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/24/asia/taliban-female-employees-ngos-intl/index.html
https://www.oic-oci.org/topic/?t_id=38107&ref=26111&lan=en
https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/25/asia/afghanistan-ngos-suspend-programs-taliban-work-ban-intl/index.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/dec/29/un-suspends-some-afghanistan-programs-taliban-female-aid-workers-ban
https://www.state.gov/u-s-delegation-meeting-with-taliban-representatives-2/
https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-claim-ignorance-about-slain-al-zawahiri-s-presence-in-kabul/6686868.html
https://www.state.gov/the-death-of-ayman-al-zawahiri/
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/02.29.20-US-Afghanistan-Joint-Declaration.pdf
https://www.state.gov/report-to-congress-on-proposed-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2023/#nea
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-and-ambassador-at-large-for-international-religious-freedom-rashad-hussain-on-the-2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-resolution/926?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22afghanistan+minorities%22%2C%22afghanistan%22%2C%22minorities%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-resolution/926?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22afghanistan+minorities%22%2C%22afghanistan%22%2C%22minorities%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=2
https://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/religious-rights/596352-biden-must-prioritize-the-resettlement-of-afghanistans/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/afghanistan-refugees-united-arab-emirates-us-resettlement/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/afghans-uae-facility-are-psychologically-suffering-canada-refugee-says-2022-10-13/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/09/06/afghanistan-isis-group-targets-religious-minorities
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BURMA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Burma continued to 
decline significantly. Since staging a military coup in February 
2021, the country’s junta—the Tatmadaw—has ruled through 

the State Administration Council (SAC) under the leadership of 
General Min Aung Hlaing. The SAC maintains full control of only 
an estimated 17 percent of the country’s total territory, and in 
that limited space it has significantly cracked down on all dissent 
and freedoms. 

Throughout the year, the SAC continued to link its legitimacy 
to the sponsorship of Burma’s Buddhist majority. In August, Major 
General Zaw Min Tun promised that any verbal, written, or online 
post insulting Buddhism would be punished according to the law. 
In July, General Hlaing joined two Buddhist monks in consecrating 
a replica of Shwezigon Pagoda in Moscow, Russia. In March, it was 
reported that since the time of the coup, the junta had destroyed, 
raided, and looted at least 30 Buddhist monasteries in Sagaing 
Region and 20 more in Magwe Region. The SAC’s sponsorship 
is limited to those Buddhist communities that support the junta.

The government violently targeted houses of worship belong-
ing to religious minorities throughout the year, with evidence 
suggesting the SAC is using the same tactics against these com-
munities that its forces have deployed against Muslim-majority 
Rohingyas since 2017. From the time of the 2021 coup through 
December 2022, government forces damaged or destroyed at 
least nine Catholic churches in Kloikaw Diocese in Kayah State and 
severely affected at least 16 out of 38 Catholic parishes. Govern-
ment forces have also burned villages of religious minorities and 
even members of the Buddhist majority, destroying homes and 
houses of worship and schools in the process. The conflict displaced 

KEY FINDINGS

over 1.1 million people during that same timeframe, bringing the 
total of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Burma to 1.4 million. 
This number includes 121,000 from religious minority communities 
as well as from majority Buddhist groups within Kachin and Shan 
states. The SAC has deliberately blocked the delivery of humani-
tarian aid to vulnerable populations.

The increasing conflict between the SAC and the various eth-
nic armies, as well as forces aligned with the opposition National 
Unity Government (NUG), have caused the conflict to spread to 
approximately 83 percent of Burma’s territory. Growing evidence 
reveals that neither the SAC nor the NUG have the ability to con-
trol many of the territories within Burma, including the regions 
in Rakhine State that are or were formerly home to the Rohingya 
community. Instead, the ethnoreligious militia known as the Arakan 
Army (AA) has become the dominant political force in that region, 
lessening the influence of both the SAC and the NUG in Rakhine 
State. Some members of the Rohingya community who spoke 
with USCIRF reported that in addition to the Tatmadaw and other 
Burmese authorities who drove them out of Rakhine State, the 
AA has also targeted members of their community. The AA has 
yet to reverse its past opposition to the presence of the Rohingya 
community in Rakhine.

International efforts to hold the Burmese authorities and the 
Tatmadaw legally accountable for atrocities they committed against 
the Rohingya community continued throughout 2022. Related 
cases were ongoing at the International Court of Justice (ICJ), the 
International Criminal Court (ICC), and in Argentina under the prin-
ciple of Universal Jurisdiction. In July, the ICJ dismissed the SAC’s 
objections to the case, allowing it to proceed. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Redesignate Burma 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);

	■ Engage with the prodemocracy Burmese 
opposition, including the NUG, as well as 
ethnic armed organizations as outlined 
in the Burma Unified through Rigorous 
Military Accountability Act of 2022, and 

prioritize religious freedom—including jus-
tice, voluntary repatriation, and restored 
citizenship for the Rohingya community—
as a prerequisite for recognition and/or 
ongoing and substantial engagement;

	■ Work with Bangladeshi authorities and 
the international community to assist the 
Rohingya community with immediate 
needs while waiting for eventual volun-
tary repatriation, including identifying 
solutions to fully scale up livelihood and 

skills training programs for adults and 
youths and providing access to the 
Burmese curriculum to ensure a quality 
education for all children within Cox’s 
Bazar; and

	■ Expand options for Rohingya refugees 
to resettle in the United States—with  
an emphasis on especially vulnerable 
members of that community—and encour-
age like-minded partner countries to do 
the same. 

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES 
	■ Factsheet: Pursuing Justice and Accountability: Next Steps for Rohingya Community of Burma
	■ Policy Update: Burma 
	■ Podcast: Rohingya Genocide Determination and Accountability
	■ Commission Delegation Visit: Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, in November 2022

https://specialadvisorycouncil.org/2022/09/territory-myanmar-stable-junta-control-resistance/
https://www.persecution.org/2022/08/01/burmese-military-general-warns-criticism-buddhism-will-punished-law/
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/myanmar-junta-chief-and-his-two-favorite-monks-consecrate-pagoda-replica-in-moscow.html
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/news/myanmar-junta-has-destroyed-over-100-buddhist-monasteries-christian-churches-report/
https://news.diocesetucson.org/news/some-christians-in-myanmar-prepare-to-spend-second-christmas-in-camps#:~:text=At%20least%20nine%20Catholic%20churches,1%2C%202021.
https://www.ucanews.com/news/church-in-myanmar-is-wounded-displaced-cardinal-says/99691
https://www.unhcr.org/asia/news/stories/2022/12/63ad62c14/empowering-displaced-communities-in-myanmars-northeast.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/12/13/myanmar-junta-blocks-lifesaving-aid
https://www.csis.org/podcasts/southeast-asia-radio/resistance-movement-myanmar-ye-myo-hein
https://www.csis.org/podcasts/southeast-asia-radio/southeast-asia-radio-holiday-special-recap-region-2022-and-looking
https://www.usip.org/publications/2022/08/myanmars-rakhine-state-parties-split-rebels-rise-and-junta-schemes
https://www.usip.org/publications/2022/08/myanmars-rakhine-state-parties-split-rebels-rise-and-junta-schemes
https://www.bnionline.net/en/news/aa-coy-plans-address-needs-arakan-states-muslim-communities
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/pursuing-justice-and-accountability-next-steps-rohingya-community-burma
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/burma-policy-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/rohingya-genocide-determination-and-accountability
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/reflecting-uscirfs-visit-coxs-bazar
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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). Although the 2008 constitution treats Buddhism as the 
de facto state religion while recognizing Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, 
and Animism, non-Buddhist religious and ethnic minorities have faced 
longstanding persecution. In 2015, Burma passed race and religion 
laws with the support of hardline Buddhist nationalist groups such as 
the Ma Ba Tha. These laws regulate religious conversion, marriage, 
and births; they also restrict the religious freedom of non-Buddhists, 
particularly Muslims.

In 2022, the SAC continued to perpetrate mass human rights 
violations within Burma. The SAC has received support from Russia 
and China, although there are indications China’s past support for 
the Tatmadaw had waned by late 2022. In July, the SAC ordered the 
execution of four prodemocracy activists, and in August, General 
Hlaing extended the state of emergency by six months, citing ongoing 
efforts to combat the opposition, whom he referred to as “terrorists.” 
In December, an SAC court found former State Counsellor Aung San 
Suu Kyi guilty of corruption, sentencing her to 33 years in prison. 

Rohingya and Other Refugees
Muslim-majority Rohingya have borne the brunt of religious freedom 
violations by Burmese authorities and ethnic armies, and the corre-
sponding violence has externally displaced most of that community. 
Of the reported 600,000 Rohingya who remain within Burma, at least 
100,000 are likely in IDP camps. Sea crossings remained a persistent 
challenge, as an estimated 1,920 people, mostly Rohingya, fled Burma 
by sea between January and November; of those, a total of 119 were 
reported dead or missing. Rohingya and other contacts inside Burma 
generally indicate that the government heavily restricts their freedom 
of movement, further noting that some Rohingya received university 
admissions in 2022 but still faced persistent discrimination. 

In November, USCIRF traveled to Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh, to 
assess the conditions of the approximately one million Rohingya who 
reside in the refugee camps established in 2017. The majority of ref-
ugees to whom USCIRF spoke confirmed a desire to repatriate to 
Burma. USCIRF learned that the Bangladesh government had approved 
recent initiatives to provide a Burmese curriculum to children within the 
Rohingya refugee community as well as livelihood and skills training 
for youths and adults. Multiple groups working with those refugees 
consistently communicated that Bangladesh and the international 
community need to urgently scale up such initiatives while seeking 
creative solutions to funding shortfalls. In 2022, Bangladesh only per-
mitted humanitarian funds for Rohingya refugee programs, insisting 
that development and other forms of funding would both imply and 
establish permanence for the refugees’ presence in Cox’s Bazar. 

In November, USCIRF met in Malaysia with refugees of sev-
eral Burmese diaspora communities, all having fled persecution in 
their homeland; they represented various Christian groups primarily 
from Chin State, including the Zomi people. They indicated some 
in their communities had attempted to return to Burma during the 

quasi-democratic period that ended with the 2021 coup, but sub-
sequent violence forced them to flee again. These refugees’ lack of 
formal status in Malaysia has prevented them from accessing health-
care and other essential services in addition to preventing children 
from attending schools and adults from accessing stable employment 
opportunities. 

Regional Efforts at Accountability 
In April 2021, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
and SAC leader General Hlaing met and agreed to a Five-Point 
Consensus to restore peace to Burma. In 2022, General Hlaing 
completely disregarded that plan. His government restricted access 
by ASEAN’s Special Envoy to all parties involved in the conflict, 
including ethnic and religious groups and detained elected leaders. 
In November, following the 40th and 41st ASEAN Summits, ASEAN 
leaders reaffirmed Burma’s place in their ranks and called on the 
military to comply with the consensus. 

Key U.S. Policy
The United States continued to impose sanctions on the SAC, the 
Burmese military, and other Burmese authorities throughout 2022, 
including targeting the regime’s military aircraft suppliers. President 
Joseph R. Biden gave a speech in February denouncing the military 
junta and marking the coup anniversary. In March, Secretary of State 
Antony J. Blinken announced that the United States had determined 
that the atrocities the Burmese authorities and the Tatmadaw com-
mitted against the Rohingya in August 2017 constituted genocide. In 
July, at the ASEAN summit in Bangkok, Thailand, Secretary Blinken 
urged China and ASEAN members to escalate pressure on Burma’s 
rulers to return to democracy and to hold them accountable to the 
Five-Point Consensus.

Since 2017 to the end of the reporting period, U.S. contribu-
tions to the Rohingya Refugee Crisis reached approximately $1.9 
billion, making the United States the largest single donor in support 
of humanitarian assistance to Rohingya refugees inside and outside 
Burma. In September, the United States announced more than $170 
million in additional humanitarian assistance to Rohingya refugees, 
and in December it announced a resettlement program for vulner-
able members of that community in collaboration with Bangladesh 
and the United Nations (UN) High Commissioner for Refugees. Also 
in December, President Biden signed into law the Burma Unified 
through Rigorous Military Accountability Act as part of the 2023 
National Defense Authorization Act, which updated how the U.S. 
government can engage with ethnic armed organizations and pro-
democracy forces.

In December, the United States supported UN Security Council 
Resolution 2669 denouncing the Tatmadaw’s human rights violations 
since the coup—the first such resolution on Burma to pass since its 
independence in 1948. On November 30, the U.S. Department of 
State redesignated Burma as a CPC under IRFA and reimposed as the 
relevant presidential action existing ongoing restrictions referenced 
in 22 CFR 126.1.

https://www.loc.gov/item/global-legal-monitor/2015-09-14/burma-four-race-and-religion-protection-laws-adopted/
https://www.usip.org/publications/2022/04/ukraine-crisis-prompts-china-swing-behind-myanmars-junta
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/1/11/beijing-delivers-subtle-snub-to-myanmars-military-regime
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/29/world/asia/myanmar-aung-san-suu-kyi-trial.html
https://reporting.unhcr.org/myanmarsituation
https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2022/12/12/hope-amid-despair-finding-solutions-for-rohingya-in-bangladesh
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/briefing/2022/12/6389bed04/unhcr-calls-support-solidarity-amid-rise-risky-andaman-sea-crossings.html
https://www.thefinancialexpress.com.bd/national/bangladesh-considers-continuation-of-learning-of-rohingya-under-myanmar-curriculum-1651761586
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/rohingya-crisis-fund-is-well-short-needs-un-refugee-agency-2022-08-23/
https://www.unicef.org/malaysia/reports/left-far-behind#:~:text=More%20than%2025%25%20of%20the,figures%20as%20of%20June%202022).
https://asean.org/tag/five-point-consensus/
https://asean.org/tag/five-point-consensus/
https://thewire.in/south-asia/how-aseans-failed-five-point-consensus-has-let-down-the-people-of-myanmar
https://asean.org/asean-leaders-review-and-decision-on-the-implementation-of-the-five-point-consensus/
https://www.state.gov/burma-sanctions/
https://www.state.gov/designation-of-the-burmese-regimes-military-aircraft-suppliers/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/31/statement-by-president-joe-biden-marking-one-year-since-the-coup-in-burma/
https://www.state.gov/burma-genocide/#:~:text=On%20March%2021%2C%202022%2C%20following,times%20that%20genocide%20was%20committed.
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/blinken-thailand-shore-up-regional-support-counter-china-push-2022-07-10/
https://www.state.gov/united-states-announces-more-than-170-million-in-humanitarian-assistance-for-the-rakhine-state-rohingya-refugee-crisis/#:~:text=With%20nearly%20%24138%20million%20for,host%20community%20members%20in%20Bangladesh.
https://www.state.gov/resettlement-initiative-for-vulnerable-rohingya-refugees-in-bangladesh/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/myanmar/defense-burma-act-12162022145801.html
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/resolutions-adopted-security-council-2022
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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CHINA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

In 2022, religious freedom conditions in China further deteri-
orated. The government continued to vigorously implement 
its “sinicization of religion” policy and demand that religious 

groups support the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) rule and 
ideology. The CCP’s United Front Work Department (UFWD), 
the State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA), and state- 
controlled religious organizations are integral in implementing 
this coercive policy. Although China officially recognizes Bud-
dhism, Catholicism, Islam, Protestantism, and Taoism, groups 
with perceived foreign connections—such as Uyghurs and other 
Muslims, Tibetan Buddhists, underground Catholics, and house 
church Protestants—are especially vulnerable to persecution. 
The Measures for the Administration of Internet Religious Infor-
mation Services took effect in March, banning religious content 
on the internet and further constricting the narrow space for reli-
gious groups. The Chinese government and state-owned entities 
such as Hikvision—accused of complicity in abuses in the Uyghur 
region, known as Xinjiang—hired former U.S. officials and former 
members of Congress to lobby on their behalf, undermining reli-
gious freedom and related human rights in China. 

During the year, Chinese authorities continued their repressive 
sinicization of Islam and forced assimilation policy in Xinjiang that 
attempts to eradicate Uyghurs’ and other Turkic Muslims’ distinct 
ethnoreligious identities. In May, a report based on leaked internal 
police files from two Xinjiang counties confirmed the existence 
and brutality of concentration camps where Uyghurs have been 
detained. The report held high-level CCP and government officials, 
including CCP leader Xi Jinping, responsible. New reports noted 
a policy shift from detaining Uyghurs in camps to sending them to 
prisons. Forced labor, political indoctrination, mass surveillance, 
an intrusive homestay program that embeds officials in Uyghur 
households, and forced interfaith marriages also continued.    

Government control and suppression of Tibetan Buddhism 
intensified. Authorities restricted Tibetans’ access to religious 
sites, banned religious gatherings, destroyed sites and symbols of 
religious significance, and subjected Tibetan monks and nuns to 
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political indoctrination, including at “reeducation centers.” Authori-
ties reportedly tortured Tibetan monks in prison, including Rinchen 
Tsultrim and Sherab Gyatso, who suffer from poor health, and they 
detained Tibetans for religious activities honoring the Dalai Lama 
or possessing his portraits. The Chinese government repeatedly 
stated its intent to interfere in the Dalai Lama’s reincarnation, claim-
ing it has the ultimate authority to appoint his successor. In 2022, at 
least three Tibetans self-immolated, protesting the government’s 
policies in Tibet. Moreover, authorities reportedly conducted mass 
DNA collection in Tibet, likely to strengthen surveillance and con-
trol there.  

Despite renewal in October of the Vatican-China agreement 
on bishop appointments, in December the Vatican protested the 
government’s installation of a bishop without its approval. Across 
China, authorities detained or otherwise forcibly disappeared 
Catholic priests and bishops—including Bishop Joseph Zhang 
Weizhu and Bishop Augustine Cui Tai—who refused to join the 
state-controlled Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association.

Persecution of Protestant house church Christians also 
intensified in 2022. The government carried out a nationwide 
crackdown on house churches by harassing, detaining, physi-
cally abusing, and sentencing Protestants who refused to join 
the state-controlled Three-Self Patriotic Movement. Authori-
ties targeted Reformed house church Christians, including Elder 
Zhang Chunlei of Ren’ai Reformed Church and Pastor An Yankui 
of Taiyuan Zion Reformed Church. Reports also emerged of harsh 
persecution of ethnic minority Protestants, such as Lisu and Nu 
Protestants in Yunan Province and Kyrgyz Protestants in Xinjiang 
reeducation camps.

The government continued its persecution of Falun Gong 
and the Church of Almighty God (CAG), often using “anti-cult” 
provisions under Article 300 of China’s Criminal Law. In 2022, Falun 
Gong sources documented 7,331 cases of harassment and arrest, 
633 prison sentences, and 172 deaths because of persecution. 
Reports also documented detention, imprisonment, and torture 
of CAG members, some of whom reportedly died due to abuses.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ 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); 

	■ Adopt a whole-of-government approach 
by elevating and integrating religious free-
dom as a key strategic objective in U.S. 
foreign policy toward China and by raising 
religious freedom concerns in all bilateral 
dialogues and engagement; 

	■ Continue imposing sanctions to target 
Chinese officials and entities responsible 
for severe religious freedom violations, 
especially within the CCP’s UFWD, SARA, 
and the public security and state security 
apparatus; and

	■ Work with like-minded countries in inter-
national fora, including the United Nations 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC), to col-
lectively hold the Chinese government 
accountable for severe religious freedom 
violations, including by creating a UN 

Commission of Inquiry to investigate and 
identify perpetrators of ongoing genocide 
and crimes against humanity in Xinjiang 
and document other severe human rights 
abuses throughout China.

The U.S. Congress should: 

	■ Support legislation to counter the CCP’s 
malign influence in the United States, 
particularly its lobbying efforts that 
undermine religious freedom and related 
human rights.

https://bitterwinter.org/new-directives-on-sinicization-of-religion-love-the-party-love-socialism/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20China%20State-Controlled%20Religion.pdf
https://bitterwinter.org/crackdown-on-religious-content-coming-march-2022/
https://bitterwinter.org/crackdown-on-religious-content-coming-march-2022/
https://chinaaid.org/censorship-surged-for-online-religious/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/10/05/stop-foreign-dictator-lobbying-racket/
https://www.opensecrets.org/fara/countries/223?cycle=
https://bitterwinter.org/xinjiang-xi-jinping-launches-phase-two-of-repression/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/uyghur/sinicization-religion-05202022133914.html
https://victimsofcommunism.org/xinjiang-police-files-summary-policy-recommendations/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-8df450b3-5d6d-4ed8-bdcc-bd99137eadc3
https://victimsofcommunism.org/xinjiang-police-files-press-release/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/uyghur/court-cases-03082022163046.html
https://bitterwinter.org/forced-labour-set-to-stay-in-the-uyghur-heartland/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/09/23/china-xinjiang-crackdown-uyghurs-surveillance/
https://uhrp.org/report/forced-marriage-of-uyghur-women/
https://freetibet.org/latest/tibetan-pilgrim-arrested-at-potala-palace/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/bans-03042022133837.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/statue-02282022155542.html
https://bitterwinter.org/tibet-re-education-program-for-buddhist-monks-and-nuns/
https://bitterwinter.org/tibetan-monks-congress-of-chinese-communist-party/
https://bitterwinter.org/yarchen-gar-buddhist-novice-nuns-deported-tibet/
https://freetibet.org/latest/further-information-surfaces-about-rinchen-tsultrim/
https://freetibet.org/latest/further-information-surfaces-about-rinchen-tsultrim/
https://bitterwinter.org/go-sherab-gyatso-tibetan-monk-tortured-in-jail/
https://freetibet.org/latest/tibetan-pilgrim-arrested-at-potala-palace/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/group-07272022131748.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/karma_samdup-08252022171832.html
https://eurasiantimes.com/us-china-clash-over-the-dalai-lamas-successor-engage-in-shadow-boxing/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/yushul-immolation-03312022125553.html
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/09/05/china-new-evidence-mass-dna-collection-tibet
https://www.reuters.com/world/vatican-says-china-violated-pact-bishops-expresses-regret-2022-11-26/
https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2022/11/in-rare-public-protest-vatican-calls-out-china-over-bishops-appointment
https://chinaaid.org/catholic-bishops-and-priests-have/
https://bitterwinter.org/bishop-cui-tai-still-detained-and-the-vatican/
https://www.asianews.it/news-en/10-priests-from-Baoding's-underground-church-disappear-in-the-hands-of-police-55713.html
https://bitterwinter.org/house-church-pastor-and-elder-arrested-in-shanxi/
https://bitterwinter.org/house-church-pastor-and-elder-arrested-in-shanxi/
https://bitterwinter.org/house-churches-attacked-and-banned/
https://www.persecution.org/2022/08/23/least-three-churches-raided-china-multiple-leaders-arrested/
https://www.persecution.org/2022/08/23/least-three-churches-raided-china-multiple-leaders-arrested/
https://bitterwinter.org/henan-pastor-sentenced-to-5-and-a-half-years-for-printing-bibles/
https://bitterwinter.org/covenant-home-church-banned-in-shanxi/
https://chinaaid.org/secret-trial-held-for-elder-zhang-chunlei/
https://chinaaid.org/ccp-court-sentences-five-christians-of/
https://bitterwinter.org/lisu-and-nu-christians-arrested-in-yunnan/
https://bitterwinter.org/detention-of-ethnic-kyrgyz-in-xinjiang-camps/
https://www.cecc.gov/resources/legal-provisions/criminal-law-of-the-peoples-republic-of-china
https://en.minghui.org/html/articles/2023/1/10/206106.html
https://en.minghui.org/html/articles/2023/1/8/206090.html
https://en.minghui.org/html/articles/2023/1/7/206074.html
https://en.adhrrf.org/Christian-Imprisoned-Tortured-for-Her-Belief.html
https://en.adhrrf.org/Christian-Dies-of-Illness-from-Mistreatment-in-Custody-After-Arrested-for-His-Faith.html
https://en.adhrrf.org/Christian-Dies-During-4-Year-Detention-for-His-Faith-in-God.html
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Background
China is officially an atheist state. Of its estimated 1.4 billion people, 
approximately 18 percent are Buddhist, including Tibetan Buddhists; 
five percent are Christian; and two percent are Muslim. Other sig-
nificant religious traditions include Taoism, Falun Gong, and folk 
religion practices. 

The CCP has long repressed religious freedom and in recent 
years has become increasingly hostile toward religion, implementing 
campaigns to “sinicize” Islam, Tibetan Buddhism, and Christianity to 
remove alleged “foreign influences.” These policies require religious 
groups to support the CCP, including by altering their religious teach-
ings to conform to CCP ideology and policy. Both registered and 
unregistered religious groups that run afoul of the CCP face harass-
ment, detention, arrest, imprisonment, and other abuses. 

Accountability for International Crimes  
against Uyghurs
In August, the UNHRC’s special rapporteur on contemporary forms of 
slavery, concluded that forced labor of Uyghurs and other minorities 
in Xinjiang “may amount to enslavement as a crime against human-
ity.” That same month, then UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights Michelle Bachelet found that human rights abuses in Xinji-
ang, including arbitrary and discriminatory detention of Uyghurs and 
other predominantly Muslim groups, “may constitute international 
crimes, in particular crimes against humanity.” In October, the UNHRC 
rejected a motion led by Western member states to hold a debate on 
China’s human rights abuses against Uyghurs and other Muslims in 
Xinjiang. UNHRC member states  voting against the motion included 
Muslim-majority countries, such as Qatar, Indonesia, the United Arab 
Emirates, and Pakistan. 

In June, the European Parliament adopted a resolution 
condemning China’s oppression of Uyghurs, including “mass depor-
tation, political indoctrination, family separation, restrictions on 
religious freedom, cultural destruction and the extensive use of 
surveillance.” The resolution further stated that the “birth prevention 
measures and the separation of Uyghur children from their families 
amount to crimes against humanity and represent a serious risk 
of genocide.” In a December resolution, the European Parliament 
reiterated its recognition of China’s abuses against Uyghurs as con-
stituting crimes against humanity and representing a serious risk of 
genocide. The Parliament urged European Union (EU) member states 
to “consider prosecuting Chinese officials deemed responsible for 
crimes against humanity, on the basis of the principle of universal 
jurisdiction” and called for “additional EU sanctions targeting Chi-
nese officials and entities responsible for crimes against humanity.” 

Religious Freedom in Hong Kong 
In May, Hong Kong authorities arrested 90-year-old Cardinal Joseph 
Zen Ze-kiun, bishop emeritus of Hong Kong, accusing him of “col-
luding with foreign forces” under Hong Kong’s National Security 

Law (NSL). Despite his release on bail, his situation remained precar-
ious. Democracy activist and religious freedom advocate Jimmy Lai, 
another high-profile Catholic figure, pled not guilty to NSL charges 
in August and court authorities postponed his trial in December. He 
is currently serving prison terms on other charges related to his polit-
ical activism. If convicted, both Zen and Lai could face the maximum 
penalty of life imprisonment. In the U.S. Department of State’s March 
2022 Hong Kong Policy Act Report, religious groups stated concern 
about the Chinese government’s potential “targeting of civil society 
organizations or individuals affiliated with religious groups that were 
active in the 2019 pro-democracy movement.” 

Key U.S. Policy
In March, the State Department announced visa sanctions on Chinese 
officials deemed responsible for or complicit in human rights abuses 
in China and abroad that targeted religious and spiritual practitioners 
and members of ethnic minority groups, including transnational 
repression to silence Uyghur American activists. That same month, 
the U.S. Department of Justice arrested and charged Wang Shujun 
for engaging in transnational repression activities on behalf of China’s 
Ministry of State Security (MSS). Wang’s victims included Uyghur and 
Tibetan activists in the United States and abroad. In May, the Justice 
Department indicted Wang and four MSS agents on espionage and 
transnational repression charges. 

On November 30, the State Department redesignated China 
as a CPC under IRFA and reimposed existing restrictions on exports 
of crime control or detection instruments or equipment to China. In 
December, the U.S. Department of the Treasury imposed financial 
sanctions on Wu Yingjie, party secretary of Tibet Autonomous Region 
(TAR), and Zhang Hongbo, TAR Public Security Bureau director, for 
human rights abuses in Tibet, pursuant to Executive Order 13818. 
In addition, the State Department imposed visa sanctions on Zhang 
and Tang Yong, former deputy director of Chongqing city, for human 
rights and religious freedom violations in Tibet and against Falun 
Gong practitioners, respectively.  

The Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA) took effect in 
June, and U.S. Customs and Border Protection began implementing it 
by prohibiting imports from Xinjiang. In August, the U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security published its initial consolidated UFLPA Entity 
List, subjecting named Chinese entities to “rebuttable presumptions” 
in accordance with the UFLPA. In December, the U.S. Department of 
Commerce added Tianjin Tiandi Weiye Technologies to its Entity List 
for complicity in human rights violations against Uyghurs and other 
Turkic Muslims in Xinjiang. 

In December, the U.S. House of Representatives passed the 
Uyghur Policy Act of 2021 (H.R.4785) to address human rights issues 
in Xinjiang. Members of Congress introduced bills in 2022 to counter 
foreign lobbying on behalf of countries like China, including the PAID 
OFF Act of 2022 (S.4901), the SHAME Act (H.R.9140), and the Disclos-
ing Foreign Influence in Lobbying Act (S.4254).

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES 
	■ Factsheet: State-Controlled Religion and Religious Freedom Violations in China 
	■ Hearing: China’s Religious Freedom Violations: Domestic Repression and Malign Influence Abroad
	■ Podcast: The Plight of Christians in China

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/religion-china
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/china/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-08-17/un-slavery-expert-says-xinjiang-forced-labor-claims-reasonable?leadSource=uverify%20wall#xj4y7vzkg
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-08-17/un-slavery-expert-says-xinjiang-forced-labor-claims-reasonable?leadSource=uverify%20wall#xj4y7vzkg
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G22/408/97/PDF/G2240897.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/countries/2022-08-31/22-08-31-final-assesment.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/regular-sessions/session51/res-dec-stat
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/un-body-rejects-historic-debate-chinas-human-rights-record-2022-10-06/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0237_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0445_EN.html
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-asia/2022/09/trial-opens-for-hong-kongs-cardinal-joseph-zen
https://www.foxnews.com/opinion/china-arrests-cardinal-zen-religious-freedom-faces-grim-future-hong-kong
https://www.foxnews.com/opinion/china-arrests-cardinal-zen-religious-freedom-faces-grim-future-hong-kong
https://www.voanews.com/a/hong-kong-publisher-s-security-trial-further-delayed/6873967.html
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/253548/cardinal-zen-and-jimmy-lai-among-hong-kongers-nominated-for-nobel-peace-prize
https://www.voanews.com/a/hong-kong-publisher-s-security-trial-further-delayed/6873967.html
https://www.state.gov/2022-hong-kong-policy-act-report/
https://www.state.gov/promoting-accountability-for-transnational-repression-committed-by-peoples-republic-of-china-prc-officials/
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/five-individuals-charged-variously-stalking-harassing-and-spying-us-residents-behalf-prc-0
https://www.justice.gov/usao-edny/pr/us-citizen-and-four-chinese-intelligence-officers-charged-spying-prominent-pro
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.state.gov/combating-global-corruption-and-human-rights-abuses/
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/DCPD-201700923
https://www.state.gov/combating-global-corruption-and-human-rights-abuses/
https://www.state.gov/implementation-of-the-uyghur-forced-labor-prevention-act/
https://www.cbp.gov/trade/forced-labor/UFLPA
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2022-08-04/pdf/2022-16754.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/19/2022-27151/additions-and-revisions-to-the-entity-list-and-conforming-removal-from-the-unverified-list
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4785/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/4901/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/9140/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/4254
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20China%20State-Controlled%20Religion.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/chinas-religious-freedom-violations-domestic-repression-and-malign-influence-abroad
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/plight-christians-china
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Additional view statement on China by 
Commissioners Abraham Cooper, David Curry, 
Frederick A. Davie, Sharon Kleinbaum, Mohamed 
Magid, Stephen Schneck, Nury Turkel, Eric Ueland, 
and Frank Wolf
At the height of Cold War hostilities in 1980, it would have been unthink-
able for any reputable firm to take on the Soviet Union as a client.

And yet today, untold profits are being raked in by lobbyists 
willing to whitewash the record and aims of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) and government.

It’s time to make this activity illegal.
As the Commission’s report documents, the Chinese Government 

is an equal opportunity persecutor of people of faith—Christians, 
Tibetan Buddhists, Uyghur Muslims, and Falun Gong practitioners.

In Xinjiang, the CCP is committing genocide, operating a network 
of mass internment camps and prisons and systematically separating 
Uyghur children from their parents.

Any notion of Hong Kong’s autonomy is fantasy.  A once vibrant, 
open society has been transformed with shocking speed. The ruth-
less crackdown on dissent found 90-year-old Catholic Cardinal Zen 
in its crosshairs.

In every corner of the globe the Chinese government actively 
works to subvert U.S. interests.

FBI Director Christopher Wray said, “the counterintelligence and 
economic espionage efforts emanating from the government of China 
and the Chinese Communist Party are a grave threat to the economic 
well-being and democratic values of the United States.” 

The Chinese government oversees the most advanced surveil-
lance state in human history and actively exports these technologies 
to other repressive regimes worldwide.

As USCIRF recommends in this report, we urge the Biden Admin-
istration and Congress to ban lobbying groups and law firms from 
representing the Chinese government and its interests.
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CUBA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Cuba worsened. Through-
out the year, the Cuban government tightly controlled religious 
activity through surveillance, harassment of religious leaders and 

laypeople, forced exile, fines, and ill treatment of religious prisoners 
of conscience. Religious leaders and groups that are unregistered 
or conducted unsanctioned religious activity—as well as journal-
istic reporting on religious freedom conditions—faced relentless 
oppression from the Office of Religious Affairs (ORA) and state 
security forces. 

The Cuban government regularly targeted members of reli-
gious communities who refused to abide by strict regulations 
set out by the ORA. Authorities subjected pastors to detention, 
interrogation, threats of prison sentences on false charges, and 
confiscation of property. In February, authorities detained Rev-
erend Yordanys Díaz Arteaga, the president of the Christian 
Reformed Church of Cuba, after an extensive search of his home 
and the confiscation of technology belonging to his church. He 
was later interrogated and threatened with criminal charges at 
an unknown location and held incommunicado under effective 
house arrest. Christian Solidarity Worldwide (CSW) reported 
that Reverend Díaz became a target of the government after his 
denomination withdrew from the regime-aligned Cuban Council 
of Churches. He reportedly arrived in the United States in August. 
In April, evangelical couple Pastors Mario Jorge Travieso and 
Velmis Adriana Medina Mariño planned an April 29–30 prayer 
event called “Breaking the Chains” to focus on the wives and 
mothers of political prisoners. The regime made repeated threats 
to Pastors Travieso and Medina and several members of their 
church who planned to participate. Authorities arbitrarily detained 
the pastors, interrogated them for six hours, and threatened them 
with imprisonment. The organizers canceled the event due to the 
regime’s various threats. 

USCIRF received reports indicating that Cuban authorities 
detained and interrogated citizens who traveled or planned to 
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travel to the United States in 2022, including Catholic layman Dago-
berto Valdés and his son Javier Valdés Delgado as well as Mildrey 
Betancourt Rodríguez, a member of the Alliance of Non-Registered 
Churches. Similarly, in October the Office of the Directorate of 
Identification, Immigration, and Foreigners of Cuba arbitrarily 
barred Imam Abu Duyanah, imam of the Cuban Association for 
the Dissemination of Islam, from traveling to Mecca for “reasons 
of public interest” without any specifications.

Additionally, threats and persecution by the government 
caused several religious leaders to leave Cuba in 2022. In March, 
Pastor Enrique de Jesús Fundora Pérez of the Apostolic Move-
ment fled the country to seek asylum in Switzerland after state 
security officials threatened him with up to 30 years in prison for 
“sedition” and “incitement to commit a crime.” He drew the ire 
of authorities when he gave monetary and spiritual aid to families 
of political prisoners from the July 11, 2021 (J11) protests. Pastor 
Alain Toledano, a prominent Cuban religious leader of the unregis-
tered Emmanuel Church of the Apostolic Ministry, has experienced 
severe harassment from the Cuban government for over 20 years. In 
June, Cuban state security presented Toledano with an ultimatum: 
leave the country within 30 days or face imprisonment. The United 
States granted him and his family emergency parole in July. In Sep-
tember, Father David Pantaleon, head of Cuba’s Jesuit Order and 
president of the Conference of Religious Men and Women in Cuba, 
had to leave the country after the government refused to renew 
his residence permit. During an interview in his native Dominican 
Republic, Father Pantaleon reported that the ORA cited his support 
for political prisoners and the Jesuits’ critical position toward the 
regime as the main reasons for his expulsion.

The Cuban government continued to target independent 
journalists who report on religious freedom by threatening criminal 
charges and fines, often under Decree Law 370, and imposing travel 
restrictions. Cuban authorities twice interrogated and fined young 
Catholic layman and journalist Adrián Martínez Cádiz this year. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Redesignate Cuba 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); 

	■ 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; and

	■ 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 spe-
cific religious freedom violations.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Raise human rights and democracy con-
cerns in Cuba and highlight the situation 
facing religious leaders and organizations 
persecuted by the Cuban government, 
among others.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES 
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Cuba
	■ Report: Constitutional Reform and Religious Freedom in Cuba
	■ Event: Constitutional Reform and Religious Freedom in Cuba

https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/polic%C3%ADa-pol%C3%ADtica-detiene-al-presidente-de-iglesia-reformada-de-cuba/312744.html
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/02/02/press/5571/article.htm
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/cancelan-evento-religioso-con-madres-del-11j-en-las-tunas-por-acoso-de-la-seguridad-del-estado-/318179.html
https://institutopatmosonline.org/2022/11/30/cuba-musulman-cubano-impedido-de-peregrinar-a-la-meca/
https://www.cubanet.org/noticias/pastor-cubano-es-forzado-al-exilio-bajo-amenazas-de-prision/
https://forbinfull.org/2022/02/07/the-church-was-left-without-a-place-to-worship-the-story-of-alain-toledano-valiente/
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/07/26/press/5775/article.htm
https://adncuba.com/noticias-de-cuba/actualidad/jesuitas-sobre-expulsion-de-su-lider-en-cuba
https://adncuba.com/noticias-de-cuba/actualidad/jesuitas-sobre-expulsion-de-su-lider-en-cuba
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1663856511_42405.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/2022%20Cuba.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/article/cuba-statement-against-application-decree-law-370
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252617/cuban-dictatorship-fines-ewtn-correspondent-and-threatens-him-during-interrogation
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252831/cuban-dictatorship-to-interrogate-ewtn-correspondent-a-second-time
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Cuba%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-07/2022%20Constitutional%20Reform%20and%20Religious%20Freedom%20in%20Cuba.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-constitutional-reform-and-religious-freedom-cuba
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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 born 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 regulates and controls 
religious institutions through the ORA of the Central Committee of the 
Cuban Communist Party. The Law of Associations requires religious 
organizations to apply to the Ministry of Justice, where the ORA is 
housed, for registration. However, the Ministry of Justice continues 
to deny registration for religious groups and leaves long-standing 
requests for registration unanswered. Unregistered religious groups 
are particularly vulnerable, as membership or association with an 
unregistered religious group is a crime. The ORA exercises direct 
and arbitrary control over the affairs of registered religious organiza-
tions, requiring permission for virtually any activity other than regular 
worship services.

The Ladies in White
The Ladies in White (Damas de Blanco) is an organization of wives and 
relatives of dissidents imprisoned in 2003. Cuban authorities actively 
surveil and violently detain members of the Ladies in White and pre-
vent them from attending religious services on Sundays. 

The Cuban regime has aggressively targeted the leader of the 
movement, Berta Soler. In January, Soler and her husband Ángel Moya 
announced a campaign seeking the release of all political prisoners 
from the J11 protests. Subsequently, authorities subjected Soler 
and Moya to repeated arbitrary detentions. These detentions often 
included interrogations at police stations and fines. Such offenses 
occurred on 15 consecutive Sundays between January and May. In 
September, Soler detailed that government agents parked a large 
container in front of her house, reportedly to obscure when authorities 
arrest her or her husband when they leave their home. 

In September, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 
issued follow-up precautionary measures to its 2013 decision in favor 
of the Ladies in White, appealing to the Cuban government to main-
tain “necessary measures to protect the rights to life and personal 
integrity of the members of the Ladies in White.” The decision also 
documents numerous cases of harassment, detentions, and fines up 
to September 2022.

Religious Prisoners of Conscience
Several religious leaders and laypeople remained in prison at the end 
of 2022 for their participation in the J11 protests. Select cases are 

included in USCIRF’s Freedom of Religion or Belief (FoRB) Victims List, 
including Christian pastors and Santería practitioners. 

Pastor Lorenzo Rosales Fajardo of the Monte de Sion Independent 
Church participated in the J11 protests and was detained that day. The 
government claims that Pastor Rosales Fajardo was involved in per-
petrating a violent attack during the protest, despite evidence to the 
contrary. The Cuban government tried him in December 2021 on charges 
of “disrespect,” “assault,” “criminal incitement,” and “public disorder” 
and sought to impose a 10-year sentence. Pastor Rosales Fajardo was 
sentenced to eight years in prison in April, but the government reduced 
his sentence to seven years in May. In June, a court upheld his revised 
sentence. According to CSW, only the prosecution was allowed to pro-
vide evidence, which included testimony from at least 12 policemen.

President of the unregistered Free Yoruba Association of Cuba 
(Asociación de Yorubas Libres de Cuba, or “Free Yorubas”) Donaida 
Pérez Paseiro and her husband, the community’s vice president Loreto 
Hernández García, were charged with “public disorder,” “disobedi-
ence,” “spreading the epidemic,” and “incitement” and eventually 
sentenced to eight years in prison. Pérez Paseiro experienced multiple 
medical emergencies while in prison and authorities reportedly tried 
to force her to renounce her faith. Hernández García reportedly suf-
fers from several health conditions, including asthma, hypertension, 
diabetes, and other cardiac issues. Prison authorities also reportedly 
tried to force him to renounce his faith. In May, Radio Televisión Martí 
reported that Hernández García’s health has severely deteriorated in 
prison, as authorities fail to provide him food that takes into consid-
eration his diabetes. He received medical treatment in a hospital, but 
state security forced him back into prison in June.

Key U.S. Policy
The U.S. government continued to place robust sanctions on Cuban 
officials. In January, the U.S. Department of State imposed visa restric-
tions on eight officials “implicated in attempts to silence the voices of 
the Cuban people through repression, unjust detentions, and harsh 
prison sentences” of J11 protesters. Further rounds of visa restric-
tions came in June and July when the State Department imposed 
restrictions on an additional 33 individuals for “unfair trials and unjust 
sentencing and imprisonment” of J11 protesters, plus media and 
communications officials who “formulate and implement policies that 
restrict Cubans’ ability to freely access and share information and who 
engage in the spread of disinformation.” 

In September, the U.S. Embassy in Havana announced the 
resumption of immigrant visa processing and consular services for 
the first time since 2017.  

On November 30, the State Department for the first time des-
ignated Cuba as a CPC under IRFA and imposed as the relevant 
president action the existing ongoing restrictions referenced in 31 
CFR 515.201 and the Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity (LIB-
ERTAD) Act of 1996 (Helms-Burton Act), pursuant to section 402(c)
(5) of the Act. Cuba previously had been on the State Department’s 
Special Watch List since 2019.

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.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Santeria%20in%20Cuba.pdf
https://forbinfull.org/2016/03/08/the-courage-of-cubas-ladies-in-white/
https://adncuba.com/noticias-de-cuba/actualidad/detienen-berta-soler-y-angel-moya
https://adncuba.com/noticias-de-cuba/derechos-humanos/regimen-arresta-soler-por-impago-de-multa
https://www.radiotelevisionmarti.com/a/berta-soler-se-niega-a-pagar-multas-impuestas-contra-su-libertad-de-movimiento-y-culto/346800.html
https://adncuba.com/noticias-de-cuba/derechos-humanos/berta-soler-denuncia-nueva-maniobra-represiva
https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/decisions/mc/2022/res_48-22_mc_264-13_cu_en.pdf
https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/decisions/mc/2022/res_48-22_mc_264-13_cu_en.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021%20Cuba%20Factsheet.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/lorenzo-rosales-fajardo
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/04/07/press/5673/article.htm
https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/12/23/press/5522/article.htm
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/05/05/press/5691/article.htm
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/06/24/press/5739/article.htm
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/donaida-perez-paseiro
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/donaida-perez-paseiro
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/loreto-hernandez-garcia
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/loreto-hernandez-garcia
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/06/09/press/5724/article.htm
https://www.state.gov/visa-restrictions-against-cuban-officials/
https://www.state.gov/state-department-takes-steps-to-impose-visa-restrictions-against-cuban-officials/
https://www.state.gov/announcement-of-visa-restrictions-against-cuban-officials-2/
https://cu.usembassy.gov/u-s-embassy-in-havana-prepares-for-full-resumption-of-immigrant-visa-services-in-cuba-will-accelerate-processing-of-cuban-family-reunification/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-31/subtitle-B/chapter-V/part-515/subpart-B/section-515.201
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-31/subtitle-B/chapter-V/part-515/subpart-B/section-515.201
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ERITREA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Eritrea remained 
extremely poor. The government did not register any new reli-
gious organizations, and individuals practicing faiths other than 

the four officially recognized by the government faced intimida-
tion and prosecution by Eritrean authorities. Members of officially 
recognized religions also faced restrictions and government 
backlash for practicing their faith. Dozens of religious prisoners 
of conscience remain imprisoned in decrepit, unsanitary, and 
inhumane conditions.

Eritrean authorities continued to detain dozens of people 
imprisoned for their religious belief or practice. The government 
detained 20 Jehovah’s Witnesses for conscientious objection to 
military service and other expressions of their faith. 

In February, Patriarch Abune Antonios, the former leader 
of the Eritrean Orthodox Church, died at age 94 after spending 
a decade and a half under house arrest because of his religious 
beliefs, his calls for the release of political prisoners, and his resis-
tance to government pressure to excommunicate members of 
the church. 

KEY FINDINGS

In October, security forces detained three Catholic leaders 
for two months for raising Eritrea’s human rights violations in their 
sermons. Prison conditions are abysmal, with detainees living in 
squalor and subject to violence and intimidation.

Eritrean forces have also continued to engage militarily in the 
Tigray region of neighboring Ethiopia, where ethnically affiliated 
rebel fighters seek respect for autonomous local governance. In 
past years, Eritrean troops operating in support of the Ethiopian 
government in the region have attacked religious sites and triggered 
community-based religious violence in some areas. Reports suggest 
that in 2022, Eritrean forces in Ethiopia continued to commit human 
rights abuses and undermine the peace process, exacerbating the 
likelihood that instability could yield additional religious freedom 
violations in Ethiopia. 

The Tigrayan crisis has also impacted Eritrean refugees living in 
Ethiopia, some of whom fled Eritrea’s repressive religious and human 
rights policies. Violence from both sides in the conflict has destabilized 
the Tigray region, causing some Eritrean refugees to flee back across 
the border to their country of origin or face violence and abuses.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ 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 Regu-
lations as the presidential action imposed 
as a consequence of the CPC designa-
tion to encourage religious freedom 
improvements;

	■ Impose targeted sanctions on Eritrean 
government agencies and of f icials 

responsible for severe violations of 
religious freedom by freezing those indi-
viduals’ assets and/or barring their entry 
into the United States under human rights 
related financial and visa authorities, cit-
ing specific religious freedom violations; 

	■ Engage with the Eritrean government to 
end religious persecution of unregistered 
religious communities, grant full citizen-
ship rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses, and 
release the remaining detainees held on 
account of their religious activities; and 

	■ Coordinate an initiative through the 
International Religious Freedom or 
Belief Alliance (IRFBA) to 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 Rapporteur on freedom of 
religion or belief, the UN Working Group 
on Arbitrary Detention, and the Interna-
tional Red Cross. 

The U.S. Congress should: 

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

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Factsheet: Religious Freedom Concerns in the Horn of Africa
	■ Factsheet: Overview of Refugees Fleeing Religious Persecution Globally 
	■ Press Statement: USCIRF Mourns the Passing of Patriarch Abune Antonios

https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abune-antonios
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2022/february/abune-antonios-eritrean-orthodox-patriarch-dies.html
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252578/source-confirms-arrest-of-catholic-bishop-two-priests-in-eritrea
https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/posts/religion-and-the-tigray-conflict-in-ethiopia
https://allafrica.com/stories/202211150049.html
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220427-over-20-killed-in-anti-muslim-attack-in-ethiopia-islamic-group
https://apnews.com/article/africa-united-nations-kenya-ethiopia-eritrea-6de53375bf76fb0353505c4cc27521a9
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-11-30/ethiopia-peace-process-undermined-as-eritrea-forces-continue-attacking-civilians
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/09/16/ethiopia-eritrean-refugees-targeted-tigray
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/09/16/ethiopia-eritrean-refugees-targeted-tigray
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/ethiopia-conflict-eritrea/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2023-02/2023%20Factsheet%20-%20Religious%20Freedom%20Concerns%20in%20the%20Horn%20of%20Africa.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20Refugees%20Fleeing%20Religious%20Persecution%20Globally.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-mourns-passing-patriarch-abune-antonios
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Following military conflict with and secession from neighboring Ethi-
opia, Eritrea gained independence in 1993. With a population of just 
over six million people, Eritrea’s religious demography is difficult to 
assess. The government recognizes three Christian denominations—
Eritrean Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant—estimated to comprise 
between 49 and 63 percent of the population. It also recognizes Islam, 
estimated to comprise between 37 and 49 percent of the population. 
Minority communities adhere to the Baha’i, Jewish, and traditional 
animist faiths.

The Eritrean constitution protects citizens’ rights to freedom of 
religion or belief. The law and constitution prohibit religious discrim-
ination and provide for freedom of thought, conscience, and belief 
and the freedom to practice any religion and to change one’s religion. 
However, the government regularly violates these rights in practice. 
Proclamation No. 73 of 1995 permits the government to exert full 
control over religious activities in the country. The government of 
Eritrea requires all religious groups to apply for registration, with 
only the four approved communities allowed to operate since 2002. 
Applications from other faith communities have been denied for 
being “defective,” according to the Office of Religious Affairs. With-
out formal registration, faith groups’ rights are denied and they are 
prohibited from building or owning houses of worship or engaging in 
religious practices such as praying in groups.

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 Isaias 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 security concerns related to the ongoing war 
with Ethiopia. Many observers anticipated that the President’s commit-
ment would translate into advancements for human rights, including 
religious freedom. However, nearly five years after the agreement, over 
a thousand political prisoners, including many imprisoned for exercising 
their freedom of religion or belief, remain behind bars.

Religious Prisoners of Conscience
In February 2022, Patriarch Abune Antonios, the former leader of the 
Eritrean Orthodox Church, died at age 94 after spending a decade 
and a half under house arrest because of his religious beliefs and 
advocacy. Patriarch Antonios had been imprisoned for over a decade 
after condemning government interference in church affairs and 
calling for the release of imprisoned Christians. In 2006, Eritrean 
authorities removed him from his position as the ordained head of 
the Eritrean Orthodox Church and placed him under house arrest. A 
year later, he was forcibly disappeared from his residence and taken 
to an undisclosed location. He was reportedly denied proper medical 
care throughout his custody.

In October, security forces detained Catholic leaders Bishop 
Fikremariam Hagos Tsalim, Father Mihretab Stefanos, and Friar Abbot 
Abraham at the airport in Asmara as they returned from traveling in 
Europe. The government did not publicize charges against Tsalim and 

his colleagues, but sources from the ground report that they were 
targeted for publicly highlighting human rights violations in Eritrea 
in their homilies. Authorities held them in detention for two months 
before releasing them on December 29.

The Eritrean government continued to imprison 20 Jehovah’s 
Witnesses: 14 men and six women. These religious prisoners include 
an 80-year-old man and two men who have been in prison for more 
than 17 years without formal charges against them. Eritrean officials 
reportedly refused to meet with representatives of the Jehovah’s 
Witness community to discuss these violations.

Conditions for religious prisoners of conscience in Eritrea are 
particularly poor. First-hand accounts describe physical abuse, sexual 
violence, and torture as normal and ongoing practices. Prisoners are 
often denied medical treatment, and many have died in prison due to 
severe human rights abuses. Many prisons reportedly use metal ship-
ping containers to hold large numbers of people. In prison, praying 
aloud, singing, preaching, and possessing religious books are banned. 
Arrested individuals have reported being asked to sign documents 
certifying that they renounce their faith or that they join or return to 
the Eritrean Orthodox Church; if they do not, they face transfer to 
worse conditions.

Cross-Border Military Activity
In 2022, Eritrean forces continued to engage militarily in neighboring 
northern Ethiopia, where their activities have historically included 
attacks on religious infrastructure. This conflict has also aggravated 
religious freedom challenges in Eritrea itself. The Eritrean government 
has reportedly increased conscription to meet the demand for military 
support in Tigray, raising the risk of prosecution against conscientious 
objectors. Eritrean refugees who fled to Ethiopia to avoid restrictive 
Eritrean government policies, including religious restrictions, have 
been detained and forcibly returned to Eritrea in the context of the 
Tigray conflict. Targeted violence by the Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front has also impacted Eritrean refugees, likely including those flee-
ing religious persecution.

Key U.S. Policy
The United States has extremely limited diplomatic relations with 
Eritrea. Diplomats continued to raise issues of human rights and reli-
gious freedom in official conversations with representatives from the 
Eritrean government. Due to religious freedom violations and other 
human rights abuses, the Joseph R. Biden administration declined 
to invite Eritrean government leaders to the high-profile U.S.-Africa 
Leaders Summit held in December in Washington, DC. 

On November 30, the U.S. Department of State redesignated 
Eritrea as a CPC for engaging in and tolerating particularly severe 
violations of international religious freedom. In 2022, the United 
States renewed sanctions imposed in 2021 under Executive Order 
(E.O.) 13818 (which builds upon and implements the Global Magnitsky 
Human Rights Accountability Act) and E.O. 14046 (Imposing Sanctions 
on Certain Persons with Respect to the Humanitarian and Human 
Rights Crisis in Ethiopia) against Eritrean entities and individuals per-
petuating the crisis in Ethiopia.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/eritrea/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/eritrea/#people-and-society
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/eritrea/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/eritrea/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-religious-freedom/eritrea/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-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.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abune-antonios
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2022/february/abune-antonios-eritrean-orthodox-patriarch-dies.html
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252578/source-confirms-arrest-of-catholic-bishop-two-priests-in-eritrea
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/253184/catholic-bishop-priest-released-after-two-months-in-eritrea-prison
https://apnews.com/article/africa-united-nations-kenya-ethiopia-eritrea-6de53375bf76fb0353505c4cc27521a9
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INDIA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in India continued to worsen. 
Throughout the year, the Indian government at the national, 
state, and local levels promoted and enforced religiously dis-

criminatory policies, including laws targeting religious conversion, 
interfaith relationships, the wearing of hijabs, and cow slaughter, 
which negatively impact Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, Dalits, and 
Adivasis (indigenous peoples and scheduled tribes). The national 
government also continued to suppress critical voices—particularly 
religious minorities and those advocating on their behalf—includ-
ing through surveillance, harassment, demolition of property, and 
detention under the Unlawful Activities Prevention Act (UAPA) and 
by targeting nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) under the 
Foreign Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA). 

The Indian government invoked the UAPA and the Sedition Act 
throughout the year to target freedom of religion and expression, 
creating an increasing climate of intimidation and fear. Authorities 
surveilled, harassed, detained, and prosecuted a number of jour-
nalists, lawyers, rights activists, and religious minorities advocating 
for religious freedom. Hundreds of cases remained pending against 
individuals for involvement in the 2019 peaceful protests against 
the Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA), which provides a pathway 
to citizenship strictly for non-Muslims from Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
and Bangladesh. As of 2022, only 92 of more than 700 cases had 
reached trial, and many of those arrested under the UAPA continued 
to languish in jail. During India’s fourth Universal Periodic Review 
(UPR), United Nations (UN) member states emphasized protections 
for religious minorities and expressed concern over the broad appli-
cation of India’s “anti-terror” laws. Additional official efforts, such as 
the National Register of Citizens (NRC) process in Assam, also aimed 
to identify “undocumented” Bengali-speaking Muslims. 

The continued enforcement of discriminatory laws facilitated 
a culture of impunity for widespread campaigns of threats and 
violence by mobs and vigilante groups. In March, for example, 
Karnataka’s state government issued a hijab ban in public schools. 

KEY FINDINGS

Despite widespread protests and instances of violence, state high 
court judges upheld the ban, agreeing with the government’s argu-
ment that the hijab is not essential to practicing Islam. India’s state 
governments also continued to pass and enforce anti-conversion 
laws, currently existing in 12 states, including legislation in multiple 
states aimed to prohibit and criminalize interfaith marriages. Public 
notice requirements for interfaith marriages imposed in 10 states 
have, at times, resulted in violent reprisals against couples. The 
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) committed to enforcing harsher 
penalties for interfaith marriages in its 2022 election manifesto for 
Uttar Pradesh. 

Violent attacks were also perpetrated across India under the 
justification of protecting cows from slaughter or transport, which 
is illegal in 18 states. Examples of violence against Christians, Mus-
lims, and Dalits around suspicions of cow smuggling were reported 
in Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Delhi. In August, BJP member Gyan Dev 
Ahuja was recorded publicly calling for his listeners to “kill anyone 
involved in cow slaughter.”

Throughout the year, destruction of property—including 
places of worship in predominantly Muslim and Christian neigh-
borhoods—continued. In June, local authorities demolished the 
homes of three Muslim families in Uttar Pradesh following protests 
against derogatory language used by members of the BJP. Hindu 
nationalists bulldozed a Catholic center near Mangalore in Febru-
ary and attacked, looted, and destroyed the homes of hundreds 
of Christians in December for their refusal to convert to Hindu-
ism. In addition, at least four madrasas (Islamic seminaries) were 
demolished following a statement in May from the Chief Minister 
of Assam that madrasas should be eliminated. 

Social media platforms continued to facilitate widespread 
disinformation, hate speech, and incitement of violence toward reli-
gious minorities. In February, Twitter removed a caricature shared 
by the verified account of Gujarat BJP depicting Muslim men hung 
by a noose.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Designate India as a “country of particular 
concern,” or CPC, for engaging in system-
atic, ongoing, and egregious violations of 
religious freedom, as defined by the Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act (IRFA); 

	■ Advance human rights for all religious 
communities in India and promote reli-
gious freedom, dignity, and interfaith 
dialogue through bilateral engagement 
and in multilateral forums; 

	■ Condemn ongoing religious freedom 
violations and support religious orga-
nizations and human rights groups 
targeted for their advocacy of religious 
freedom; and

	■ Impose targeted sanctions on Indian 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: 

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

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in India
	■ Issue Update: India’s State-Level Anti-Conversion Laws 
	■ Podcast: Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions in South Asia 
	■ Podcast: Anti-Conversion Laws and Growing Intolerance in India
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Background
India is the world’s most populous democracy, with an estimated 1.4 
billion people, 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 
a secular, democratic republic, and Article 25 grants all individuals 
freedom of conscience, including the right to practice, profess, and 
propagate religion. Despite these secular principles, since 2014, the 
Indian government—led by the BJP—has facilitated and supported 
national and state-level policies that undermine religious freedom 
for minority groups. 

Anti-Conversion Laws
At the end of the reporting period, 12 of India’s 28 states had legis-
lation that criminalized religious conversion in various circumstances 
(Arunachal Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Gujarat, Haryana, Himachal 
Pradesh, Jharkhand, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, Odisha, Rajas-
than, Uttarakhand, and Uttar Pradesh). These laws are not limited to 
instances of coercion, and they contain broad and vague language that 
can be used to target voluntary religious conversions. Common fea-
tures of these laws include prohibitions on conversions, requirements 
to notify the government of one’s intent to convert, and burden-shift-
ing provisions that presume an accused individual is guilty. 

These laws carry penalties of hefty fines and imprisonment 
and disproportionately target Christians and Muslims. Increasingly, 
anti-conversion laws are used to prevent interfaith marriages or rela-
tionships, including so-called “Love Jihads,” a derogatory term that 
targets Muslims and refers to conversions occurring in the context of 
interfaith marriages. Under the Special Marriage Act, interfaith mar-
riages require a 30-day notice period, allowing individuals to object 
to the marriage. In April, the state of Haryana enacted its Prevention 
of Unlawful Conversion of Religion Act prohibiting conversion “by 
marriage or through marriage.” Authorities, including police, at times 
assist Hindu vigilante groups to “enforce” these anti-conversion laws.

Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA) and  
National Register of Citizens (NRC)
Since the CAA’s introduction in 2019, over 200 petitions have been 
filed against the religiously discriminatory act. The CAA, combined 
with the NRC, is perceived as an attempt to disenfranchise Muslims of 
Indian citizenship. The CAA aims to provide citizenship to non-Muslim 
migrants (Sikhs, Hindus, Christians, Buddhists, Jains, and Parsis) from 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. While the act’s purported 
intention is to aid persecuted religious minorities, it does not include 
vulnerable communities such as Rohingya Muslims, Ahmadiyya Mus-
lims, Hazara Shi’a Muslims, or Baha’is. Since its enactment, journalists, 
activists, and students have been arrested and detained for their 
participation in widespread protests against the law. 

The NRC is unique to the state of Assam, and since its publication 
in 2019 it aims to distinguish Indian citizens from “undocumented 
migrants.” Those deemed “foreign” under the NRC include Assam’s 
Bengali-speaking Muslims, who have also been arrested under the 

UAPA in some instances. As many as 700,000 Muslim residents in 
Assam are estimated to be at risk of having their citizenship revoked.

Attacks on Religious Minorities
In 2022, there were numerous attacks against religious minorities and 
their places of worship. Demolitions of mosques in Muslim commu-
nities led to arrests and violent clashes. In May, the Home Minister of 
Madhya Pradesh ordered the demolition of homes in predominantly 
Muslim neighborhoods. While the Indian Supreme Court stated that 
demolitions “cannot be retaliatory,” the practice has continued. 

Mob attacks against religious minorities and members of 
scheduled tribes further demonstrate how vigilantes and Hindu 
nationalists act with impunity. In January, a Hindu nationalist group 
allegedly beat a Muslim man for traveling with a Hindu woman in 
Mangalore. In March, a Hindu nationalist group attacked a Christian 
youth leader in Karnataka for sharing about Christianity outside a 
college. Social media and news channels served as a platform for 
Hindu nationalist groups to stoke tensions and encourage violence 
toward minority groups. 

Sexual Violence and Harassment of  
Religious Minorities 
Muslim women continued to face discrimination and harassment, both 
at the local and state levels. In January, GitHub shut down an Indian 
website that published the names of—and purported to “auction 
off”—Muslim women who had publicly opposed Hindu nationalism 
and the government’s treatment of religious minorities. That same 
month, students across India protested against policies that would 
require female students to remove their head scarves or stay home 
from school. These demonstrations were met with rival protests by 
Hindu nationalists. In February, sectarian violence erupted between 
those supporting the right to wear the hijab and Hindu students 
wearing saffron robes. Subsequently, in Karnataka the BJP banned any 
religious garb in public schools. In October, the government released 
11 men who, as part of a Hindu nationalist mob, were convicted for the 
gang rape of Bilkis Bano, a pregnant Muslim woman, and for attack-
ing her family during the 2002 violence in Gujarat. In Uttar Pradesh, 
reports of sexual assault and attacks against Dalits also continued.

Key U.S. Policy 
In 2022, the Joseph R. Biden administration again failed to designate 
India as a CPC for engaging in particularly severe religious freedom 
violations. The United States and India continued to maintain strong 
bilateral ties around economic trade and technology. Trade reached 
$120 billion in 2022, making the United States India’s largest trading 
partner. President Biden and Prime Minister Narendra Modi interacted 
on multiple occasions, including the G20 and G7 Summits and the 
Quad Leaders Summit. In July, U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment Administrator Samantha J. Power traveled to India to discuss 
challenges of food insecurity, climate change, and the COVID-19 
pandemic. In September, Assistant Secretary of Defense for Indo-Pa-
cific Security Affairs Ely S. Ratner cochaired the sixth U.S.-India 2+2 
Intersessional Dialogues in New Delhi. 
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IRAN
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

KEY FINDINGS

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Iran sharply deteriorated. 
Following the death of Mahsa Zhina Amini after her arrest and 
torture by police for wearing an “improper hijab,” Iran repressed 

nationwide protests with lethal force, detained and killed children, 
sexually assaulted and raped detained protesters, and engaged in 
other gross violations of human rights, including executions of pro-
testers without due process. Scores of protesters received charges 
grounded in Islamic religious concepts that in Iran carry the death 
penalty, raising serious concerns of mass executions. Iran’s govern-
ment also escalated its repression of Baha’is, restricting access to 
religious sites, issuing legal rulings supporting confiscation of Baha’i 
properties, denying Baha’is entrance to universities, and conducting 
systematic arrests. Security forces arrested 30 Yarsanis in Kherman-
shah and sentenced two Yarsanis, including a community leader, to 
prison terms for “propaganda against the state.” Iranian security 
forces destroyed a Sunni mosque in Zahedan and threatened Sunni 
clerics who condemned the killing of at least 96 protesters following 
Friday prayers on September 30. Prison officials at Bander Abbas 
prison tortured Sunni cleric Musa Rahimi to death following his arrest 
for holding prayers on the date designated by Saudi Arabia instead 
of Iran’s religious establishment. The Tehran Revolutionary Court 
sentenced an Iranian Christian to a 10-year prison sentence, and 
he and two other Christians also received a 10-year “deprivation 
of social rights” upon their release for their membership in a house 
church. Several other Christians faced sentencing and prison time on 

similar charges. In January, Ministry of Intelligence officials in Dezful 
summoned eight Christians and pressured them to abandon their 
faith. Several members of Iran’s Gonabadi Sufi community remained 
under alleged arbitrary detention, including in solitary confinement. 
Iran also continued to persecute nontheists and members of spiritu-
alist movements. In August, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC) arrested eight followers of Erfan-e Halgheh. Iran’s leadership 
also spread explicitly antisemitic messages over traditional and social 
media. It continued targeting Iranian religious minorities abroad, in 
one case, forcibly repatriating dissidents.

In 2022, women and girls continued to face religious freedom 
repression in Iran. Religiously grounded laws in Iran continued to 
allow impunity for men who murdered women for violating “family 
honor.” Security forces arrested and deployed egregious violence 
against women and girls who peacefully protested the increased 
enforcement of mandatory headscarf laws. Golrokh Iraee, a wom-
en’s rights activist who previously served prison time for writing an 
unpublished short story criticizing the stoning of adulterers, was 
arrested in September and moved in November from Qarchak 
to Evin Prison. Iran also targeted and actively executed lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) Iranians 
on religious grounds, including those outside the country. Prison 
officials hanged two gay men on sodomy charges in January and 
two other gay men in July. In August, a court in Urmia issued death 
sentences against two LGBTQI+ activists for “corruption on Earth.” 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Redesignate Iran as a “country of particular 
concern,” or CPC, for engaging in system-
atic, ongoing, and egregious violations of 
religious freedom, as defined by the Inter-
national 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; 

	■ Issue clarifications of general and spe-
cific sanctions licenses, expedite the 

processing of general license applications, 
and continue issuing new general licenses 
that facilitate financial and technological 
support for Iranians asserting their free-
dom of religion or belief through peaceful 
demonstrations and labor strikes; and

	■ Work with members of the International 
Religious Freedom or Belief Alliance and 
other international associations to support 
the United Nations (UN) Fact Finding Mis-
sion to Iran and support a Security Council 
referral of the situation in Iran to the Inter-
national Criminal Court for crimes against 
humanity against those asserting freedom 
of religion or belief.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Reauthorize and exercise oversight to 
ensure implementation of the Lauten-
berg Amendment, which aids persecuted 
Iranian religious minorities seeking refu-
gee status in the United States, and urge 
the Biden administration to expand the 
program’s capacity to process, vet, and 
resettle Iranian religious minorities.

	■ Convey, through legislation, press state-
ments, and media messaging, bipartisan 
support for Iranian protesters’ calls for 
greater religious freedom in Iran.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom in Iran in 2022
	■ Special Report: Religious Propaganda in Iran
	■ Podcast: The Nexus of Religious Freedom and Women’s Rights in Iran
	■ Podcast: Religious Prisoners of Conscience in Iran
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https://www.state.gov/declaration-of-principles-for-the-international-religious-freedom-alliance/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/statements-and-speeches/2022/10/iran-end-killings-and-detentions-children-immediately-un-child
https://iranwire.com/en/prisoners/110654-activist-reports-mass-sexual-abuse-in-irans-detention-centers/
https://www.icj.org/iran-international-independent-and-impartial-investigation-into-serious-human-rights-violations-needed/
https://iran-hrm.com/2022/11/11/3-protesters-charged-with-moharebeh-for-setting-fire-to-garbage-containers/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/un-iran-expert-concerned-about-death-sentences-protesters-2022-11-29/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/un-iran-expert-concerned-about-death-sentences-protesters-2022-11-29/
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1533609964547280897
https://iranhumanrights.org/2022/08/prejudiced-courts-aiding-land-grabs-of-bahai-properties-in-ira
https://iranwire.com/en/bahais-of-iran/106333-bahai-students-barred-from-university-in-latest-intake-as-crackdown-intensifies/
https://iranwire.com/en/bahais-of-iran/107128-fourteen-young-bahais-arrested-in-ghaemshahr/
https://www.en-hrana.org/at-least-30-yarsani-followers-arrested/
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1541567581437542401
https://www.en-hrana.org/yarsan-civil-activist-siavash-hayati-sentenced-to-one-year-imprisonment/
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1514403539711410181
https://kayhanlife.com/society/human-rights/irans-guards-warn-cleric-over-agitating-in-restive-southeast/
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-shopkeepers-strike-zahedan-massacre-amini-protests/32122845.html
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1551338892397350912
https://articleeighteen.com/news/10882/
https://articleeighteen.com/news/11152/
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1560061457974394880
https://iran-hrm.com/2022/04/09/iranian-christian-converts-sentenced-to-prison-and-fines/
https://iran-hrm.com/2022/01/31/iranian-christian-converts-face-violations-of-their-rights/
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=27527
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-dervishes-prisoner-nouri-new-charges/32021361.html
https://www.en-hrana.org/eight-members-of-erfan-e-halgheh-association-arrested/
https://www.adl.org/resources/blog/quds-day-exposes-irans-genocidal-ambitions-again
https://twitter.com/USCIRF/status/1541902152548990977
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/12/01/iran-kidnapping-assassination-plots/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/12/iranian-dissident-who-disappeared-turkey-resurfaces-evin-prison
https://iran-hrm.com/2022/03/27/father-beats-daughter-to-death-for-honor-in-southern-iran/
https://iran-hrm.com/2022/04/08/woman-murdered-by-her-brother-in-honor-killing-in-nw-iran/
https://twitter.com/IranHrm/status/1555554996615356416
https://iranwire.com/en/prisoners/106895-abducted-sepideh-rashnu-reportedly-allowed-visit-by-lawyer/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-63200652
https://iranwire.com/en/women/106726-newly-published-document-details-full-scope-of-irans-new-hijab-policy/
https://iranwire.com/en/women/106726-newly-published-document-details-full-scope-of-irans-new-hijab-policy/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/golrokh-ebrahimi-iraee
https://www.en-hrana.org/golrokh-iraee-still-in-detention-after-52-days/
https://twitter.com/HRANA_English/status/1598043717092446222
https://www.en-hrana.org/iran-protests-non-binary-teenager-raha-ajodani-arrested/
https://twitter.com/6rangiran/status/1556643377940135938
https://www.jpost.com/breaking-news/article-695006
https://twitter.com/hra_news/status/1542179344788996105
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/09/1128181
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/09/1128181
https://6rang.org/english/3325/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022%20Iran%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-07/2022%20Iran%20Propaganda%20Report.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/nexus-religious-freedom-womens-rights-iran
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/religious-prisoners-conscience-iran
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Background
The Islamic Republic of Iran is a theocratic, authoritarian state with 
restricted political participation. Ninety to 95 percent of the popula-
tion 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 constitution extends full 
respect to the five major Sunni schools. It 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 histor-
ical influences. Iran is home to several other religious groups that face 
persecution, including Mandeans, Yarsanis, nonbelievers, and spiritual 
movements, such as Erfan-e Halgheh. 

Religious Minorities
In 2022, Iran’s government escalated its persecution of Baha’is, con-
ducting nationwide arrests and spreading propaganda against the 
group. In February, Judge Mohammadghasem Ain al-Kamali of Branch 
1 of the Semnan Revolutionary Court ruled that the Execution of Imam 
Khomeini’s Order (EIKO) could legally confiscate the property of 
Baha’is following false allegations against a Baha’i man in the province. 
Branch 54 of the Tehran Appeals Court upheld the decision in August 
following the destruction of six Baha’i houses in Rooshankooh. In July, 
Iran rearrested three members of the now disbanded Friends of Iran 
(Yaran Iran) who previously spent a decade in prison. In late August, 
Ministry of Intelligence officials arrested 14 Baha’is during a religious 
study in Ghaemshahr. Throughout the fall and winter of 2022, Iran 
continued its systematic campaign of Baha’i arrests.

Iran’s government also continued using antisemitic rhetoric to 
incite intolerance against Jews. In April, an IRGC-affiliated think tank 
declared there was no “real antisemitism” in Nazi Germany. Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei regularly uses antisemitic tropes such as Jewish financial 
domination and deliberately conflates Judaism and Israeli government 
policy in his tweets. U.S. Department of State Special Envoy to Mon-
itor and Combat Antisemitism Deborah E. Lipstadt has condemned 
repeatedly this “vile antisemitic rhetoric.”

The government also targeted Christian Iranians, particularly 
converts from Islam. In February, the Tehran Court of Appeal ordered 
a review of the sentences of nine Christians on the grounds that 
membership in a house church did not constitute a threat to national 
security, leading to their acquittal. However, the lower courts con-
tinued sentencing Christians on national security grounds. Pastor 
Youcef Nadarkhani, who is serving a six-year sentence for leading a 
400-member house church, was allowed a five-day furlough for Easter 
but returned to Evin Prison shortly thereafter. In May, the Civil Court 
of Bandar Anzali levied a fine of $185 (six million tomans) on Christian 
convert Rahmat Rostimipour for violating Article 500 of Iran’s penal 

code prohibiting education “contrary to Islam.” In August, Iran’s 
Supreme Court declined to review the 10-year prison sentence against 
house church leader Anooshavan Avedian. That same month, house 
church leader Josef Shahbazian began a 10-year sentence at Evin 
Prison following a June 2020 raid on a private home in which security 
forces arrested 30 Christians. In October, however, two Christian 
prisoners, Nasser Navard Goltapeh and Fariba Dalir, were released 
from Evin Prison. Following the outbreak of mass protests, the Minis-
try of Intelligence reportedly pressured Armenian Christian churches 
and church leaders to issue statements supporting the government.

Sunni Muslim Iranians faced repression in 2022 as security 
forces targeted communities in the geographic and social periphery 
in response to protests. Cleric Musa Rahimi reportedly died under 
torture in a prison in Bandar Abbas following his arrest for announcing 
the start of Eid al-Fitr in alignment with the Saudi date rather than the 
Iranian date. In September, security forces in Zahedan shot at least 
96 people leaving the Makki Grand Mosque to attend protests. In 
November, security forces opened fire on worshipers at the mosque. 
Both the IRGC and a Shi’a religious official linked to Ayatollah Khame-
nei condemned Sunni clerics for comments supporting protesters and 
criticizing the government. Iran’s most prominent Sunni cleric, Molavi 
Abdolhamid, continued to express his support for protesters.

Iran also continued its mistreatment of Gonabadi Sufis in 2022. 
Three Gonabadi Sufis at Great Tehran Prison were denied access to 
visitors in April. In August, Gonabadi Sufi journalist Kasra Nouri was 
moved from Adel Abad Prison in Shiraz to a local Ministry of Intelli-
gence office. During protests in December, security forces arrested 
Gonabadi Sufi Mohsen Afrouz.

Key U.S. Policy
The Joseph R. Biden administration has supported protesters in Iran 
calling for greater religious freedom. In remarks at the UN General 
Assembly, President Biden lauded “the brave women of Iran who right 
now are demonstrating to secure their basic rights.” In November, the 
United States voted in favor of establishing a UN fact-finding mission 
on Iran at the UN Human Rights Council. That same month, Vice Pres-
ident Kamala D. Harris stated that the United States would “work with 
our partners to remove Iran from the UN Commission on the Status of 
Women.” In December, the United States voted in favor of the reso-
lution—which it cosponsored—to remove Iran from the commission. 

The U.S. Department of the Treasury and the State Department 
continued to impose targeted sanctions on Iranian officials for vio-
lating religious freedom in 2022, including leaders in Iran’s IRGC and 
Basij militias. In September, the Treasury issued General License D-2, 
which facilitates outside technological support to Iranians protesting 
for greater religious freedom and other rights.

On November 30, the State Department redesignated Iran as a 
CPC under IRFA and, as the relevant presidential action, imposed travel 
restrictions on Iranian officials complicit in religious freedom violations.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/iran/#people-and-society
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/iran/#people-and-society
https://iranwire.com/en/bahais-of-iran/106956-the-truth-behind-iranian-state-tvs-dramatic-report-on-bahai-kindergartens/
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1561161478912237573
https://iranhumanrights.org/2022/08/prejudiced-courts-aiding-land-grabs-of-bahai-properties-in-iran
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1554622812958121984
https://iranwire.com/en/bahais-of-iran/106195-mahvash-sabet-and-fariba-kamalabadi-former-bahai-leaders-arrested-again-alongside-others/
https://iranwire.com/en/bahais-of-iran/107128-fourteen-young-bahais-arrested-in-ghaemshahr/
https://iranwire.com/en/bahais-of-iran/111166-another-bahai-arrested-in-iran/
https://www.adl.org/resources/blog/quds-day-exposes-irans-genocidal-ambitions-again
https://twitter.com/StateSEAS/status/1534631425202393088
https://www.jns.org/lipstadt-slams-ayatollah-khameneis-tweet-about-zionist-merchants/?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=twitter
https://articleeighteen.com/news/6311/
https://articleeighteen.com/news/10496/
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1519849165903257600
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/pastor-youcef-nadarkhani
https://www.christianpost.com/news/imprisoned-iranian-pastor-youcef-nadarkhani-granted-furlough.html
https://articleeighteen.com/news/11340/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-04/2022%20Iran.pdf
https://articleeighteen.com/news/11488/
https://articleeighteen.com/news/11617/
https://meconcern.org/2022/08/29/iran-christians-summoned-to-serve-sentences/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/naser-navard-goltapeh
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/fariba-dalir
https://articleeighteen.com/news/12268/
https://articleeighteen.com/news/12125/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/sunnis-iran-protesting-against-decades-discrimination-and-repression
https://twitter.com/BMNEnglish/status/1551980324376252419
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1551338892397350912
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-shopkeepers-strike-zahedan-massacre-amini-protests/32122845.html
https://iran-hrm.com/2022/10/01/mosque-shooting-in-zahedan/
https://iranwire.com/en/politics/110412-casualties-reported-as-iran-security-forces-fire-at-protesters-in-restive-eastern-city/
https://iranwire.com/en/religious-minorities/109880-during-visit-to-restive-iranian-province-cleric-blasts-those-who-threw-water-into-enemys-mill/
https://twitter.com/IranIntl_En/status/1588625975486595073
https://iranwire.com/en/politics/110035-we-wont-compromise-says-most-prominent-sunni-cleric-in-protest-racked-iran/
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1511126012876181516
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/kasra-nouri
https://twitter.com/CSHRIran/status/1564122433463980032
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1564740673764466689
https://twitter.com/ARAMalliance/status/1599892358283214849
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/09/21/remarks-by-president-biden-before-the-77th-session-of-the-united-nations-general-assembly/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/news/2022/11/human-rights-council-establishes-fact-finding-mission-investigate-alleged-human-rights
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/11/02/statement-by-vice-president-kamala-harris-on-iran-protests-and-the-un-commission-on-the-status-of-women/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/12/14/statement-by-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan-on-un-vote-to-remove-iran-from-the-commission-on-the-status-of-women/
https://twitter.com/USCIRF/status/1605679390779576320
https://twitter.com/USCIRF/status/1585351152606253058
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0974
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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NICARAGUA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Nicaragua worsened con-
siderably. The government of Nicaragua, under President Daniel 
Ortega and Vice President Rosario Murillo, escalated its campaign 

of harassment and severe persecution against the Catholic Church 
by targeting clergy, eliminating Church-affiliated organizations, and 
placing restrictions on religious observances. Violations of religious 
freedom that occurred in previous years—such as hate speech 
against the Catholic Church and denial of entry into the country 
for clergy—continued in 2022 as well.

The Nicaraguan government heightened its crackdown 
against members of the clergy. Despite the high level of perse-
cution against Catholic leaders since protests in 2018, 2022 was 
the first year in which the government imprisoned members of the 
clergy. Father Manuel Salvador García was sentenced in June to two 
years in prison for threatening a crowd with a weapon, and later he 
was sentenced to another two years and eight months for allegedly 
assaulting a parishioner. José Leonardo Urbina was sentenced to 
30 years in prison for abuse of a minor; his secret trial lasted only 
two days and lacked due process. Additionally, the government 
made several high-profile moves against Rolando Álvarez, Catholic 
bishop of the Diocese of Matagalpa and Estelí. Following multiple 
instances of harassment in spring and summer, in August police 
conducted an early-morning raid on Bishop Álvarez’s church in 
Matagalpa, detained him, and put him under house arrest in Mana-
gua. Additional priests detained in 2022 include Óscar Benavidez in 
August and Enrique Martínez Gamboa in October. The government 
also engaged in hate speech against clergy and expelled priests or 
prevented them from returning to the country.

Within the context of a widespread crackdown on civil 
society organizations critical of the government, the Ortega 

KEY FINDINGS

regime has also pressured the Catholic Church by hindering or 
preventing Church-affiliated organizations and services from 
operating. In 2022, the regime shut down over 3,000 nongov-
ernmental organizations, often citing legislation such as the 
“foreign agents” law or Law No. 977, Law against Money Laun-
dering, Financing of Terrorism and Financing of the Proliferation 
of Arms, to justify its consolidation of control over civil society. 
The National Assembly ordered the revocation of the legal sta-
tus of a Catholic university and several Catholic educational and 
charitable projects in the city of Estelí and later approved a law 
that would strengthen its control over educational institutions 
and strip funding from the Jesuit-run school Universidad Cen-
troamericana (Central American University). 

In May, the Nicaraguan Institute of Telecommunications and 
Postal Services (TELCOR) ordered the removal of the Episcopal 
Conference of Nicaragua’s Canal Católico (Catholic Channel). In 
its place the regime began airing Nicarao TV, widely perceived 
as a propaganda network. TELCOR also ordered the closure of 
at least eight radio stations operated by the Catholic Church. 
In August, police in Sébaco forcibly entered the chapel where 
Radio Católica operated. They seized broadcast equipment and 
forced the church’s priest to take refuge in the parish house for 
several days.  

In June, the government canceled the legal status of Mis-
sionaries of Charity—an order established by Mother Teresa—for 
allegedly failing to declare the origins of its funding in line with 
Law No. 977. Missionaries of Charity had operated in Nicaragua 
since 1988, running a “children’s nursery, a home for abused and 
abandoned girls and a nursing home.” The government also forced 
the nuns in the order to leave the country.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Redesignate Nicaragua 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); 

	■ Impose targeted sanctions on Nicara-
guan government agencies and officials 
responsible for violence and other puni-
tive actions against houses of worship, 
religious leaders, 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;

	■ Press the Nicaraguan government to 
unconditionally release religious prison-
ers of conscience, commit to due process 
for religious detainees, and permit access 
to Bibles and religious consultations for all 
political prisoners; and

	■ Exercise increased scrutiny of any loan or 
financial or technical assistance provided 
by international financial institutions for 

projects in Nicaragua, pursuant to the 
Reinforcing Nicaragua’s Adherence to 
Conditions for Electoral Reform Act of 
2021 (RENACER Act).

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Hold public hearings to amplify congres-
sional concerns over religious prisoners 
of conscience in Nicaragua and work 
with like-minded parliamentarians in 
other countries to advocate for their 
release and the release of other prisoners  
of conscience.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom in Nicaragua in 2022
	■ Hearing: Crackdown on Religious Freedom in Nicaragua
	■ Podcast: Nicaragua’s Assault on Religious Freedom
	■ Podcast: Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions in Nicaragua

https://www.vozdeamerica.com/a/condenan-al-primer-sacerdote-en-nicaragua-a-carcel/6631227.html
https://cruxnow.com/cns/2022/07/parishioners-protest-arrest-of-second-priest-in-two-months-in-nicaragua
https://www.vozdeamerica.com/a/un-segundo-sacerdote-encarcelado-en-nicaragua-en-menos-de-dos-meses/6658255.html
https://apnews.com/article/religion-caribbean-sexual-abuse-by-clergy-nicaragua-managua-7d66317eaf2eaaf8b59217c77979d7cc
https://www.confidencial.digital/nacion/regimen-condena-a-30-anos-de-carcel-a-monsenor-leonardo-urbina/
https://www.confidencial.digital/nacion/policia-asalta-curia-de-matagalpa-y-secuestra-a-monsenor-alvarez/
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/09/25/politica/3047478-sacerdote-oscar-benavidez-ya-fue-acusado-por-la-fiscalia-aun-se-desconoce-su-supuesto-delito
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252567/another-catholic-priest-has-been-kidnapped-by-nicaraguas-ortega-regime-says-exiled-churchman
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/12/01/politica/3073768-dictadura-ha-eliminado-la-mitad-de-ong-que-existian-antes-de-2018-acaba-de-anular-100-mas
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Financial%20Regulations%20Factsheet.pdf
https://www.vozdeamerica.com/a/gobierno-de-ortega-cancela-personeria-juridica-a-cinco-universidades-privadas-en-nicaragua/6424045.html
https://www.vozdeamerica.com/a/gobierno-de-ortega-cancela-personeria-juridica-a-cinco-universidades-privadas-en-nicaragua/6424045.html
https://www.vozdeamerica.com/a/gobierno-de-ortega-cancela-personeria-juridica-a-cinco-universidades-privadas-en-nicaragua/6424045.html
https://www.ncronline.org/news/people/nicaragua-revokes-legal-status-catholic-charities-educational-projects
https://cruxnow.com/church-in-the-americas/2022/04/nicaragua-strips-funds-from-catholic-university-ups-government-control
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/06/10/derecho-humano-ni/3005982-informe-de-violaciones-a-la-libertad-de-prensa-mayo-2022-censura-del-gobierno-ortega-murillo-en-contra-de-medios-independientes-alcanza-a-iglesia-catolica-de-nicaragua
https://www.confidencial.digital/nacion/familia-ortega-murillo-se-apropia-de-la-senal-del-catolico-de-nicaragua/
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/nicaragua-shuts-catholic-radio-stations-led-by-bishop-critical-regime-2022-08-02/
https://www.confidencial.digital/nacion/telcor-cierra-una-emisora-local-de-la-diocesis-de-esteli/
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/08/01/politica/3025343-antimotines-violentan-portones-de-iglesia-en-sebaco-para-llevarse-los-equipos-de-una-de-las-radios-canceladas
https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/nicaragua-iglesia_la-polic%C3%ADa-de-nicaragua-ingresa-a-la-fuerza-a-una-iglesia/47796534
https://www.confidencial.digital/nacion/policia-nacional-mantiene-sitiados-a-sacerdote-y-feligreses-en-sebaco/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-62076784
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-62076784
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/2022%20Nicaragua%20Country%20Update%20%5BUPDATED%5D.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/crackdown-religious-freedom-nicaragua
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/nicaraguas-assault-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/deteriorating-religious-freedom-conditions-nicaragua


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 )  29

N
IC

A
R

A
G

U
A

Background
President Ortega is the head of state and government of Nicaragua. 
He and his party, the Sandinista National Liberation Front, exercise 
authoritarian control over the government and electoral process. 
Roman Catholics account for about 50 percent of Nicaragua’s pop-
ulation; Evangelical Christians account for 33.2 percent; followers of 
unspecified religions account for 13.2 percent; Jews, Muslims, and 
others account for 2.9 percent; and 0.7 percent do not adhere to 
any 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 targeting the Catholic Church after 
it aided demonstrators and individual clergy voiced opposition to the 
government’s human rights abuses. Since 2018, government actors 
and pro-Ortega groups have routinely intimidated and harassed 
worshipers; vandalized churches; and targeted clergy with defama-
tory accusations, arbitrary arrests, death threats, deportations, and 
violent attacks. 

Persecution of Bishop Rolando Álvarez 
The Nicaraguan government’s persecution against Bishop Álvarez is 
illustrative of its crackdown on members of the clergy. Álvarez was a 
mediator in the national dialogue in 2018 and was critical of the gov-
ernment’s human rights record. In May, police placed Álvarez under 
24-hour surveillance. As a result, Álvarez took refuge in a church in 
Managua—which the police then surrounded—and began a hunger 
strike to protest his treatment. Police allowed the bishop to return to 
his own diocese in Matagalpa but escorted his vehicle for the two-hour 
journey. On August 5, the national police announced an investiga-
tion into Bishop Álvarez. He was under de facto house arrest at his 
Matagalpa church residence for two weeks until police conducted an 
early-morning raid on the church, detained the bishop, and put him 
under house arrest in Managua. He was charged with “conspiracy,” 
“spreading false news,” and “damaging the Nicaraguan government 
and society.” Vice President Murillo justified the bishop’s arrest by 
arguing that it served to “guard the peace, security, and tranquility 
of Nicaraguan families.” In February 2023, a court sentenced Bishop 
Álvarez to 26 years in prison and also announced that “he would be 
fined and stripped of his Nicaraguan citizenship.” 

Authorities detained seven other men at the same time as Bishop 
Álvarez’s arrest, including three priests, one deacon, two seminarians, 
and one layman. In February 2023, the regime sentenced the men to 
10 years in prison for "conspiracy to undermine national integrity" 
and "for spreading false news.” Days later, the regime released the 
seven men and exiled them to the United States along with over 200 
other political prisoners.

Harassment of Clergy
The government continued to use similar tactics as in previous years 
to incite fear in the Catholic community. It again expelled priests and 
prevented them from returning to the country after traveling abroad, 
without any official explanation. Monsignor Waldemar Sommertag 
served as the papal nuncio in Managua starting in 2018. In March 

2022, the Nicaraguan government abruptly withdrew his credentials 
and forced him to leave the country. In September, the Directorate 
General of Immigration and Nationality notified Father Juan de Dios 
García via email that he was banned from returning after he visited 
family in the United States. A short while later, the regime denied 
entry to Father Guillermo Blandón after he traveled to Israel with a 
stopover in the United States. 

Shortly after Pope Francis acknowledged dialogue between the 
Vatican and the Nicaraguan government, President Ortega—during 
a televised speech—called the Church a “perfect dictatorship” and 
renewed his old accusations of clergy as “killers” and “coup plotters.” 
In December, he also accused clergy of “calling for bloodshed” during 
the 2018 protests. 

Prohibition of Religious Rituals 
The regime continued to arbitrarily ban Catholic processions in several 
cities. In August, the police prohibited a procession in Managua for 
“reasons of internal security.” In lieu of the procession, parishioners 
gathered peacefully under heavy police presence for Mass at the 
cathedral. Similar prohibitions occurred at least four times in Septem-
ber, twice in October, and twice in November. 

Key U.S. Policy
The U.S. government continued to enact robust sanctions against 
Nicaraguan organizations and officials. The RENACER Act expanded 
the Corrupt and Undemocratic Actors list to include Nicaragua. In 
March, the U.S. Department of State added nine Nicaraguan officials 
to the list for “undermining the democratic processes or institutions of 
Nicaragua” during the 2021 sham election, making those individuals 
ineligible for visas and admission to the United States. Further rounds 
of visa restrictions came in June and July when the State Department 
imposed restrictions on an additional 116 individuals for undermining 
democracy, including judges, prosecutors, National Assembly mem-
bers, and Interior Ministry officials.

In June, the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign 
Assets Control sanctioned the state-owned mining company Empresa 
Nicaraguense de Minas and one official in the government pursuant 
to Executive Order 13851. In October, the Joseph R. Biden adminis-
tration announced another slate of sanctions against individuals and 
entities in Nicaragua “to hold the Ortega-Murillo regime accountable 
for its escalating human rights violations, continued dismantling of 
democratic institutions,” and attacks on civil society. These measures 
put pressure on Nicaragua’s gold sector, allow for future trade restric-
tions, and impose visa restrictions on more than 500 individuals “who 
work for the Nicaraguan government or formulate, implement, or 
benefit from policies or actions that undermine or injure democratic 
institutions.”

On November 30, the State Department for the first time des-
ignated Nicaragua as a CPC under IRFA and imposed as the relevant 
president action the existing ongoing restrictions referenced in sec-
tion 5 of the Nicaragua Investment Conditionality Act of 2018 (the 
NICA Act). Nicaragua previously had been on the State Department’s 
Special Watch List since 2019.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/nicaragua/
https://www.usip.org/publications/2022/10/nicaragua-crackdown-religious-actors-further-imperils-return-democracy
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/nicaraguan-bishop-alleging-police-harassment-goes-hunger-strike-2022-05-20/
https://www.confidencial.digital/english/monsignor-rolando-alvarez-back-in-matagalpa-under-heavy-police-deployment/
https://apnews.com/article/religion-caribbean-nicaragua-daniel-ortega-rosario-murillo-6d7da2ea9523716a67ab51447c87ac55
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2022/aug/19/nicaraguan-bishop-arrested-standoff-rolando-alvarez-daniel-ortega
https://www.confidencial.digital/nacion/policia-asalta-curia-de-matagalpa-y-secuestra-a-monsenor-alvarez/
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/nicaraguan-catholic-bishop-sentenced-prison-stripped-citizenship-2023-02-11/
https://www.laprensani.com/2023/02/09/politica/3104114-estos-son-los-presos-desterrados-a-ee-uu
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/09/13/politica/3043307-regimen-prohibe-el-ingreso-al-pais-al-padre-juan-de-dios-garcia-vicario-de-la-parroquia-santo-cristo-de-las-colinas
https://www.confidencial.digital/politica/regimen-destierra-al-sacerdote-guillermo-blandon-parroco-de-boaco/
https://apnews.com/article/pope-francis-religion-nicaragua-mother-teresa-government-and-politics-f3d6d772d505ae06e0efd44fe4c8f100
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220929-after-pope-outreach-nicaragua-s-ortega-calls-church-a-dictatorship
https://apnews.com/article/sacred-rivers-religion-caribbean-nicaragua-86f05f84f1ebe9ed19be16b98fde4a43
https://apnews.com/article/religion-caribbean-nicaragua-daniel-ortega-1b445342ed152a98b0245f0a3ac50267
https://www.confidencial.digital/nacion/ortega-y-murillo-prohiben-celebraciones-catolicas-y-evangelicas/
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/09/17/nacionales/3044794-policia-orteguista-prohibe-realizar-procesiones-a-parroquias-de-masaya-informa-arquidiocesis
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/09/17/nacionales/3044794-policia-orteguista-prohibe-realizar-procesiones-a-parroquias-de-masaya-informa-arquidiocesis
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/10/28/nacionales/3060854-policia-sigue-prohibiendo-procesiones-catolicas
https://www.laprensani.com/2022/10/07/nacionales/3052652-feligreses-celebran-a-san-jeronimo-pese-al-asedio-y-bloqueo-policial
https://www.confidencial.digital/nacion/regimen-cancela-procesion-en-masaya-y-obliga-a-fieles-a-regresar-a-la-parroquia/
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252937/dictatorship-in-nicaragua-prohibits-immaculate-conception-procession
https://www.congress.gov/117/plaws/publ54/PLAW-117publ54.pdf
https://www.state.gov/u-s-action-against-corruption-and-attacks-on-democracy-in-nicaragua
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/11/07/statement-by-president-joseph-r-biden-jr-on-nicaraguas-sham-elections/
https://www.state.gov/visa-restrictions-on-ortega-murillo-regime-officials-for-undermining-democracy/
https://www.state.gov/reports/section-353-corrupt-and-undemocratic-actors-report-2022/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0822
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/10/24/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-expands-efforts-to-hold-nicaraguan-government-accountable/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1046
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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NIGERIA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Nigeria remained poor, 
with both state and nonstate actors committing particularly 
severe violations of religious freedom. While some officials 

worked to address drivers of religious freedom violations, others 
actively infringed on the religious freedom rights of Nigerians, 
including by enforcing blasphemy laws. Criminal activity and violent 
armed group incidents impacting religious freedom worsened.

A Shari’a court sentenced Sheikh Abduljabar Kabara to death 
for blasphemy. Judicial authorities sentenced humanist leader 
Mubarak Bala to 24 years in prison for blasphemy and other 
charges. A high court ruled that blasphemy laws in Shari’a penal 
codes are constitutional and remanded the blasphemy case against 
Yahaya Sharif Aminu back to Shari’a courts for retrial. In September, 
armed officers conducted a surprise raid on the residence of the 
presiding judge of the Kano Court of Appeal, who was the only 
judge who dissented the ruling. Kabara, Bala, and Sharif Aminu 
remained incarcerated at year’s end, along with several other indi-
viduals accused of blasphemy. Meanwhile, religious police arrested 
19 people accused of organizing a wedding ceremony for two indi-
viduals of the same sex in Kano State, where Muslims convicted of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) 
activity face execution or public flogging under Shari’a legal codes. 

Mob violence in Zamfara killed Christian university student 
Deborah Yakubu due to blasphemy accusations. Officials in Bauchi 
State arrested Christian healthcare worker Rhoda Jatau for blas-
phemy for comments she shared on social media in the aftermath 
of the violence. Authorities only brought minor charges against two 
of the instigators of violence against Yakubu and no charges against 
the instigators of violence against Jatau.

Rampant violence and atrocities across Nigeria continued 
to impact freedom of religion or belief, including militant Islamist 
violence; some forms of identity-based violence; mob violence; 

KEY FINDINGS

and criminal, political, and vigilante violence impacting worship. 
The Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP) claimed several 
attacks against Christian communities, including allegedly killing 
40 people in an attack on a Catholic Church in Ondo State during 
Pentecost Sunday services and bombing a market in Borno State 
that sold alcohol. 

In many of the country’s complex violent crises, armed actors 
targeted worshipers and religious leaders. Attacks targeted 
churches and mosques in Kaduna State, mosques in Zamfara and 
Katsina states, and several Christian leaders in other parts of the 
country. Tensions at the intersection of ethnicity, religion, and geo-
graphic heritage yielded atrocities in several regions, including in 
Plateau, Benue, and Anambra states. 

Federal authorities accelerated efforts to address violence 
impacting religious freedom, including by institutionalizing harsher 
punishments against perpetrators, improving military efforts to 
neutralize Islamist fighters in the north, and strengthening efforts to 
investigate and arrest perpetrators of the most egregious attacks. 
The effectiveness of these efforts remained in question, while 
in some regions state and local officials failed to fully prosecute 
individuals who incited mob violence against alleged blasphemers. 

Security and judicial sector reform aimed at deterring and 
providing redress for religious violence remained stagnant, with 
such efforts largely absent from or peripheral to leading politicians’ 
policy priorities. The government’s human rights record continued 
to be poor, with reports emerging of a decades-long forced abor-
tion campaign facilitated by the Nigerian military against rescued 
abductees of Boko Haram. 

Despite continued religious freedom challenges in the coun-
try, in November the U.S. Department of State failed to designate 
Nigeria as a country of particularly concern (CPC) for engaging in 
particularly severe violations of religious freedom.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Designate Nigeria 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), 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;

	■ Appoint a Special Envoy for Nigeria and 
the Lake Chad Basin to maximize U.S. 

diplomatic efforts to address religious 
freedom violations and atrocity risk in 
Nigeria and the Lake Chad Basin; and

	■ Diplomatically, financially, and adminis-
tratively support Nigerian civil society 
organizations to coordinate a national 
dialogue on implementing United 
Nations Human Rights Council (UNHCR) 
Resolution 16/18 and to promote reli-
gious freedom and tolerance while 
safeguarding freedom of expression.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Revitalize the bipartisan Nigeria caucus 
to place due focus on security, atrocity 
risk, human rights, and religious freedom 
challenges in Nigeria; and

	■ Request that the Government Account-
ability Office (GAO) investigate the 
effectiveness of U.S. assistance to Nigeria 
in achieving religious freedom objectives 
in the country.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Hearing: Religious Freedom, Violence, and U.S. Policy in Nigeria
	■ Policy Update: Violence and Religious Freedom in Nigeria
	■ Policy Update: Blasphemy Laws in Nigeria
	■ Commission Delegation Visit: Abuja in June 2022
	■ Podcast: Religious Freedom Takeaways on the Ground in Nigeria

https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/docs/16session/a.hrc.res.16.18_en.pdf
https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/docs/16session/a.hrc.res.16.18_en.pdf
https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/docs/16session/a.hrc.res.16.18_en.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abduljabar-nasiru-kabara
https://www.bbc.com/pidgin/articles/cd1v7wllzn5o
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/mubarak-bala
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/yahaya-sharif-aminu
https://frf-nigeria.org/2022/09/22/appeal-court-judges-home-raided-by-armed-efcc-agents/#:~:text=Yesterday%2C%20armed%20officers%20of%20the,in%20the%20hours%20of%20darkness.
https://www.africanews.com/2022/12/20/police-raid-gay-wedding-in-nigeria-arrest-19/?utm_source=Eurasia+Group+Signal&utm_campaign=8df62628ac-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2022_12_21_12_11&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_e605619869-8df62628ac-%5BLIST_EMAIL_ID%5D
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Sharia%20and%20LGBTI.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Sharia%20and%20LGBTI.pdf
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/rest-of-africa/nigerian-troops-kill-103-terrorists-in-3-weeks-4064686
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/nigeria-military-abortions/
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/religious-freedom-violence-and-us-policy-nigeria
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/violence-nigeria-policy-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/blasphemy-laws-nigeria
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-delegation-travels-nigeria-assess-religious-freedom-conditions
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/religious-freedom-takeaways-ground-nigeria
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Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa, with an estimated 
219 million people. Among these, 53.5 percent identify as Muslim; 
45.9 percent identify as Christian; and 0.6 percent identify with other 
religious or nonreligious beliefs, including atheism, African traditional 
religions, the Baha’i faith, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Judaism. Nigeria’s 
1999 Constitution protects freedom of religion or belief and prohibits 
the state from establishing a state religion. The Nigerian Criminal 
Code includes a penalty of up to two years’ imprisonment for blas-
phemy. Twelve northern states use Islamic Shari’a criminal and family 
codes alongside civil and customary laws. These Shari’a codes prohibit 
blasphemy and other offenses based on Islamic law as interpreted by 
each state’s High Court. 

Blasphemy Cases
In December, a Shari’a court sentenced Sheikh Abduljabbar Kabara to 
death by hanging for offending the Prophet in his preaching. In April, 
a court in Kano State sentenced humanist leader Mubarak Bala to 24 
years in prison for blasphemy after he pled guilty against the advice 
of his lawyers and seemingly against his own convictions. In August, 
a high court in Kano ruled that blasphemy laws in Shari’a penal codes 
are constitutional and remanded the blasphemy case against Tijaniyya 
Muslim Yahaya Sharif Aminu back to Shari’a courts for retrial. 

In May, a mob in Zamfara State stoned Christian student Deborah 
Yakubu to death and burned her body because they perceived remarks 
she made in a WhatsApp thread as insulting to Islam. In June, a mob in 
Abuja stoned and burned Muslim Ahmad Usman to death for alleged 
blasphemy, although investigations implicated organized criminal 
activity as likely playing a major role in the incident. 

Some government officials made public statements condemning 
mob violence against alleged blasphemers and issued temporary 
curfews to quell rising threats to public safety. However, authorities 
limited charges against two alleged perpetrators of violence that 
killed Yakubu to bailable offenses. When a mob in Bauchi State mobi-
lized to retaliate against Christian healthcare worker Rhoda Jatau for 
making comments they considered blasphemous in the aftermath of 
Yakubu’s murder, authorities arrested Jatau on charges of blasphemy 
instead of arresting those who incited violence against her.

Violence Impacting Religious Freedom
Rampant violence and atrocities across Nigeria continued to impact 
freedom of religion or belief for many Nigerians. During a rampage 
across several villages in February, ISWAP burned at least one church. 
In April, ISWAP bombed a bar in Taraba State in an attempt to target 
“infidel Christians,” killing three and injuring 19. Investigations allege 
that ISWAP killed at least 40 people in a June attack on Pentecost 
Sunday targeting a Catholic Church in Owo, Ondo State. In October, 
ISWAP attacked a church in Kogi State, killing two people and injuring 
several others. Boko Haram also continued to commit violations in its 

campaign to install undemocratic Islamic rule, with 100 of the school-
girls they abducted in Chibok in 2014 still missing.

Complex violent crises across the country involving dynamic 
alliances of insurgent, criminal, and vigilante actors also impacted 
freedom of worship for both Muslims and Christians. In Kaduna State 
in March, alleged bandits reportedly abducted 14 worshipers from 
a mosque during Isha prayers. In June, two simultaneous attacks on 
churches in Kaduna State reportedly killed eight people and resulted 
in 38 abductions. In July, armed actors abducted two priests in Kaduna 
State, resulting in the death of one. In September, gunmen kidnapped 
dozens of worshipers from Friday prayers in Zamfara State, and later 
that month armed assailants killed 15 people during an attack on 
a mosque. In December, gunmen abducted 19 worshipers from a 
mosque in Katsina State.

In Plateau State in March 2022, tensions triggered by an attack 
on a convoy of Muslim worshipers in August 2021 reignited, resulting 
in fatalities from both Muslim and Christian communities. In May, 
armed assailants killed a pregnant Muslim Hausa woman and her four 
children, with local analysis concluding that discrimination likely played 
a key role in the attack. 

In January, the Nigerian government issued a policy considering 
all activities by or in support of “bandits” and “gunmen” as prosecut-
able under the Terrorism Prevention Act (2013). In April, the Nigerian 
Congress made kidnapping punishable by death and criminalized 
ransom payments in an attempt to curb growing abduction rackets 
that have impacted religious leaders and worshipers. Authorities 
also made several prominent arrests, including five individuals for 
conducting the Pentecost church attack in Owo.

Despite these efforts, ISWAP expanded its territorial reach and 
conducted several sophisticated attacks in 2022. While the Nigerian 
government often projects an overly optimistic picture of its capacity 
and readiness to combat violent actors, sources from the ground 
allege that chronic institutional challenges plague the effectiveness 
of Nigeria’s security and judicial systems. 

Key U.S. Policy
In 2022, the Joseph R. Biden administration again failed to designate 
Nigeria as a CPC for engaging in particularly severe religious freedom 
violations, having removed it from the CPC list the previous year. In 
April, the U.S. Congress approved the release of a nearly $1 billion 
weapons sale to Nigeria that was paused due to human rights con-
cerns, garnering criticism from human rights organizations. The U.S. 
Embassy in Nigeria held several trainings with Nigerian security forces 
to improve civilian protection in military operations. The U.S. gov-
ernment continued to support peacebuilding programs and efforts 
to promote interfaith dialogue and harmony. The U.S. Embassy also 
demonstrated commitment to protect Nigeria’s religious and cultural 
heritage, including by funding a project to protect the Busanyin Shrine 
in the Osun Osogbo Sacred Grove.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/nigeria/#people-and-society
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Nigeria_2011.pdf?lang=en
https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/countries/africa-sub-saharan/nigeria/
https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/countries/africa-sub-saharan/nigeria/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abduljabar-nasiru-kabara
https://www.bbc.com/pidgin/articles/cd1v7wllzn5o
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/mubarak-bala
https://www.dw.com/en/nigeria-sentences-atheist-to-24-years-for-blasphemy/a-61372653#:~:text=Mubarak%20Bala%2C%20in%20detention%20for,for%20human%20rights%20in%20Nigeria.%22&text=A%20Nigerian%20court%20on%20Tuesday,years%20in%20prison%20for%20blasphemy.
https://www.dw.com/en/nigeria-sentences-atheist-to-24-years-for-blasphemy/a-61372653#:~:text=Mubarak%20Bala%2C%20in%20detention%20for,for%20human%20rights%20in%20Nigeria.%22&text=A%20Nigerian%20court%20on%20Tuesday,years%20in%20prison%20for%20blasphemy.
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/nigerias-sharia-blasphemy-law-not-unconstitutional-court-rules-2022-08-17/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/yahaya-sharif-aminu
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/may/12/female-student-nigeria-beaten-to-death-sokoto
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/may/12/female-student-nigeria-beaten-to-death-sokoto
https://www.voanews.com/a/nigerian-mob-sets-man-ablaze-over-alleged-blasphemy-/6603909.html#:~:text=Blasphemy%20has%20been%20a%20subject,Usman%20a%20local%20vigilante%20member.
https://punchng.com/group-warns-against-killing-of-sokoto-youth-over-alleged-blasphemy/
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSLM205771
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSLM205771
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/05/17/press/5704/article.htm
https://morningstarnews.org/2022/10/christian-woman-on-trial-for-blasphemy-in-northeast-nigeria/
https://www.thedefensepost.com/2022/02/28/nigeria-jihadists-attacks/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/islamic-state-claims-nigeria-bombing-says-about-30-killed-or-hurt-2022-04-21/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/nigeria-says-suspects-islamic-state-carrying-out-church-massacre-2022-06-09/
https://saharareporters.com/2022/10/18/iswap-terrorists-claim-responsibility-attack-kogi-state-church-killing-two-worshippers
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/rest-of-africa/boko-haram-kill-iswap-fighters-wives-4045944
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-62324294
https://tribuneonlineng.com/bandits-attack-mosque-abduct-24-in-kaduna/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/gunmen-kill-eight-kidnap-38-church-attacks-nigeria-christian-association-2022-06-20/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/gunmen-kill-eight-kidnap-38-church-attacks-nigeria-christian-association-2022-06-20/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/kidnapped-nigerian-catholic-priest-found-dead-another-escapes-2022-07-19/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/gunmen-kidnap-nigerian-worshippers-attending-prayers-mosque-2022-09-02/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/armed-bandits-kill-15-mosque-northwest-nigeria-residents-2022-09-24/
https://www.voanews.com/a/gunmen-kidnap-worshippers-in-nigeria-mosque-attack/6861978.html
https://www.barrons.com/news/clashes-kill-seven-in-flashpoint-nigerian-region-01649009407
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/may/30/pro-biafra-militants-accused-of-killing-pregnant-woman-and-children-in-nigeria
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/6/nigeria-labels-bandit-gangs-terrorists-in-bid-to-stem-violence
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/nigerian-senate-outlaws-ransom-payments-sets-death-penalty-abductions-2022-04-27/#:~:text=The%20bill%2C%20which%20amends%20Nigeria's,life%20imprisonment%20in%20other%20cases.
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/nigeria-arrests-suspects-catholic-church-massacre-local-tv-2022-08-09/
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/west-africa/nigeria/after-shekau-confronting-jihadists-nigerias-north-east
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-62069753
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/us-approves-arms-sale-nigeria-after-pause-over-human-rights-concerns-2022-04-15/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/us-approves-arms-sale-nigeria-after-pause-over-human-rights-concerns-2022-04-15/
https://fpif.org/why-is-the-u-s-selling-weapons-to-nigeria-after-it-bombed-civilians/
https://ng.usembassy.gov/protection-of-civilians-is-front-and-center-in-u-s-engagement-with-nigerian-military-officers/
https://ng.usembassy.gov/united-states-and-nigerian-military-officers-confer-on-techniques-for-protecting-civilians/
https://ng.usembassy.gov/united-states-actions-to-protect-cultural-heritage/
https://ng.usembassy.gov/u-s-government-support-for-documentation-of-osun-osogbo-sacred-groove-completed/
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NORTH KOREA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in North Korea remained 
among the worst in the world. North Korea’s ruling ideology, 
known as Kimilsungism-Kimjongilism, forbids competing ideolo-

gies—including religious ones—and treats religion as an existential 
threat. The country’s most fundamental legal document, known as 
the Ten Principles for the Establishment of a Monolithic Leadership 
System, requires absolute loyalty and obedience to the teachings 
of North Korean leaders. The Ten Principles contradict the rights 
and freedoms enshrined in international law and in the country’s 
own constitution, which nominally grants religious freedom. The 
ruling Workers’ Party of Korea actively enforces the Ten Principles 
at all levels of government and across society, monitors and con-
trols religious belief and activities, and systematically denies North 
Korean citizens the right to religious freedom. 

North Korea’s discriminatory songbun system classifies 
citizens based on their perceived loyalty to the state. Religious prac-
titioners belong to the “hostile” class and are considered enemies 
of the state, deserving “discrimination, punishment, isolation, and 
even execution.” The government attempts to provide an illusion 
of religious freedom to the outside world through state-controlled 
religious sites and organizations, which include the Korean Buddhist 
Federation, the Korean Christian Federation, and the Korean Cath-
olic Association. In reality, religious freedom remains nonexistent 
as authorities actively and systematically target and persecute 

KEY FINDINGS

religious groups and adherents, including Christians, practitioners 
of shamanism, and others.  

Protestant Christians remain especially vulnerable to perse-
cution. According to a 2022 report by the War Crimes Committee 
of the International Bar Association and the Committee for Human 
Rights in North Korea, human rights abuses—including religious 
freedom abuses—in North Korean detention centers amount to 
crimes against humanity. Christians make up a disproportionate 
number of detainees in these detention centers. Authorities con-
sider the practice of their faith a political crime and levy particularly 
harsh punishments on prisoners from that community, including 
severe torture and killing. For example, a former detainee at the 
Onsong labor detention center estimated that between 50 and 60 
percent of the facility’s population are Christian or have had con-
tact with Christianity. The Ministry of State Security, North Korea’s 
secret police agency, is the principal perpetrator responsible for 
the persecution of Christians. 

Furthermore, North Korean law bans shamanistic practices 
as “superstitious acts.” The Ministry of People’s Security, North 
Korea’s police agency, is primarily responsible for abuses against 
practitioners of shamanism. Information on religious freedom con-
ditions for practitioners of other major religious traditions in North 
Korea—such as Buddhism, Catholicism, and Chondoism—remains 
severely limited. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ 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; 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 swiftly confirm the nom-
inee for Special Envoy for North Korean 
Human Rights Issues. 

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Special Report: Kimilsungism-Kimjongilism and the Right to Freedom of Religion, Thought, and Conscience in North Korea 
	■ Hearing: U.S. Policy and Freedom of Religion or Belief in North Korea 

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-07/2022%20North%20Korea%20Report.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-07/2022%20North%20Korea%20Report.pdf
https://www.ncnk.org/sites/default/files/DPRK%20constitution%20%282019%29.pdf
https://www.hrnk.org/uploads/pdfs/HRNK_Songbun_Web.pdf
https://www.libertymagazine.org/article/religious-persecution-and-power-in-north-korea1
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-07/2022%20North%20Korea%20Report.pdf
https://www.hrnk.org/uploads/pdfs/Report%20Findings%20Inquiry%20on%20Crimes%20Against%20Humanity.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-07/2022%20North%20Korea%20Report.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/kimilsungism-kimjongilism-and-right-freedom-religion-thought-and-conscience-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/us-policy-and-freedom-religion-or-belief-north-korea
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Background
Information about religious demographics and religious freedom 
conditions in North Korea is difficult to confirm and often outdated. 
Historically, North Koreans followed Buddhism and an indigenous 
syncretic religious movement known as Chondoism (Religion of the 
Heavenly Way). The country was also home to 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 two percent of the 
total population. Shamanism and traditional folk religion practices, 
such as fortunetelling, are also prevalent.

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 
contributed to a further decrease. According to the South Korean 
Ministry of Unification, only 67 North Koreans defected to South 
Korea in 2022—one of the lowest numbers in over 20 years. The 
Chinese government views all North Korean refugees as illegal eco-
nomic migrants and repatriates them if discovered, without regard to 
their risk of persecution upon return, in violation of its international 
obligations. North Korean refugees who have contact with Christian 
missionaries and nongovernmental organization workers in China 
face severe punishment when repatriated to North Korea. Chinese 
authorities have expelled hundreds of South Korean missionaries 
since 2017, many of whom played an instrumental role in helping 
North Korean refugees escape. 

International Accountability in the  
United Nations (UN)
In March, Tomás Ojea Quintana, then Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea, submitted a report to the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) 
raising concerns about North Korea’s deprivation of its people’s fun-
damental freedoms, including the freedom of expression, religion, 
and thought. It recommended that North Korea “review the Law on 
the Elimination of Reactionary Thought and Culture, and promote 
and protect freedom of expression, access to information and free-
dom of religion, including for young people.” In August, the UNHRC 
appointed Elizabeth Salmón of Peru as the incoming Special Rap-
porteur on the situation of human rights in the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea.

In April, the UNHRC adopted a resolution condemning “[long-
standing] and ongoing systematic, widespread and gross human 
rights violations and other human rights abuses committed” in 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 discrimination based on the songbun 
system. The UNHRC also called on the North Korean government 
to ensure the right to thought, conscience, and religion or belief. In 
December, the UN General Assembly passed a resolution expressing 
concerns over North Korea’s dire human rights conditions and calling 
for international efforts to improve them. 

Key U.S. Policy
There was little to no change in U.S.-North Korea relations in 2022. 
Officials with the administration of President Joseph R. Biden 
repeated the U.S. commitment to diplomacy and dialogue with North 
Korea, without preconditions, to which the North Korean government 
offered no positive response. During President Biden’s visit with South 
Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol in May, the two leaders issued a 
joint statement that expressed grave concern over the human rights 
situation in North Korea. In December, U.S. Secretary of State Antony 
J. Blinken, U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin, and their Aus-
tralian counterparts issued a joint statement during the U.S.-Australia 
Ministerial Consultations that called on North Korea to engage in 
denuclearization dialogue, while expressing grave concern over severe 
human rights violations in that country. 

On November 30, the U.S. Department of State redesignated 
North Korea as a CPC under IRFA and reimposed as the relevant 
presidential action the existing, ongoing restrictions to which the 
country is already subject under Sections 402 and 409 of the Trade 
Act of 1974. That same month, pursuant to Executive Order 13687, the 
U.S. Department of the Treasury sanctioned North Korea’s Ministry of 
State Security Border Guard General Bureau (BGGB) for its complicity 
in human rights abuses along that country’s borders with China and 
Russia. On January 23, 2023, shortly after the reporting period, Pres-
ident Biden nominated Julie Turner for the position of Special Envoy 
on North Korean Human Rights Issues.

In March, Representative Young Kim (R-CA) and Representative 
Ami Bera (D-CA) introduced in the U.S. House of Representatives a bipar-
tisan bill to reauthorize the North Korean Human Rights Act (H.R.7332), 
but the House took no further action on the measure. In May, Senator 
Marco Rubio (R-FL) and Senator Tim Kaine (D-VA) introduced the Senate 
version of the bill (S.4216), which the Senate passed in December. As 
the law expired at the end of fiscal year 2022 and was not reauthorized 
by the conclusion of the 117th Congress (January 2021–January 2023), 
members of the House and Senate are likely to reintroduce new versions. 

https://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2012/12/globalReligion-tables.pdf
https://www.unikorea.go.kr/eng_unikorea/relations/statistics/defectors/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/A.HRC49_74_advanceuneditedversion.docx
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/A.HRC49_74_advanceuneditedversion.docx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-dprk
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/LTD/G22/290/42/PDF/G2229042.pdf?OpenElement
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20221216001100325
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/21/united-states-republic-of-korea-leaders-joint-statement/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-and-republic-of-korea-foreign-minister-park-jin-at-a-joint-press-availability/
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/national-security-daily/2022/11/03/why-biden-isnt-changing-course-on-north-korea-00064912
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/21/united-states-republic-of-korea-leaders-joint-statement/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-australia-u-s-ministerial-consultations-ausmin-2022/
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20221207003100325
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1155
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/01/23/nominations-sent-to-the-senate-92/
https://youngkim.house.gov/media/press-releases/reps-young-kim-ami-bera-lead-north-korean-human-rights-reauthorization-act
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7332
https://www.kaine.senate.gov/press-releases/rubio-kaine-introduce-bill-to-reauthorize-north-korean-human-rights-act
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/4216
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10246
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PAKISTAN
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, Pakistan’s religious freedom conditions continued to 
deteriorate. Religious minorities were subject to frequent attacks 
and threats, including accusations of blasphemy, targeted kill-

ings, lynchings, mob violence, forced conversions, sexual violence 
against women and girls, and desecration of houses of worship 
and cemeteries. Members of the Shi’a Muslim, Ahmadiyya Muslim, 
Christian, Hindu, and Sikh communities faced the continued threat 
of persecution via harsh and discriminatory legislation, such as 
anti-Ahmadiyya and blasphemy laws, as well as increasingly aggres-
sive societal discrimination amid a rise in radical Islamist influence. 
These laws have enabled and encouraged radical Islamists to oper-
ate with impunity, openly targeting religious minorities or those 
with differing beliefs, including nonbelievers.

The new government under Prime Minister Shahbaz Sharif, 
which took office in April, weaponized the country’s blasphemy 
laws against former Prime Minister Imran Khan and his cabinet 
members. Religious minorities, however, were especially vulner-
able to prosecution or violence based on blasphemy allegations 
in a society that has grown increasingly intolerant of religious 
diversity. Blasphemy cases remained a substantial threat to reli-
gious freedom, as did the sort of mob violence that has long 
accompanied such accusations. In February, a court sentenced 
Notan Lal—the owner and principal of a private school in Ghotki, 
Sindh—to life in prison under Article 295(c) of the Pakistani Penal 
Code (PPC) after a student accused him of insulting the Prophet 
three years prior. His appeal remains pending despite pleas of 

KEY FINDINGS

innocence. That same month, an angry mob in Punjab Province 
stoned to death Muhammad Mushtaq, a mentally ill man accused 
of burning the Qur’an; a mob of some 300 people then hanged 
his body from a tree. 

Societal violence and targeted killings also continued to 
plague the country’s religious minorities. In January, unknown 
gunmen killed a Christian priest and wounded another as they 
drove home from Sunday Mass in Peshawar. In May, unidentified 
assailants gunned down two Sikh businessmen in Peshawar, and a 
seminary student stabbed to death an Ahmadiyya man in Okara 
District, Punjab Province. The victim’s family members accused 
the chief cleric of the seminary of provoking the student to com-
mit murder by delivering sermons calling for violence against the 
Ahmadiyya community. From January to July alone, that community 
reported the desecration of over 170 graves and at least two houses 
of worship, often with the assistance of authorities. In July in Punjab 
Province, 53 Ahmadiyya graves were desecrated in Gujranwala 
District under the supervision of the police, while security forces 
arrested several Ahmadis for conducting Islamic ritual slaughter 
in celebration of the Eid al-Adha holiday and thereby “posing as 
Muslims.” In June, a group of armed men desecrated a Hindu tem-
ple in Karachi after two spokespersons for India’s ruling Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) reportedly made insulting statements about 
the Prophet Muhammad; Pakistan’s government vowed to hold 
the perpetrators accountable, although it had made no arrests by 
the end of 2022. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ 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 viola-
tions 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 such repeal, enact reforms 

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

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

 ■ Address radical Islamist rhetoric, which 
often precedes 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 religiously based crimes; and

 ■ Reform educational textbooks, curricula, 
and teacher training materials to ensure 
content is inclusive of and not discrimi-
natory 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.-Paki-
stan bilateral relationship through hearings, 
letters, and congressional delegations and 
advocate for the release of religious pris-
oners of conscience in Pakistan, including 
Junaid Hafeez, Asif Pervaiz, Notan Lal, 
Zafar Bhatti, and Aneeqa Ateeq. 

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom in Pakistan in 2022
	■ Podcast: Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions in South Asia

https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/junaid-hafeez
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/asif-pervaiz
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/notan-lal
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/zafar-bhatti
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/aneeqa-ateeq
https://www.voanews.com/a/pakistan-former-pm-khan-faces-disputed-blasphemy-charges/6552901.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/notan-lal
https://www.dw.com/en/pakistan-mob-stones-man-to-death-for-alleged-quran-burning/a-60761020
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jan/31/pakistani-priest-shot-killed-police-manhunt
https://www.dawn.com/news/1690355
https://www.aajenglish.tv/news/30286530/madrassa-graduate-murders-ahmadi-after-sermons-in-okara
https://nayadaur.tv/category/ahmadiyya-community/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1699181
https://apnews.com/article/politics-pakistan-new-delhi-india-arrests-276771734da5146d43ff3dd52edf2cd2
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/2022%20Pakistan%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/deteriorating-religious-freedom-conditions-south-asia
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Background
Pakistan’s population is an estimated 96.5 percent Muslim (85–90 
percent Sunni, 10–15 percent Shi’a, and 0.2 percent Ahmadi) with 
smaller populations of Hindus, Christians, Sikhs, Buddhists, Baha’is, 
and Zoroastrians comprising the remaining 3.5 percent. Pakistan was 
established as an Islamic Republic in 1956, granting special status to 
Islam; the constitution establishes Islam as the state religion, defines 
the country’s purpose “wherein the Muslims shall be enabled to order 
their lives . . . in accordance with the teachings and requirements of 
Islam,” and allows only Muslims to serve as president and prime min-
ister. Pakistan’s constitution nominally protects religious freedom by 
prohibiting faith-based discrimination and guaranteeing the right to 
religious practices and education while reserving 10 seats for religious 
minorities in the National Assembly, four in the Senate, and 23 in four 
provincial assemblies. However, a 1974 constitutional amendment 
declares Ahmadis non-Muslims, excluding them from representation. 
In addition, Pakistan maintains several laws, including criminal blas-
phemy and anti-Ahmadiyya laws, that further restrict the freedom of 
religion or belief.

Blasphemy and Anti-Ahmadiyya Laws
Sections 295 and 298 of the PPC criminalize acts and speech insulting 
religion or defiling the Qur’an, the Prophet Muhammad, 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. Those accused of blas-
phemy face violence, imprisonment with limited opportunity for 
bail, and even the death sentence, although no blasphemy convict 
has been executed by the state in Pakistan. In January 2023—after 
the reporting period—the National Assembly passed a draft law 
that would increase the penalties for certain blasphemy cases to life 
imprisonment while eliminating their eligibility for bail. 

Articles 298(b) and 298(c) of the PPC prohibit Ahmadis from 
self-identifying as Muslim, forcing them 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. Ahmadiyya Muslims are 
prohibited from citing the Qur’an or Hadith; displaying Qur’anic text 
on gravestones, houses of worship, or elsewhere; sharing their faith; 
or calling their places of worship “mosques.” 

Sexual Violence and Forced Conversion of Women 
and Girls
Abductions, forced conversion to Islam, rape, and forced mar-
riage—frequently allowed with impunity—remain imminent threats 
for religious minority women and children, particularly Christians, 
Hindus, and Sikhs. In January, neighbors abducted, forcibly converted 
to Islam, and married Mahnoor Ashraf, a 14-year-old Christian girl in 
Lahore, to a 45-year-old Muslim man. In March, in Sindh Province, a 
man attempting to abduct and forcibly marry 18-year-old Hindu Pooja 

Kumari shot and killed her when she resisted. In April, 12-year-old 
Christian Zarvia Pervaiz was abducted, forced to convert to Islam, and 
married to a 40-year-old man; a Lahore judge dismissed her parents’ 
case in August, claiming that she had converted and married “of her 
own free will” despite her status as a minor. 

In October, concerns over such abuses prompted several United 
Nations special rapporteurs, including those on freedom of religion 
or belief and on violence against women and girls, to express their 
concern to the government of Pakistan. That communication provided 
a series of individual examples, which it referred to as “indicative of 
a wider phenomenon throughout the country,” and it warned of the 
reported “inaction and complicity of security forces and the judiciary 
in the face of these abuses.”

Radical Islamism: Armed Groups and  
Political Influence
Radical Islamist influence continued to worsen in 2022, including 
through armed groups, political factions, and individuals, many of 
whom used rhetoric, disinformation, or direct violence targeting 
religious minorities. Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP) gained popu-
larity, using blasphemy laws as rallying points. In March, the Islamic 
State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) killed over 60 in a deadly attack on a Shi’a 
mosque, marking yet another instance of extremist violence against 
religious minorities. 

Key U.S. Policy
The United States has long considered Pakistan’s stability and secu-
rity a foreign policy priority, making it one of the largest recipients 
of U.S. foreign aid—more than $32 billion over the last two decades. 
It increased that level of aid in 2022, largely due to the devastating 
floods that covered vast swaths of Pakistani territory from June to 
August, killing over 1,700 and destroying around 2.3 million homes. By 
the start of 2023, the U.S. government had provided over $98 million 
in humanitarian assistance in response to that crisis, largely through 
the U.S. Agency for International Development. This assistance came 
in addition to U.S. support in 2022 for Pakistani efforts to combat the 
COVID-19 epidemic, including pledging and partially implementing 
the donation of an additional 77 million vaccine doses. In October, the 
United States hosted a visit from Pakistan’s outgoing Chief of Army 
Staff, General Qamar Javed Bajwa, just weeks after announcing plans 
to move forward with a $450 million deal to support the Pakistani Air 
Force’s F-16 program. Reports suggest that these dynamics may point 
to improvement in bilateral relations, long complicated by the two 
countries’ starkly differing agendas and interests vis-à-vis Pakistan’s 
neighbors in Afghanistan, India, and China.

On November 30, the U.S. Department of State redesignated 
Pakistan as a CPC under IRFA. However, as in prior years, the State 
Department issued a national interest waiver that absolved Pakistan of 
liability to sanctions or other significant penalties that would otherwise 
accompany that designation.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/pakistan/#people-and-society
https://na.gov.pk/uploads/documents/1333523681_951.pdf
https://www.pakistani.org/pakistan/constitution/part3.ch2.html
https://www.ucanews.com/news/minorities-worry-as-pakistan-sharpens-blasphemy-law/100086
https://hrcp-web.org/hrcpweb/amendments-to-blasphemy-laws-create-further-room-for-persecution/
https://jubileecampaign.org/conversion-without-consent-a-report-on-the-abductions-forced-conversions-and-forced-marriages-of-christian-girls-and-women-in-pakistan/
https://www.persecution.org/2022/01/16/christian-teen-abducted-forcefully-married-45-year-old-muslim-neighbor-pakistan/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/3/31/pakistan-hindu-girls-killing-reignites-forced-conversion-fears
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/zarvia-pervaiz
https://www.thefridaytimes.com/2022/08/19/no-justice-for-minorities-court-sends-12-year-old-zarvia-back-with-abductor/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/01/pakistan-un-experts-urge-action-coerced-religious-conversions-forced-and
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=27585
https://www.dw.com/en/pakistan-activists-sound-alarm-over-hate-crimes-blasphemy-claims/a-63396489
https://www.cnn.com/2022/03/04/asia/pakistan-peshawar-blast-intl/index.html
https://www.eurasiareview.com/07022023-pakistan-the-curse-of-frankenstein-analysis/
https://pk.usembassy.gov/our-relationship/policy-history/us-assistance-to-pakistan/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF12211
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF12211
https://pk.usembassy.gov/united-states-donates-additional-nine-million-covid-19-vaccine-doses/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/10/pakistan-army-chief-visits-us-to-reaffirm-stability-of-ties/
https://www.dawn.com/news/1709178
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/US+Reengagement+with+Pakistan.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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RUSSIA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in the Russian Federa-
tion continued to decline. Authorities increasingly prosecuted 
members of religious minority communities using a range of 

legal mechanisms, including a 1996 religion law; laws on terrorism, 
extremism, and “undesirable organizations”; provisions criminal-
izing blasphemy; and others. These vague laws continued to give 
authorities broad powers to outlaw religious groups, prosecute 
individuals based on their religious speech or religious activities, 
and ban religious literature deemed “extremist.” The government 
also continued to fine Protestants, Catholics, Muslims, Old Believ-
ers, and others for illegal missionary activities and other violations 
of various restrictions.

Russian authorities frequently relied on the country’s extrem-
ism statutes to punish individuals for participating in so-called 
“extremist” organizations—without adequately defining “extrem-
ism.” In 2022, the government detained, imprisoned, and fined 
adherents of Muslim theologian Said Nursi, members of the Muslim 
group Tablighi Jamaat, and Jehovah’s Witnesses on such charges. 
Since the Supreme Court declared Jehovah’s Witnesses “extrem-
ist” in 2017, authorities have subjected the group to 1,874 home 
searches, with 201 occurring in 2022. In June, the European Court 
of Human Rights concluded that Russia had violated Jehovah’s 
Witnesses’ rights and ordered the government to pay pecuniary 
damages. By the end of the year, more than 100 Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses remained in Russian custody. 

Officials continued to detain and sentence Muslims on 
unsubstantiated terrorism and sedition charges for their real 
or alleged affiliation with Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT), an Islamist group 
that Russia has designated a terrorist organization. International 
human rights organization Memorial reported in December that 
at least 328 people were in prison or faced prosecution or inves-
tigation for such alleged affiliations, of whom 108 had received 
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prison sentences between 10–15 years and 105 had received 
sentences of 15 years or more. In Russian-occupied Crimea, 
occupation authorities have regularly imprisoned predominantly 
Muslim Crimean Tatars who oppose the Russian occupation, 
charging them in connection with their Muslim identity and reli-
gious activities.

In February, Russian military forces launched a full-scale and 
unjustified invasion of Ukraine with the purported goal of the 
“demilitarization and denazification” of the country. This “denazi-
fication” rhetoric often resulted in antisemitic Russian propaganda 
and remarks from government officials, including Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov. As part of its war propaganda, the Russian gov-
ernment also pointed to the alleged flourishing of “satanism” and 
other religious movements—so-called “cults”—in Ukraine, with one 
official calling for the “desatanization of Ukraine.” Dissidents within 
Russia voicing opposition to the war on religious grounds faced 
fines and detention for allegedly discrediting and disseminating 
false information about the Russian army. Religious leaders who 
refused to voice support for the invasion, such as the chief rabbi of 
Moscow, were forced to flee Russia.

Ukrainian religious communities living in areas invaded by 
Russia experienced gross religious freedom violations perpetrated 
by Russian forces. Several reports document Russian military per-
sonnel threatening, detaining, disappearing, and torturing religious 
figures in order to exert control and influence over local popula-
tions. In the first six months of the war, at least 20 religious figures 
were reported killed and another 15 kidnapped. Russian artillery 
and gunfire regularly destroyed and damaged Ukrainian places 
of worship and other religious facilities. By December, the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNE-
SCO) had verified damage to at least 102 religious sites, with other 
organizations reporting damage to more than 300.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ 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 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

	■ Allocate greater funding to programs 
supporting: 

 ■ Russian civil society, including Russian 
civil society actors in exile, that monitors 
and documents human rights and reli-
gious freedom violations in Russia; and

 ■ Independent media that counters Rus-
sian disinformation and antisemitism 
and reports uncensored information 

about events inside Russia, including 
those related to religious freedom. 

The U.S. Congress should:

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

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Backgrounder: Religious Freedom in Russia and Regions under Russian Occupation
	■ Podcast: Implications of Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine: The Religious Regulation Framework
	■ Press Statement: USCIRF Welcomes European Court Judgment against Russia on Jehovah’s Witnesses 
	■ Podcast: Russia’s Religious Freedom Violations in Ukraine
	■ Press Statement: USCIRF Welcomes Release of Religious Prisoner of Conscience Dennis Christensen

https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/2017-Tablighi-Jamaat.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Inventing%20Extremists.pdf
https://www.state.gov/disarming-disinformation/to-vilify-ukraine-the-kremlin-resorts-to-antisemitism/
https://aif.ru/society/religion/chto_varyat_v_vedminom_kotle_na_ukraine_nabrali_silu_neoyazycheskie_kulty
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2787
https://www.economist.com/europe/2022/08/18/russia-compels-religious-leaders-to-show-rapturous-support-for-war
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2763
https://irf.in.ua/files/publications/2022.09-IRF-Ukraine-report-ENG.pdf
https://www.mar.in.ua/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Religion-on-Fire.pdf
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/damaged-cultural-sites-ukraine-verified-unesco#chernihiv-region
https://twitter.com/Religion_Fire/status/1598345088513499137
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-09/2022%20Russia%20Backgrounder.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/implications-russias-invasion-ukraine-part-2-religious-regulation
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-welcomes-european-court-judgment-against-russia-jehovahs
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/russias-religious-freedom-violations-ukraine
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-welcomes-release-religious-prisoner-conscience-dennis
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According to a 2020 poll, 63 percent of Russia’s population identify 
as Orthodox Christian, seven percent as Muslim, and 26 percent 
as having no religious faith. Less than one percent belong to other 
various communities, including Protestants, Catholics, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, Buddhists, Jews, Hindus, Baha’is, Falun Gong practitioners, 
Scientologists, and followers of indigenous religions. Russian law 
considers Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism as “traditional” 
religions and grants special recognition and privileges to the Russian 
Orthodox Church.

In 2022, Russia enacted legislation that threatened to further 
curtail religious freedom by expanding already broad, vague terms 
such as “extremism,” “propaganda,” and “foreign influence.” In July, 
President Vladimir Putin signed amendments to the country’s extrem-
ism law that created a database of “extremist materials” and a unified 
register of individuals involved in “extremist” or “terrorist” activities. 
In December, a new version of the country’s foreign agents law went 
into effect permitting authorities to label individuals considered to 
be under “foreign influence” as agents of another country. That same 
month, Putin signed into law a bill punishing anyone who promotes 
“LGBT [lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender] propaganda” and another 
bill banning rallies and demonstrations in proximity to certain places, 
including churches and religious sites. Russia’s widening crackdown 
on civil society following its invasion of Ukraine led the United Nations 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) to adopt a resolution in October 
appointing a special rapporteur to monitor human rights in Russia.

“Extremism” and “Nontraditional”  
Religious Groups
In 2022, Russian authorities sentenced more than 40 Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses to prison time for peaceful religious activities portrayed as 
“extremist.” In September, a court in Gukovo sentenced four Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses to seven years in prison and another two Jehovah’s 
Witnesses to six and a half years for praying and singing hymns. All 
six had been in pretrial detention since August 2020. In November, a 
court fined Jehovah’s Witness Igor Gusev $9,921 (600,000 rubles) for 
discussing the Bible. In October, a court in occupied Crimea sentenced 
three Jehovah’s Witnesses to six years in prison for holding religious 
services. In May, Dennis Christensen was released from prison and 
deported to Denmark after completing his six-year sentence.

In August, six Muslims accused of teaching and discussing the 
works of Said Nursi had their first hearing in Moscow. They were 
initially detained in October 2021 and charged with extremism. 
Authorities opened cases or started trials against several other Mus-
lims in Dagestan and Tatarstan on similar Nursi-related allegations. 
In March, an appeals court in Omsk sentenced one Tablighi Jamaat 
member to two years in prison and another two to suspended sen-
tences for giving sermons and spreading Tablighi Jamaat teachings.

Muslims Accused of Terrorism
Muslims accused of involvement in HT face decades in prison, despite 
no evidence of defendants advocating for or participating in violence. 

In November, a military court sentenced four Muslims from Kazan to 
between 11 and 18 years in prison reportedly related to their talking 
about religion and holding meetings, holidays, and tea parties after 
Friday prayers. In Crimea, Russian authorities often use terrorism 
allegations connected to religious identity to suppress predominantly 
Muslim Crimean Tatar civil activists opposed to their rule. In March, 
a military court in Rostov-on-Don sentenced five Crimean Tatars to 
between 15 and 19 years in prison for alleged HT activities. More than 
a dozen other activists originally arrested alongside the five in March 
2019 were also sentenced in 2022 to prison terms ranging from 12 to 
15 years. In July, three lawyers known for defending Crimean Tatars 
were disbarred in retaliation for their work. Imprisoned Crimean Tatars 
reported medical neglect, being served food violating their religious 
dietary requirements, and inhumane living conditions, including rat-in-
fested cells and a lack of access to beds, clean water, and sanitary 
toilet facilities.

Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine
In October, a UNHRC commission determined that Russia had com-
mitted war crimes in Ukraine, including summary executions, torture, 
and rape. Religious communities in Ukraine experienced these and 
other human rights violations, with Russian forces targeting religious 
leaders, religious buildings, and other sites of religious or spiritual 
importance. In March, Russian soldiers in Kherson reportedly beat, 
strangled, and sexually assaulted an Orthodox Church of Ukraine 
priest until he agreed to cooperate with them. In November, Russian 
forces reportedly abducted, tortured, and killed an Evangelical dea-
con and his son. In June, Russian artillery struck the Svyatohirsk Lavra 
monastery complex in the region of Donetsk, killing two monks and a 
nun. That same month, Russian forces reportedly destroyed a mosque 
while assaulting Severodonetsk, killing 20 people seeking shelter in it.

Key U.S. Policy
U.S.-Russian relations nosedived as the United States rallied the inter-
national community against Russia for its invasion of Ukraine. The 
United States imposed several rounds of sanctions targeting Russia’s 
financial, defense, shipping, and technology sectors as well as Rus-
sian government and military officials involved in the war and human 
rights violations in Ukraine, including President Putin. In September, 
the U.S. Department of the Treasury sanctioned individuals operating 
as Russia’s occupation authorities in Crimea for specifically targeting 
religious and ethnic minorities. Following U.S. measures, Russia sanc-
tioned and barred entry to several U.S. government officials, including 
USCIRF Commissioners. In April, President Joseph R. Biden signed 
into law legislation suspending trade relations with Russia and banning 
the importation of Russian oil. On November 30, the U.S. Department 
of State redesignated Russia as a CPC under IRFA and reimposed as 
the relevant presidential action existing ongoing sanctions issued 
for individuals identified pursuant to the Russia and Moldova Jack-
son-Vanik Repeal and Sergei Magnitsky Rule of Law Accountability Act 
of 2012 and the Support for the Sovereignty, Integrity, Democracy, 
and Economic Stability of Ukraine Act of 2014, as amended.

https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/RUSSIA-2021-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2766
https://apnews.com/article/putin-europe-84cedc6d6cbf27c5301f72f7240144ab
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/putin-signs-law-expanding-russias-rules-against-lgbt-propaganda-2022-12-05/
https://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/authorities/legal-regulation/2022/06/d46418/
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-council-appoints-special-rapporteur-to-monitor-human-rights-in-russia-/6780662.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-jehovahs-witnesses-jailed/32046144.html
https://jw-russia.org/news/2022/11/171322.html
https://jw-russia.org/news/2022/10/071308.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/dennis-christensen
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2769
https://www.sova-center.ru/religion/news/extremism/counter-extremism/2022/03/d46036/
https://memopzk.org/news/my-schitaem-politzaklyuchyonnymi-chetyryoh-musulman-iz-kazani/
https://www.rferl.org/a/crimea-tatars-lengthy-prison-terms/31746476.html
https://khpg.org/en/1608810989
https://khpg.org/en/1608809969
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/10/un-commission-has-found-array-war-crimes-violations-human-rights-and
https://www.wsj.com/articles/ukrainian-clergy-say-russian-occupiers-target-them-with-threats-violence-11660377935
https://risu.ua/en/in-the-kherson-region-russians-abducted-and-killed-a-deacon-of-the-church-of-evangelical-faith-christians-and-his-son_n134379
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/russian-artillery-hits-monastery-ukraines-east-says-zelenskiy-2022-06-04/
https://www.mar.in.ua/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Religion-on-Fire.pdf
https://www.state.gov/holding-russia-and-belarus-to-account/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0954
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7108?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Russia%22%2C%22Russia%22%5D%7D&s=9&r=18
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/6968?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Russia%22%2C%22Russia%22%5D%7D&s=9&r=14
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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SAUDI ARABIA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I In 2022, religious freedom conditions in Saudi Arabia remained 
poor despite some nominal improvements. The Saudi govern-
ment continued to systematically deny non-Muslims the ability 

to build houses of worship or worship in public. According to the 
1992 Saudi Basic Law of Governance, the constitution 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. Apostasy (including conversion away from 
Islam) and blasphemy are both crimes carrying the potential for a 
death sentence, though blasphemy is more often punished through 
prison sentences, fines, and lashings, and no executions on either 
charge have taken place in recent years.

Power in Saudi Arabia is highly centralized within the Al Saud 
ruling family. The ruling monarch, King Salman bin Abdel Aziz Al 
Saud, holds the title “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques.” In 
September, King Salman bin Abdelaziz appointed his son Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman as prime minister, further centraliz-
ing the family’s power. Crown Prince Mohammed has systematically 
cracked down on both religious and political dissent despite 
overseeing economic reforms associated with Saudi Vision 2030. 
Saudi law is largely uncodified, but in 2022 the government made 
progress toward digital procedures for the law of evidence and a 
written penal code, both of which could reduce the risk of arbitrary 
and inconsistent sentencing of religious dissidents and enhance 
accountability within the Saudi judicial system.

Shi’a Muslims also faced ongoing discrimination in housing, 
employment, and the judiciary, and they remained without access 
to senior positions in the government and military. The government 
continued to prosecute, jail, sentence, and execute Shi’a Muslims 
involved in protests in 2011 against discrimination on the basis of 
their religious identity. While some were released in 2022, many of 
those charged and sentenced were minors when they are alleged 
to have committed their crimes. In March, Saudi Arabia carried 
out its largest known mass execution, killing 81 people, including 
41 Shi’a Muslims who participated in the 2011 protests. The head 
of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of 
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Vice commented on the executions, saying that “one of the most 
legitimate actions is to preserve religion . . . and one of the ways to 
achieve that is to eliminate violators and eradicate them.” 

The Saudi leadership’s continued centralization of governance 
has sidelined the country’s religious establishment but has not elim-
inated state-imposed religious interpretations that restrict freedom 
of religion or belief. The government took steps to increase its 
control of the judiciary by arresting sitting judges and appointing 
new ones, potentially impacting ongoing legal cases against reli-
gious minorities and dissenters. Beginning in the summer of 2022, 
Saudi courts began issuing egregiously long prison sentences 
against dissidents—including religious dissidents—who peacefully 
expressed their beliefs. Several detained prisoners of conscience 
had their sentences extended arbitrarily and for excessively long 
lengths of time. In April, the Saudi government made preparations 
to deport four Uyghur Muslims to China but delayed the deporta-
tion following international pressure.

Saudi women have benefited from recent legal reforms but 
continue to face restrictions on their religious freedom. The March 
2022 Saudi Personal Status Law standardizes in writing laws that were 
previously subject to the discretion of Saudi officials and ensures cer-
tain protections for women’s consent to marriage. At the same time, 
it codifies systematic religious freedom restrictions affecting women, 
including the male guardianship system and a legal prohibition on 
Muslim women marrying non-Muslim men. Saudi women who have 
protested the guardianship system began receiving appallingly long 
prison sentences in 2022. In August, the Saudi Specialized Criminal 
Court (SCC) sentenced Salma al-Shehab to 34 years in prison and 
an additional 34-year travel ban over her tweets supporting women 
activists advocating for guardianship system reform. 

The Saudi government also continued to restrict the les-
bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) 
community's freedom of religion or belief. Same-sex relations are 
punishable by death based on the government’s interpretation of 
religion, though the government has not executed anyone on these 
grounds in recent years.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ 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

	■ Explore legal options for penalizing 
U.S. companies complicit in the Saudi 

government’s religious freedom vio-
lations, including those enabling the 
electronic surveillance of the cellular 
phones, emails, social media accounts, 
and private messages of religious minori-
ties and religious dissidents.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Hold public hearings to amplify congres-
sional concerns over religious freedom 
violations in Saudi Arabia, including the 

prolonged detention of religious prisoners 
of conscience, and work with like-minded 
parliamentarians in other countries to 
advocate for them and other prisoners of 
conscience to be released; and

	■ Convey publicly to the administration 
bipartisan concern over religious freedom 
violations in Saudi Arabia.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Saudi Arabia

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-reshuffles-cabinet-royal-decree-2022-09-27/
https://saudigazette.com.sa/article/626405
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/29/saudi-arabia-forthcoming-penal-code-should-protect-rights
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/jalal-labbad
https://twitter.com/thefreedomi/status/1540382304152866816
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/03/1113922
https://twitter.com/sebusher/status/1502745529897398275
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/31/1120225288/a-saudi-woman-gets-a-45-year-prison-sentence-for-social-media-use-that-remains-u
https://twitter.com/m3takl_en/status/1585362567379226628
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/04/saudi-arabia-uyghur-child-among-four-booked-for-deportation-to-china-tonight/
https://laws.boe.gov.sa/BoeLaws/Laws/LawDetails/4d72d829-947b-45d5-b9b5-ae5800d6bac2/1
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2022/12/saudi-arabia-codifies-male-guardianship-and-gender-discrimination/
https://alqst.org/en/post/34-years-jail-for-womens-rights-activist-salma-al-shehab
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/salma-al-shehab
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Sharia%20and%20LGBTI.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Country%20Update.pdf
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Background
Out of 34 million Saudis, 85–90 percent are Sunni Muslim and 10–15 
percent are Shi’a Muslim. The United Nations (UN) estimates that 38 
percent of the population are expatriates, including at least two million 
Christians, Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, practitioners of folk religions, and 
the unaffiliated. Non-Muslim citizens gather for religious purposes in 
private and often hide their identity to avoid harsh social and official 
consequences. The government has also been increasingly tolerant 
of practices with non-Muslim religious origins like yoga, Halloween 
costumes, and Christmas decorations.

Muslim Dissidents
In 2022, the Saudi government released two Shi’a Muslims whose death 
sentences were converted to life sentences in 2021. Authorities released 
Dawood al-Marhoon in February and Murtaja Qureiris in June, both of 
whom were minors when they are alleged to have committed crimes. 
However, in July the SCC sentenced Jalal al-Labbad to death for his par-
ticipation in 2011 protests despite being a minor at the time. In August, 
the court also upheld a death sentence against Abdullah al-Derazi, who 
was a minor when he is alleged to have committed his crimes.

Saudi Arabia also continued to persecute dissident Sunni reli-
gious leaders and their families. Malik al-Dowaish, son of imprisoned 
Sunni religious scholar Suleiman al-Dowaish, was arrested in July  
after calling for his father’s release. In February, the Court of Appeal 
upheld a two-year prison sentence against Malik’s brother Abdulrah-
man. Malik and his other brother Abdulwahhab (arrested in August 
2021) were released in September, but Malik was rearrested later that 
month. Suleiman al-Dowaish was arrested in 2016 following tweets 
about a religious sermon he gave in Mecca. Sheikh Salman al-Ouda, 
arrested in 2017 over his religious beliefs, continues to be detained 
despite reports in 2021 of his deteriorating health. There are similar 
health concerns for Mohammad Hassan al-Habib, arrested in July 2016 
over the content of his sermons. In October, the SCC again postponed 
a court hearing for religious scholar Hassan Farhan al-Maliki, arrested 
in 2017 and charged with calling into question the fundamentals of 
Islam, among other charges.

Non-Muslim Religious Minorities
Saudi textbooks reflect some improvement regarding the portrayal 
of non-Muslims, but they still teach that Jewish and Christian holy 
books were “corrupted” and “distorted” in their interpretation and 
compare Jews to “donkeys carrying books.” During a sermon at the 
Grand Mosque in Mecca in July, Imam Saleh bin al-Humaid called for 
bringing “annihilation upon the plundering and occupying Jews.” 

During the Muslim World League’s Forum on Common Values 
among Religious Followers, held in May, non-Saudi leaders from the 

Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, and Jewish communities came to 
Saudi Arabia to discuss religious issues, though not issues related to 
religious freedom in Saudi Arabia itself. 

Women and LGBTQI+ People and  
Religious Freedom
In September, the Public Prosecution and the governor of the Asir 
region opened an investigation into a violent August raid by security 
forces on a “social education house” (Dar al-Reaya) for women and girls 
in Khamis Mushait. Women and girls can be sent to social education 
houses for religiously grounded violations, including disobedience 
(‘uquq) and running away (taghayyub) from a male guardian’s home. 
During the raid, reportedly in response to protests over the mistreat-
ment of residents at the facility, Saudi security officials assaulted women 
and girls living at the facility, whipped them with belts and sticks, and 
dragged them by their hair. During the year, the government continued 
to detain activists who protested the guardianship system and those 
who expressed support for them on social media.

Saudi Arabia has jailed members of the LGBTQI+ community on 
religious grounds and has arrested LGBTQI+ social media influenc-
ers on the basis that their content could “negatively impact public 
morality.” Saudi textbooks, while reflecting considerable improve-
ment in other areas, continue to use religion as a basis to claim that 
fluid gender identity is “among the greatest of sins” that “make one 
deserving of a curse” and that dressing in the manner of a different 
gender will be “cursed with expulsion and banishment from the mercy 
of Allah Almighty.”

Key U.S. Policy
The Joseph R. Biden administration has expressed concern over 
religious freedom conditions in Saudi Arabia but has imposed limited 
tangible consequences in light of security and economic interests 
exacerbated by the Russian invasion of Ukraine. In April, President 
Biden nominated Michael Ratney as U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia, 
but Ratney was not confirmed by the end of the reporting period. 
He was renominated in January 2023. In July, President Biden visited 
Saudi Arabia and met with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, 
where he “underscored” human rights concerns.

U.S. Special Envoy to Monitor and Combat Antisemitism Deb-
orah E. Lipstadt made her first official overseas trip to Saudi Arabia 
in July to discuss antisemitism with Saudi officials. She indicated an 
openness to hosting a discussion on “Judeo-Arabic issues” in Saudi 
Arabia in the future.

On November 30, the U.S. Department of State redesignated Saudi 
Arabia as a CPC under IRFA but reimposed the longstanding waiver on 
taking any presidential action as a consequence of the designation. 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/saudi-arabia/
https://twitter.com/NoufMarwaai/status/1487893141281726465
https://twitter.com/viviannereim/status/1586338511040352257
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/dec/24/you-see-trees-on-sale-the-easing-of-saudi-arabia-christmas-taboo
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2021/02/saudi-arabia-withdrawal-of-death-sentences-for-three-shia-activists-arrested-as-teenagers-a-welcome-move/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/dawood-al-marhoun
https://twitter.com/thefreedomi/status/1540382304152866816
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/jalal-labbad
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abdullah-al-derazi
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/sulaiman-al-dowaish
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/relatives-some-saudi-detainees-anxiously-await-biden-trip-2022-07-13/
https://www.alqst.org/en/post/al-dowaish-son-sentenced-to-two-years-in-prison
https://dawnmena.org/mbs-and-his-tiger-squad-tortured-and-disappeared-my-father/
https://sanad.uk/2022/10/01/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%85-%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%88%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%84-%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%B4-%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%85/?lang=ar
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/salman-al-ouda
https://twitter.com/thefreedomi/status/1493378568986017798
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/mohammad-bin-hassan-al-habib
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/2021%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Specialized%20Criminal%20Court.pdf
https://twitter.com/ALQST_En/status/1582038170182758400
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/hassan-farhan-al-maliki
https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/Annual-Review_Review-of-Changes-and-Remaining-Problematic-Content-in-Saudi-Textbooks-2021%E2%80%9322.pdf
https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/imam-prays-for-jews-annihilation-in-sermon-at-mecca-grand-mosque/
https://themwl.org/en/forum-on-common-values
https://english.aawsat.com/home/article/3848716/saudi-arabia-launches-probe-asir-region-incident
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2153776/saudi-arabia
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/gulf/2022/09/01/Video-reportedly-showing-Saudi-women-beaten-in-orphanage-sparks-investigation
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/saudi-arabias-houses-of-horror-for-disobedient-women/
https://www.alqst.org/uploads/Shrouded-in-Secrecy-En.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GIM0_ID7nWE
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-62289674
https://twitter.com/suhail_y_y/status/1183386982614999040
https://twitter.com/suhail_y_y/status/1183386982614999040
https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/Annual-Review_Review-of-Changes-and-Remaining-Problematic-Content-in-Saudi-Textbooks-2021%E2%80%9322.pdf
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3181107/readout-of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-call-with-saudi-minister-of/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-special-envoy-for-yemen-lenderkings-travel-to-oman-and-saudi-arabia/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/10/12/politics/jake-sullivan-saudi-arabia-joe-biden/index.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/04/22/president-biden-announces-key-nominees-12/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/01/03/nominations-sent-to-the-senate-91/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/07/15/fact-sheet-results-of-bilateral-meeting-between-the-united-states-and-the-kingdom-of-saudi-arabia/
https://twitter.com/USAinKSA/status/1541890240775864324
https://twitter.com/viviannereim/status/1554383686321074176
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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SYRIA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Syria remained poor 
amidst the ongoing civil war and continuing political fragmen-
tation, humanitarian crises, and contested governance. The 

government of President Bashar al-Assad—which controlled 
two-thirds of Syria’s territory— committed egregious human 
rights abuses such as arbitrary detention and torture, enforced 
disappearance and, with its allies, civilian-targeted fatal attacks 
in opposition- and rebel-held regions. While President Assad 
appeared in March at a Christian ecclesiastical conference in 
Damascus, the government’s treatment of other groups such as 
Druze challenged its claims of protecting religious minorities. In July 
and December, state security and government-affiliated militias 
responded with lethal force to Druze communities’ anti-regime pro-
tests. The government angered its Alawi Muslim base by releasing 
hundreds of detained Sunni Muslims—whom it has long deemed 
militants—during the holy season of Ramadan. Yet, the regime 
kept at least 136,000 people in arbitrary detention and continued 
to capitalize on the conflict-fueled sectarianism it helped establish, 
appropriating Sunni Muslims’ religious authority and stoking Alawis’ 
fear of Sunnis gaining power. 

Nonstate actors, such as Turkish-supported armed opposition 
groups (TSOs) in the north-central region and former al-Qaeda 
affiliate and U.S.-designated terrorist group Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham 
(HTS) in Idlib in the northwest, perpetrated many violations against 
religious minorities. Emboldened by Turkey’s support and inten-
sifying military action in northern Syria, TSOs continued to target 
religious minorities, especially Yazidis, for rape, assassination, 
kidnapping for ransom, confiscation of property, and desecration 
of cemeteries and places of worship. In June, TSOs desecrated 
Yazidi graves, and in December, on a Yazidi holy day, the Faylaq 
al-Sham faction vandalized a cemetery near Afrin. Despite HTS’s 
robust campaign to distance itself from its past massacres and 

KEY FINDINGS

other crimes against religious minorities, the group’s governance 
in the northwest advanced a Salafi-Jihadist ideology disenfranchis-
ing Christians and Druze. HTS continued to expropriate property, 
restrict religious rituals, arrest and detain religious minorities and 
nonconforming Sunni Muslims, and impose religiously justified 
dress codes on women. The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), 
a longstanding perpetrator of mass atrocities against Syria’s reli-
gious minorities, did not regain territory. However, it asserted 
its presence via a major prison break in Hasaka in January and 
numerous attacks on civilians and the U.S.-allied Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF). Its morality police (Hisba) used religion to justify 
killing people accused of prostitution and witchcraft in Deir al-Zor 
and to extort zakat, or religious alms, from local populations. 
Turkey, Iran, and Russia contributed to the devastation and dis-
placement of endangered religious minority communities in Syria 
via direct military actions such as airstrikes, drones, and bombings. 
In November, Turkey conducted airstrikes in northern Syria and 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan amplified longstanding 
threats to escalate land operations there, ostensibly in retaliation 
for a November 13 bombing in Istanbul that Turkey attributed to 
Syrian-based Kurdish terrorists. The U.S. Department of State 
acknowledged Turkey’s concerns about terrorism but stressed the 
need for de-escalation. The Autonomous Administration of North 
and East Syria (AANES) and its SDF militia—which have helped 
stabilize religious freedom conditions in parts of northern Syria—
expressed concern that Turkey’s threatened military encroachment 
would prevent the SDF’s ability to secure the region against the 
threat of ISIS insurgency and the TSOs that have laid waste to reli-
gious minority communities. Already displaced within and outside 
Syria, and vulnerable on the basis of their religious identity, minori-
ties in rebel-held areas face precarious conditions subject to ruin 
from any additional crisis, such as the massive 2023 earthquakes.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Designate Syria as a “country of particular 
concern,” or CPC, for engaging in and tol-
erating 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 engag-
ing in systematic, ongoing, and egregious 
violations of religious freedom, as defined 
by IRFA; 

	■ Impose targeted sanctions on additional 
Syrian government agencies and officials, 

HTS principals, and the leadership of 
TSOs responsible for severe violations of 
religious freedom 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

	■ Support religious freedom in north and 
east Syria by: 1) fully implementing General 
License No. 22 in areas the AANES governs; 
2) encouraging inclusion of the AANES in 
any U.S.-backed political solution for Syria, 

pursuant to United Nations (UN) Resolu-
tion 2254, including Geneva-based talks to 
resolve the conflict “as the basis for a Syri-
an-led and Syrian-owned political transition;” 
and 3) assisting the efforts of local partners 
to ascertain the whereabouts of kidnapped 
and missing Yazidi women and girls.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Raise the profile of Syria’s vulnerable 
religious minority communities through 
hearings, meetings, letters, congressional 
delegation trips abroad, or other actions.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Hearing: Freedom of Religion or Belief in Syria 
	■ Press Statement: USCIRF Welcomes the U.S. Government’s Issuance of a General License Including Northeast Syria
	■ Podcast: The Suffocating Hold of HTS on Northwest Syria
	■ Factsheet: Religious Freedom in Syria under Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS)

https://www.iemed.org/publication/syria-the-not-so-frozen-crisis/
https://www.ushmm.org/genocide-prevention/blog/portraits-of-the-disappeared-interview-fadel-abdul-ghany?from=page-prev-link
https://snhr.org/blog/2022/08/30/the-11th-annual-report-on-enforced-disappearance-in-syria-on-the-international-day-of-the-victims-of-enforced-disappearances-the-number-of-victims-is-rising/
https://snhr.org/blog/2022/08/30/the-11th-annual-report-on-enforced-disappearance-in-syria-on-the-international-day-of-the-victims-of-enforced-disappearances-the-number-of-victims-is-rising/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/01/13/assads-normalization-and-the-politics-of-erasure-in-syria/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/8/19/missile-attack-kills-civilians-in-northern-syria-marketplace
https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2022/03/al-assad-employs-international-ecclesiastical-conference-to-court-syrian-christians/
https://english.alarabiya.net/views/2022/02/21/The-Druze-shift-of-stance-in-Syria-will-worry-Bashar-al-Assad
https://www.thenationalnews.com/mena/2022/07/28/southern-syria-druze-bury-their-dead-after-defeating-pro-assad-militia/
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2022/06/16/bashar-al-assad-is-hollowing-out-syrias-ravaged-state
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/the-specter-of-sectarian-violence-in-syria/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/nov/15/syrian-amnesties-freed-fewer-than-6-per-cent-of-detainees-report-reveals
https://newlinesmag.com/argument/assad-remakes-syrian-faith-to-suit-the-regimes-needs/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Thomas%20Pierret%20Testimony.pdf
https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/analysis/understanding-syrias-enduring-crisis
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/syria/
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/Tokmajyan_Khaddour_Syria_Turkey_final.pdf
https://www.state.gov/executive-order-13224/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20HTS-Syria.pdf
https://english.aawsat.com/home/article/3786296/four-syrian-kurds-killed-turkish-strike-northern-syria
https://english.aawsat.com/home/article/3786296/four-syrian-kurds-killed-turkish-strike-northern-syria
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/12/21/press/5898/article.htm
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/12/21/press/5898/article.htm
https://afrinpost.net/en/2022/12/idps-loyal-to-turkey-violate-sanctity-of-yazidi-cemetery-and-destroy-shrines-in-basufan-afrin/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/hts-turkey-and-future-syrias-north
https://www.mei.edu/publications/hts-turkey-and-future-syrias-north
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/12/21/press/5898/article.htm
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/07/syrian-jihadi-leader-golani-meets-idlibs-christians
https://www.mei.edu/publications/divided-syria-examination-stabilization-efforts-and-prospects-state-continuity
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20HTS-Syria.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20HTS-Syria.pdf
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G22/251/52/PDF/G2225152.pdf?OpenElement 
https://www.voanews.com/a/clashes-resume-in-flashpoint-town-in-northwest-syria-/6793575.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/07/world/middleeast/syria-kurds.html
https://atalayar.com/en/blog/deir-ezzor-crossroads-daesh
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/east-mediterranean-mena/syria/containing-resilient-isis-central-and-north
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/kurds-turkey-iran-middle-east-b2230573.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/7/22/civilians-killed-in-russian-air-attack-on-syrias-idlib
https://www.persecution.org/2022/08/02/syrian-christians-suffer-international-actors/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkish-forces-nearly-ready-syria-ground-operation-officials-2022-11-28/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkish-forces-nearly-ready-syria-ground-operation-officials-2022-11-28/
https://www.barrons.com/news/syria-s-kurds-deny-involvement-in-turkey-attack-01668432607?tesla=y
https://www.state.gov/encouraging-de-escalation-in-syria-and-turkey/
https://www.voanews.com/a/us-warns-turkish-offensive-endangering-us-troops-in-syria/6847380.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/12/03/mazloum-abdi-kurds-syria-turkey-threat/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/12/03/mazloum-abdi-kurds-syria-turkey-threat/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20Refugees%20Fleeing%20Religious%20Persecution%20Globally.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/a/6641293.html
https://www.ft.com/content/98f86c1a-cfa5-431f-9ea7-2c7b1b548644
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/uscirf-hearing-freedom-religion-or-belief-syria
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-welcomes-us-governments-issuance-general-license-including
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/suffocating-hold-hts-northwest-syria
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20HTS-Syria.pdf
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Background
Article 3 of Syria’s constitution states that the president must be 
Muslim and that Islamic jurisprudence is a major source of legislation. 
The same article calls for the government to respect all religions, to 
protect the personal status of religious communities, and to ensure 
the freedom to practice religious “rituals that do not prejudice pub-
lic order.” The government continued to ban Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
restrict proselytization, and prohibit the conversion of Muslims to 
other religions.

The demography of Syria reflects over 11 years of war resulting in 
mass casualties and displacement. Over 87 percent of the almost 21.5 
million-person population is Muslim, with 74 percent Sunni Muslims 
and the remaining 13 percent Shi’a, Alawi, and Ismaili Muslims. Chris-
tians—including Syriac-Assyrians, Maronites, Armenians, and other 
groups—constitute between two and 10 percent of the population, 
with some humanitarian organizations reporting that war-related dis-
placement and migration has diminished Christian numbers from 1.5 
million before 2011 to only 300,000 in 2022. Druze comprise approxi-
mately three percent, the Jewish community is now essentially gone, 
and estimates for Yazidis are obscured by the Syrian government 
inaccurately classifying them as Muslims.

The war—triggered in 2011 by the government’s repression of 
peaceful protests—has narrowed in territorial scope. Major areas of 
ongoing conflict include the northern swath encompassing the border 
with Turkey, Idlib Governorate in the west, the Jazira region in the east, 
and three Turkish “cantons” including Afrin and those formed by the 
Euphrates Shield and Peace Spring military operations. 

Religious Minorities’ Concerns 
Throughout the war, Druze communities have avoided countering the 
Assad regime’s portrayal of itself as the protector of religious minori-
ties from militant jihadist groups. However, in July and December, 
Druze-majority villages in the southern province of Suweida staged 
large protests expressing long-simmering resentment against the 
Assad regime, resulting in a government crackdown and fatal clashes 
with Syrian security forces and affiliated militias. Non-regime-held 
regions such as Idlib have proven even more inhospitable to Druze. 
At least 53 kidnapping cases in Druze-majority villages of Idlib Gov-
ernorate took place between January and August 2022: 23 by HTS, 
16 by ISIS, and 14 by other Islamist organizations. Druze in Idlib have 
expressed concern that despite HTS’s public overtures to them, the 
militant group cannot or will not bring to justice foreign-origin Islamist 
fighters who target the Druze for violence, as in the case of the murder 
of an elderly couple in August. 

Christians experienced political disenfranchisement as well 
as violent attacks. In July, an explosion destroyed a Greek Ortho-
dox church during its inauguration in the Hama Governorate, which 
HTS partially controls. Christian communities in some parts of Idlib 

approached extinction due to displacement and flight from TSO and 
HTS harassment and attacks. Those who remain in other villages face 
HTS and other militant groups’ restrictions on their rituals and houses 
of worship, appropriation of land and other property, kidnappings, 
and murder. 

While the international community took steps toward account-
ability for Syrian ISIS members who participated in the Yazidi genocide 
that began in 2014, Yazidis within Syria remain subject to legal dis-
crimination across multiple regions’ frameworks of governance, and 
militant jihadist groups target them for forced conversion, rape and 
other sexual violence, and murder. The SDF continues to rescue geno-
cide survivors still enslaved within ISIS fighter cells, but in 2022, at least 
2,763 Yazidi women and girls kidnapped from Iraq were still missing, 
many potentially hidden within northeast Syrian camps detaining ISIS 
fighters and their families.

Religious Freedom Conditions in the  
North and East 
Areas governed by the AANES remained more conducive to religious 
freedom than government or rebel-held regions. The Kurdish-ini-
tiated, ethnically diverse, and multi-confessional administration 
continued to support pluralistic initiatives. In January, the AANES 
hosted the International Conference on Mesopotamian Religions 
and Beliefs, featuring representatives from a variety of religious and 
political institutions across the Middle East and North Africa and from 
numerous faiths and ethnic backgrounds. Some Sunni Muslim Arab 
and Christian residents objected to the AANES’s educational reforms, 
such as bans in October on niqabs in school settings and on Assyrian 
schools’ use of the Syrian government’s curriculum over that of the 
AANES. Overall, however, the AANES’s stabilization of the region 
for religious minorities contrasted favorably with the violence and 
displacement advanced by TSOs and the Turkish military. 

Key U.S. Policy
U.S.-Syria relations have been strained for several decades, and since 
1979, the United States has named Syria on its list of state sponsors 
of terrorism. Over the course of the present civil war, the United 
States has introduced several sanctions on Syria and related individual 
actors, pursuant to the Caesar Civilian Protection Act of 2019 and 
various executive orders. In May, the U.S. Department of the Treasury 
announced the release of a general license authorizing wider forms 
of private economic activity in certain non-regime-held areas, includ-
ing—and as recommended by USCIRF since 2021—those within the 
AANES, a region uniquely supportive of religious freedom. 

In May and September, the State Department announced $808 
million and $756 million, respectively, in additional humanitarian 
assistance to Syria, making the United States the largest humanitarian 
donor since the beginning of the conflict.

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/91436/106031/F-931434246/constitution2.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/country/syria/freedom-world/2022
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/syria/
https://syrianobserver.com/news/80226/report-number-of-christians-in-syria-dropped-from-1-5-million-to-300000.html
https://www.jpost.com/diaspora/article-717885
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/88048
https://dayan.org/content/syrian-popular-uprising-and-decline-druze-political-role
https://www.thedefensepost.com/2022/07/27/south-syria-clashes/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/12/4/gunfire-as-angry-protesters-attack-syrian-governors-office
https://www.thenationalnews.com/mena/2022/07/28/southern-syria-druze-bury-their-dead-after-defeating-pro-assad-militia/
https://stj-sy.org/en/idlibs-druze-complain-of-persecution/
https://stj-sy.org/en/idlibs-druze-complain-of-persecution/
https://sana.sy/en/?p=278676
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/23/world/middleeast/syria-christians-idlib.html
https://stj-sy.org/en/idlibs-christians-disenfranchised-until-their-church-bells-ring-again/
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-east/2022/11/01/Netherlands-to-repatriate-40-ISIS-linked-women-and-children-from-Syrian-camps
https://www.nadiasinitiative.org/news/german-court-hands-down-second-genocide-conviction-against-isis-member-following-enslavement-and-abuse-of-yazidi-woman-in-syria
https://www.nadiasinitiative.org/news/german-court-hands-down-second-genocide-conviction-against-isis-member-following-enslavement-and-abuse-of-yazidi-woman-in-syria
https://stj-sy.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Final_English_Yazidis-in-Syria_Decades-of-Denial-of-Existence-and-Discrimination.pdf
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/yazidi-young-woman-rescued-isis-rape-captivity-al-hol-camp/
https://irp.cdn-website.com/16670504/files/uploaded/Yazda_Website_Publications_MissingPersonsReport_13102022_vf_EN.pdf
https://www.basnews.com/en/babat/781314
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-63745833
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/07/world/middleeast/syria-kurds.html
https://hawarnews.com/en/haber/international-conference-on-mesopotamian-religions-and-beliefs-call-for-bringing-religion-back-to-its-true-essence-h28578.html
https://hawarnews.com/en/haber/international-conference-on-mesopotamian-religions-and-beliefs-call-for-bringing-religion-back-to-its-true-essence-h28578.html
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/10/syrian-kurds-ban-niqab-schools-northeast-syria
https://theassyrianjournal.wordpress.com/2022/11/08/christian-schools-in-northeast-syria-ordered-to-teach-self-administration-curriculum-or-face-closure/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-syria/
https://www.state.gov/imposing-sanctions-in-defense-of-human-rights-in-syria/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0292
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/31/text
https://www.state.gov/executive-order-13224/
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/126/syria_gl22.pdf
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/financial-sanctions/faqs/added/2022-05-12
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-04/2022%20Syria.pdf
https://www.state.gov/united-states-announces-additional-humanitarian-assistance-for-the-syrian-people/
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I In 2022, religious freedom conditions in Tajikistan remained dire. 
The Tajik government continued to severely repress the country’s 
Muslim majority. Children under the age of 18 are barred from 

visiting mosques and all other public religious activities except for 
funerals. Private religious education is banned, and children are 
only allowed to receive religious instruction from their parents 
at home. Since 2014, the government has appointed all imams, 
required them to wear state-issued religious garments, and strictly 
dictated their sermons. People under the age of 35 are not allowed 
to perform the Hajj.

The government enforced restrictions on how Muslims mourn 
the dead, including a ban on wearing black clothes. In June, police 
stopped a woman wearing a black dress to mourn the death of her 
son and detained her for seven hours at a police station, where she 
was beaten to the point of unconsciousness. After her family saw 
her injuries and complained to the police, they were threatened 
with 15 days of jail time. In addition, police sometimes harassed 
individuals wearing hijabs or beards as a symbol of Islamic piety and 
blocked them from entering government buildings.

In 2022, the Tajik government implemented new methods of 
persecution specifically aimed at the country’s minority Ismaili Shi’a 
Muslim population, including the imprisonment of a prominent 
religious leader, closure of a religious school and other community 
activities, and shuttering of religious bookstores that sold Ismaili 
literature and other materials. 

In Tajikistan, the government punished alleged extremism and 
terrorism without requiring acts that involved violence or incite-
ment of imminent violence. Charges are often arbitrarily issued 
against religious individuals and their trials lacked due process 
and procedural safeguards. The Tajik government continued to 
imprison multiple individuals on lengthy prison sentences for peace-
fully expressing their faith, including those who veered from the 
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state-scripted sermons, preached without an official appointment 
by the government, provided religious education, or attempted to 
share their faith publicly. In August, Ismaili Muslim cleric Muzaffar 
Davlatmirov was sentenced to five years in prison on “extremism” 
charges after officiating funeral services for protesters killed by 
the government. The Tajik government continued to target any-
one with ties to the Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan (IRPT), 
a moderate Islamic political party banned in Tajikistan since 2015, 
including through the use of transnational repression and requests 
for extradition from other countries. One of the founders of the 
IRPT, 80-year-old Zubaydullo Rozik, was placed in special punish-
ment cells twice over the past year for teaching religion to other 
prisoners, which is illegal in Tajik prisons.

The government continued to require the registration of 
all religious communities. Unregistered religious communities 
cannot legally convene religious meetings or assemblies, own 
or use property for religious purposes, produce or import reli-
gious literature, receive donations, carry out charitable work, 
or invite foreign persons to participate in religious activities. In 
May, government officials told Protestant Christian leaders that 
the government would not register any new churches. Like the 
restrictions placed on Muslims, children of Christian families 
cannot attend church or other related activities such as religious 
camps. In August, the government demanded that all non-Muslim 
communities fill out questionnaires detailing information about 
the community’s employees and their families and any financial 
contributions the community receives. In September, the United 
Nations Human Rights Committee (UNHRCtee) determined that 
Tajikistan’s refusal to register Jehovah’s Witnesses violated Arti-
cles 18(1) and 18(3) of the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, which guarantee protections for the right to 
freedom of religion or belief. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ 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 
Tajik government on 1) reform of the 
2009 religion law and the improvement 

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

	■ Impose targeted sanctions on Tajik 
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 Tajik government at the high-
est 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 interna-
tional observers to monitor conditions 
in Tajik prisons.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom in Tajikistan
	■ Press Statement: USCIRF Vice Chair Nury Turkel Calls on Tajikistan to Release Shamil Khakimov 
	■ Podcast: The Persecution of Muslims in Tajikistan

https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2761
https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-police-use-public-shaming-to-silence-women
https://wechange.de/project/roof-top-info/file/background-information-on-the-situation-in-kh/download/Background-information-on-the-situation-in-Khorugh.pdf
https://rus.ozodi.org/a/32016797.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/muzaffar-davlatmirov
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/muzaffar-davlatmirov
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-supreme-court-bans-islamic-renaissance-tajikistan/32033648.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-opposition-saidov-son-extradition-germany/32174504.html
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2023/country-chapters/tajikistan
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2754
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2785
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2020%20Factsheet%20-%20UN%20HR%20Mechanisms.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2020%20Factsheet%20-%20UN%20HR%20Mechanisms.pdf
https://ccprcentre.org/files/decisions/CCPR_C_135_D_2483_2014_34314_E.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/tajikistan-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-vice-chair-nury-turkel-calls-tajikistan-release-shamil
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/persecution-muslims-tajikistan
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Background
President Emomali Rahmon has ruled Tajikistan since 1992, centering 
power in the hands of his family. Tajikistan faced multiple crises in 
2022, including increased economic hardship due to Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine, ongoing security challenges from Islamic State-Khorasan 
Province (ISIS-K) in neighboring Afghanistan, increased drug trafficking 
along the Tajik-Afghan border, and the continuation of the Tajik-Kyrgyz 
border conflict throughout the year. 

The country’s population is predominantly Muslim, with around 
86 percent adhering to the Hanafi school of Sunni Islam and approxi-
mately four percent identifying as Ismaili Shi’a, a group that primarily 
resides in the mountainous eastern part of the country known as the 
Gorno Badakhshan Autonomous Oblast (GBAO). The largest Christian 
group is Russian Orthodox, but other Christian communities include 
Protestants, Roman Catholics, and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Jews, Baha’is, 
and Zoroastrians also make up small communities.

UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defend-
ers Mary Lawlor conducted a two-week-long official visit to Tajikistan 
in November and December but was denied access to the GBAO. 
Lawlor concluded that the situation for human rights defenders, 
including those working on behalf of religious freedom, is deteriorat-
ing as they face “harassment, threats, criminalization, closed unfair 
trials, and imprisonment.”

Legal Framework for Controlling Religion
Tajikistan’s legal environment for freedom of religion or belief sharply 
declined after the adoption of several highly restrictive laws begin-
ning in 2009. Its Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Unions 
requires religious organizations to complete burdensome registration 
applications to operate legally. Applicants must secure an attestation 
from local government officials confirming that at least 10 persons 
over 18 years old in their locality are members. Applicants must 
then submit detailed information to the government’s Committee 
on Religion, Regulation of Traditions, Celebrations, and Ceremo-
nies, including the organization’s planned activities, founders and 
structure, and basic tenets and attitudes toward education, family, 
marriage, and health. The government exercises broad discretion to 
deny applications and strip religious organizations of their registration. 
The administrative and penal codes provide for large fines and prison 
terms for religion-related charges such as organizing or participating 
in “unapproved” religious meetings.

Tajikistan maintains additional legal barriers severely curtail-
ing the right to freedom of religion or belief. The Law on Parental 
Responsibility bans minors from any organized religious activities 
except funerals. The Law on Military Duty and Service provides for 
mandatory military service with no exemption for conscientious 
objectors. Conscripts must either serve two years in the armed 
services or pay a substantial fine and take a month-long course in 
military preparedness.

The GBAO and Repression of Ismaili Shi’as
In 2022, the Tajik government increasingly repressed the country’s 
Ismaili Shi’a population, who are primarily ethnic Pamiris located in 

the GBAO. Authorities cracked down on civil society in the GBAO 
following protests in mid-May over the government’s decision 
not to investigate the death of an activist in police custody. The 
government arrested over 200 people, imprisoned Pamiri journal-
ists and repatriated them from Russia, and began country-wide 
suppression of Pamiris that included repression of their freedom 
of religion or belief. 

In May in the capital Dushanbe, authorities began pressuring 
staff at the Ismaili tariqa (school), officially registered with the gov-
ernment since 2012, to cease all religious and secular educational 
activities. In September, the government forcibly closed the school 
along with all the bookstores in Dushanbe selling religious literature. 
Islamic religious studies are now only taught in one school that remains 
open in the capital. In addition, authorities shut down development 
projects funded and created by the Ismaili religious leader, Europe-
based Aga Khan, including schools, summer camps for children, 
banks, and telecommunications. 

Religious Prisoners of Conscience
In August, Ismaili Muslim cleric Muzaffar Davlatmirov received a 
five-year prison sentence on “extremism” charges. Following the 
government’s violent crackdown in the GBAO, Davlatmirov gave 
sermons calling on people to remain peaceful but also criticized the 
authorities’ use of force. After authorities killed three local informal 
leaders in the May protests, Davlatmirov led their religious services 
and gave janaza (funeral) prayers. The secret police arrested him on 
July 26 and sentenced him in private court proceedings only eight 
days later.

Since February 2019, Jehovah’s Witness Shamil Khakimov has 
been in prison for “inciting religious hatred.” Tajik authorities targeted 
the nonviolent 71-year-old for sharing his faith in public and have 
denied him access to adequate medical care. In November 2022, 
the Khujand City Court rejected Khakimov’s request for transfer to 
a specialized hospital to treat signs of gangrene in his legs and poor 
eyesight, again disregarding UNHRCtee requests for Khakimov to 
receive proper medical treatment.

Key U.S. Policy
In February, the United States and Tajikistan celebrated 30 years of 
diplomatic relations. Since recognizing Tajikistan’s independence in 
1991, the U.S. government has provided over $1.8 billion in assistance 
to promote economic development, education, and health as well as 
regional security, including joint military exercises and $330 million in 
security assistance to combat terrorism and narco-trafficking. The U.S. 
government has pledged an additional $60 million in security assis-
tance over the next two years. In May, Assistant Secretary of State for 
South and Central Asian Affairs Donald Lu visited Tajikistan to discuss 
bilateral cooperation on economic and security issues.

On November 30, the U.S. Department of State redesignated 
Tajikistan as a CPC under IRFA, although it 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 designated 
Tajikistan as a CPC each year since 2016.

https://thediplomat.com/2022/10/russias-war-in-ukraine-and-its-impact-on-central-asia/
https://www.rferl.org/a/islamic-state-khorasan-taliban-central-asia-attacks/31844898.html
https://asiaplustj.info/en/news/tajikistan/security/20220805/drug-trafficking-increases-in-tajikistan-after-talbans-return-to-power-in-afghanistan-says-tajik-drug-control-kingpin
https://www.reuters.com/world/kyrgyzstan-says-death-toll-border-conflict-rises-36-2022-09-18/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/tajikistan/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-defenders/ms-mary-lawlor
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/12/tajikistan-human-rights-defenders-face-increasing-threats-climate-fear-says
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/tjk_e/wtacctjk26_leg_6.pdf
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/tajikistan/
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1595
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=1595
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/OPIJW-HRC50.pdf
https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-forced-military-conscription-and-the-road-to-tragedy
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/08/23/tajikistan-autonomous-region-protesters-denied-fair-trials
https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-authorities-intensify-war-on-ismailis-other-muslims
https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-puts-the-squeeze-on-aga-khan-linked-entities
https://eurasianet.org/tajikistan-puts-the-squeeze-on-aga-khan-linked-entities
https://the.akdn/en/who-we-are/our-founder-and-chairman
https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-badakshan-cleric-five-years/31975340.html?ltflags=mailer
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2782
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/shamil-khakimov
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2760
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2792
https://tj.usembassy.gov/ambassador-pommersheim-congratulates-tajikistan-on-30th-anniversary-of-u-s-tajik-diplomatic-relations/
https://tj.usembassy.gov/us-tajikistan-security-assistance-fact-sheet-111921/
https://tj.usembassy.gov/assistant-secretary-donald-lu-travel-to-kyrgyz-republic-uzbekistan-tajikistan-kazakhstan-052222/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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TURKMENISTAN

In 2022, religious freedom conditions in Turkmenistan remained 
poor. The government controls all aspects of religious life and 
expression, dictating and surveilling religious practice and 

punishing nonconformity through administrative harassment, 
imprisonment, and torture. 

The government of Turkmenistan is an extremely authoritarian 
regime with an abysmal record on human rights and freedom of the 
press. As a result, the country is largely closed off from the rest of 
the world, making it difficult for accurate information to flow into 
or out of its borders. The government’s tight hold on society and 
information also makes it difficult to document the full scope of 
the ongoing religious freedom violations, which are certainly more 
extensive than the limited number of reports indicate. In addition to 
the closed-off nature of the country, those who can get information 
out often do so at great risk to their lives and liberty. Turkmenistan’s 
diaspora community and citizens in exile are often unwilling to share 
information about the government’s religious freedom violations 
for fear of retaliation against them or their families. Nevertheless, 
the available information continues to present a bleak picture. 

During the year, the government continued to treat all inde-
pendent religious activity with suspicion, maintaining a large 
surveillance apparatus that monitors believers at home and abroad. 
Turkmen law requires religious groups to register under intrusive 
criteria, strictly controls registered groups’ activities, and punishes 
religious activities by unregistered groups, which are banned. 

Persons accused of criminal religious offenses are often tried 
in closed-regime courts where sentences remain secret. Prisoners 
of conscience are often disappeared in the state’s prison system 
and presumed to be held without contact with the outside world. 
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 
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high-level political dissidents and enemies of the state, and its 
prisoners routinely die from harsh conditions that include torture 
and starvation. In October, five Muslims who are serving 12-year 
prison sentences for meeting to study the writings of Turkish 
Muslim theologian Said Nursi were transferred to a strict-regime 
labor camp.

Turkmenistan maintains its compulsory two-year military ser-
vice requirement, described as a “sacred duty” in Turkmenistan’s 
constitution, and does not offer alternative civilian service for con-
scientious objectors. As USCIRF’s past reporting shows, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses have been imprisoned under Turkmenistan’s criminal 
code for conscientious objection. Although all those imprisoned 
were granted amnesty in 2021, the government conscription office 
continued to summon Jehovah’s Witnesses for compulsory mili-
tary service in 2022. In March, the United Nations Human Rights 
Committee found that Turkmenistan violated Articles 9(1) and 
18(1) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights by 
imprisoning a Jehovah’s Witness for his conscientious objection to 
compulsory military service.

Online activity remained limited by blocked internet access 
and extremely slow network speeds. In January, then President 
Gurbanguly 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 constitu-
tional order.” In March, then President Berdimuhamedow ostensibly 
handed government leadership over to his son Serdar in managed 
“elections” while giving himself the position of speaker of the Sen-
ate. This transition did not bring any improvements in conditions for 
human rights and individual freedoms; if anything, they worsened. 
Throughout the year, Gurbanguly remained active in government 
leadership, and in January 2023 he was appointed “national leader,” 
making clear he still controlled the Turkmen government.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ 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 
Section 405(a)(22) to hold the govern-
ment of Turkmenistan accountable for its 
particularly 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. 

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Podcast: Turkmenistan’s Tight Grip on Religious Freedom

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://freedomhouse.org/country/turkmenistan/freedom-world/2023
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2023/country-chapters/turkmenistan
https://rsf.org/en/index
https://rsf.org/en/index
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/turkmenistans-tight-grip-religious-freedom
https://provetheyarealive.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/FInal-O-D-Report-September-2014-compressed.pdf
https://turkmen.news/famine-in-prisons/
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2786
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2786
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2020%20Religious%20Prisoners%20in%20Turkmenistans%20Gulag.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/countries/turkmenistan/uscirf-welcomes-amnesty-jehovahs-witness-prisoners-turkmenistan
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2786
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CCPR%2fC%2f134%2fD%2f3272%2f2018&Lang=en
https://www.hronikatm.com/2022/01/no-internet-no-cry/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/03/15/asia/turkmenistan-president-son-intl-hnk/index.html
https://thediplomat.com/2022/07/turkmenistan-under-serdar-has-anything-changed/
https://eurasianet.org/turkmenistan-look-whos-back
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/turkmenistans-tight-grip-religious-freedom
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Background
Turkmenistan is a highly repressive country ruled since 2007 by Gur-
banguly Berdimuhamedow, who enforces a cult of personality that 
proliferates his image in golden monuments and fawning official 
coverage. During 2022, the year his son Serdar nominally took over 
as the country’s president, space for civil society continued to shrink, 
most directly affecting women and internet users. Women were 
banned from sitting in the front seat of cars and were required to 
adhere to strict dress codes, though enforcement did weaken during 
the year. Internet access and government censorship of information 
continued to worsen with the government’s increased curtailing of 
VPNs and incredibly slow broadband, earning Turkmenistan’s mobile 
and fixed broadband speeds a ranking of 177th out of 179 countries 
as of January 2023. 

Turkmenistan holds the fourth-largest natural gas reserves in the 
world, which is vital to its geopolitical relations with Russia, China, Iran, 
and potentially Europe. Following Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, 
European Union countries have sought new sources of natural gas to 
decrease their dependence on Russia, including from Turkmenistan.

The majority of the population is Sunni Muslim, at 89 percent, 
while approximately nine percent of the population is Eastern Ortho-
dox, typically Russian Orthodox or Armenian Apostolic. There are 
small communities of Shi’a Muslims, Roman Catholics, Protestant 
Christians, and Baha’is. 

Legal Framework for Controlling Religious Activity
Although Turkmenistan’s 2016 religion law asserts that the country is a 
secular state with religious freedom, it requires all religious activity to 
be registered with the state 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 Reli-
gious Organizations and Expert Evaluation of Religious Information 
Resources (SCROEERIR) oversees all religious activity, including regis-
trations, the appointment of religious leaders, the building of houses 
of worship, and the import and publication of religious literature. 

Registration of Religious Organizations 
Turkmen law requires all religious organizations to register with the 
Ministry of Justice (MOJ) by sending applications to SCROEERIR to 
operate legally. The process is burdensome and designed to allow 
for significant government interference in the functioning of reli-
gious organizations. The MOJ will register an organization only if 
SCROEERIR has endorsed the application and the organization’s goals 
or activities do not “contradict Turkmenistan’s constitution,” giving 

the government latitude to arbitrarily deny registration applications. 
SCROEERIR must approve all individuals appointed as leaders of reli-
gious organizations, each of whom under law must have “appropriate 
religious education.” In addition, the process requires religious orga-
nizations to provide detailed information about founding members, 
including names, addresses, and birth dates. Recognized communities 
must reregister every three years.

Even if successfully registered, religious organizations enjoy little 
legal protection. If a court finds that a religious organization is violat-
ing Turkmenistan’s constitution, it may suspend the group’s activities. 
The law further provides that MOJ officials may attend any religious 
event held by a registered organization and question its leaders about 
the organization’s activities. Registered organizations may import 
religious literature only with SCROEERIR approval. 

Unregistered religious organizations are forbidden from con-
ducting religious activities, producing or disseminating religious 
materials, proselytizing, and gathering for religious services, even in 
private residences. Reports indicate that registering churches is very 
difficult and that Turkmenistan’s Christian minority has been largely 
driven underground. Although not technically banned, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses have not been granted registration and are therefore 
unable to operate legally. Religious activity is forbidden in prisons 
and in the military.

Key U.S. Policy
The United States engaged with the government of Turkmenistan 
on a variety of issues such as border and regional security programs, 
efforts to mitigate climate change, trade, and educational and cultural 
exchanges; U.S. foreign assistance served to reinforce these objec-
tives. Turkmenistan also enjoys most-favored-nation trading status. 

In September, the commander of the Montana National Guard 
traveled to Turkmenistan for talks on reviving the state partnership 
program facilitating collaborative military trainings between the 
United States and Turkmenistan. In November, U.S. Assistant Secre-
tary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs Donald Lu traveled 
to Turkmenistan to discuss cooperation on a wide range of bilateral 
and regional issues.

On November 30, the U.S. Department of State redesignated 
Turkmenistan as a CPC under IRFA but kept in place a waiver of 
the sanctions that should accompany the designation based on the 
“important national interest of the United States,” as it has done since 
2014. The waiver effectively neutralizes the consequences of Turkmen-
istan’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-keeping-tabs-on-discord
https://turkmen.news/iz-za-blokirovok-interneta-lyudi-v-turkmenistane-ne-mogut-uznat-o-sudbe-svoih-rodnyh-v-turcii/
https://www.speedtest.net/global-index
https://pgjonline.com/magazine/2022/september-2022-vol-249-no-9/features/turkmenistan-pipe-dreams-russia-china-both-make-overtures
https://eurasianet.org/turkmenistan-mister-berdymukhamedov-goes-to-beijing
https://www.fpri.org/article/2022/09/europes-wait-for-turkmen-natural-gas-continues/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/turkmenistan/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/turkmenistan/
https://ucs.nd.edu/learn/turkmenistan/
https://missioneurasia.org/turkmenistan/
https://www.churchinchains.ie/country-profiles/turkmenistan-country-profile/
https://www.churchinchains.ie/country-profiles/turkmenistan-country-profile/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-turkmenistan/
https://eurasianet.org/turkmenistan-piping-up
https://eurasianet.org/turkmenistan-piping-up
https://www.state.gov/assistant-secretary-of-state-for-the-bureau-of-south-and-central-asian-affairs-lu-travels-to-turkmenistan-uzbekistan-and-kazakhstan/
https://eurasianet.org/turkmenistan-washington-plays-footsie
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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VIETNAM
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Vietnam worsened. 
Authorities intensified their control and persecution of religious 
groups—especially unregistered, independent communities, 

including Montagnard and Hmong Protestants, Cao Dai followers, 
Hoa Hao Buddhists, and Unified Buddhists, as well as other unrec-
ognized movements such as Duong Van Minh and Falun Gong. 
Even members of state-controlled religious groups experienced 
persecution. During the year, authorities harassed and persecuted 
some independent groups, particularly Montagnard Protestants 
and Cao Dai, for observing International Human Rights Day and 
International Day Commemorating the Victims of Acts of Violence 
Based on Religion or Belief. The 2018 Law on Belief and Religion 
(LBR) remained restrictive, and groups encountered challenges with 
registration due to the law’s uneven and inconsistent application 
throughout the country, contravening international standards. In 
June, the government introduced two repressive draft decrees to 
implement the LBR, which, if passed, could further restrict religious 
freedom in Vietnam. 

USCIRF received many reports of local authorities harassing 
members of unregistered Montagnard Protestant groups, disrupt-
ing and banning their peaceful religious activities, interrogating 
and threatening them with imprisonment, imposing heavy fines, 
and coercing them to denounce and leave their denominations and 
instead join state-controlled Protestant organizations. During the 
year, some unregistered Montagnard Protestant churches in Cu 
Mgar district of Dak Lak Province requested guidance from their 
commune governments on lawfully conducting religious activities; 
they also requested the implementation of Article 18 of the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), to which 
Vietnam is a party. In response, authorities detained, interrogated, 
fined, and threatened the Montagnards with imprisonment. 

There was a significant increase in the number of reported 
incidents of local authorities coercing Hmong Christian converts 
to publicly renounce their faith, including some who attended 
state-controlled Protestant churches. Those who refused to 
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comply faced threats and physical assaults, hefty fines, dispos-
session of properties that threaten their livelihood, denial of 
important identification documents and birth certificates that 
render them effectively stateless, and banishment from families 
and local Hmong communities. 

Meanwhile, harassment of Catholic communities also 
increased. In February, officials from Vu Ban, Hoa Binh Province, 
disrupted a Mass celebrated by Archbishop Joseph Vu Van Thien of 
Hanoi and other priests. The Hanoi Archdiocese delivered a formal 
letter of complaint to the provincial government, protesting the 
local authorities’ frequent harassment and urging them to respect 
the religious freedom of Catholics in that province. Additionally, 
land disputes between Catholics and local governments persisted. 

Working with state-controlled Cao Dai groups, local author-
ities disrupted and banned home-based independent Cao Dai 
religious activities and observance of important rituals, demand-
ing that adherents obtain approval for such activities and join the 
state-controlled organization. Authorities in An Giang and Dong 
Thap provinces similarly prevented or disrupted home-based reli-
gious activities of independent Hoa Hao Buddhists. 

Authorities harassed members of the independent Unified 
Buddhist Church of Vietnam (UBCV). In December, local author-
ities in Ngoc Hoi district, Kon Tum Province, destroyed a UBCV 
pagoda, reportedly in retaliation against its abbot’s refusal to join 
the state-controlled Buddhist church. Moreover, local authorities 
threatened to demolish a religious hall built by Khmer-Krom Ther-
avada Buddhists in Loan My Village, Vinh Long Province. 

Authorities also continued persecution of other religious 
movements—including Doung Van Minh, Falun Gong, Ha Mon, 
the Jesus Church, Peng Lei Buddhists, the World Mission Society 
Church of God, and Yiguandao—characterizing many of them as 
“false” or “evil” religions and vowing to eradicate them. In May, 
the Hanoi Government Committee for Religious Affairs stated that 
such groups are ineligible for registering religious activities with 
the government. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT
	■ Designate Vietnam 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), and enter into a new binding agree-
ment with the government to address 
worsening religious freedom conditions; 

	■ Engage with the Vietnamese government 
and relevant academic and civil society 
stakeholders to encourage amendments 

to the 2018 LBR and the two 2022 draft 
implementing decrees to conform to inter-
national standards, including by making 
registration simpler and optional; 

	■ Hold Vietnam accountable for religious 
freedom violations as a member of the 
United Nations Human Rights Council 
(UNHRC) and press Vietnam to allow 
relevant United Nations (UN) Special 
Procedures unfettered access to the coun-
try to monitor and investigate religious 

freedom and other human rights viola-
tions; 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 release.  

The U.S. Congress should: 

	■ Support legislative efforts to improve reli-
gious freedom in Vietnam, including by 
reintroducing the Vietnam Human Rights 
Act (H.R.3001). 

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom in Vietnam in 2021
	■ Factsheet: Overview of Refugees Fleeing Religious Persecution Globally

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/foreign-embassies-in-hanoi-08242022002714.html
https://morningstarnews.org/2022/06/vietnam-floats-draconian-new-religion-decrees/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/protestants-in-vietnam-11022022005308.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/evangelical-church-of-christ-12272022230028.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/evangelical-church-of-christ-12272022230028.html
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/10/religion-bulletin-july-2022-authorities-ramp-up-repression-of-independent-protestant-groups-bring-tinh-that-bong-lai-case-to-trial/
https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?chapter=4&clang=_en&mtdsg_no=IV-4&src=IND
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/family-of-13-expelled-from-village-for-following-protestantism-06212022013455.html
https://morningstarnews.org/2022/07/hmong-christians-in-vietnam-suffering-severe-persecution/
https://www.ucanews.com/news/vietnam-authorities-urged-to-respect-religious-freedom/96257
https://www.tonggiaophanhanoi.org/thong-bao-hai-can-bo-pha-roi-va-xuc-pham-thanh-le-tai-nha-tho-vu-ban-tinh-hoa-binh%ef%bf%bc/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/08/religion-bulletin-february-2022-plum-village-meets-with-government-committee-for-religious-affairs-discusses-operating-in-vietnam/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/08/religion-bulletin-march-2022-government-recaps-30-years-of-control-over-cao-dai/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/dong-tam-land-row-11082022010143.html
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/10/religion-bulletin-june-2022-u-s-department-of-state-many-independent-religious-practitioners-tortured-by-police/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/08/religion-bulletin-march-2022-government-recaps-30-years-of-control-over-cao-dai/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/12/religion-bulletin-september-2022-hanoi-creates-office-of-belief-and-new-religious-phenomena-falun-gong-practitioners-repressed-in-da-lat/
https://khmerkrom.org/for-immediate-press-release-vietnams-kangaroo-court-order-to-demolish-a-religious-hall-of-the-khmer-krom/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/09/religion-bulletin-may-2022-more-individuals-in-tinh-that-bong-lai-arrested-ha-mon-religion-repressed/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/12/religion-bulletin-august-2022-cao-bang-dismantles-duong-van-minh-practitioners-altar-replaces-it-with-a-portrait-of-ho-chi-minh/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/09/religion-bulletin-may-2022-more-individuals-in-tinh-that-bong-lai-arrested-ha-mon-religion-repressed/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/jesus-church-evil-09122022234614.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/vietnam-religious-freedoms-group-hits-out-at-sentences-against-peng-lei-members-07282022024848.html#:~:text=The%20Vietnam%20Interfaith%20Council%20has,331%20of%20the%20Criminal%20Code.
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/08/religion-bulletin-april-2022-vietnamese-buddhist-sangha-opposes-transparency-on-monetary-donations/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/08/religion-bulletin-april-2022-vietnamese-buddhist-sangha-opposes-transparency-on-monetary-donations/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/10/religion-bulletin-june-2022-u-s-department-of-state-many-independent-religious-practitioners-tortured-by-police/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/12/religion-bulletin-september-2022-hanoi-creates-office-of-belief-and-new-religious-phenomena-falun-gong-practitioners-repressed-in-da-lat/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-02/2022%20Vietnam%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-05/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20Refugees%20Fleeing%20Religious%20Persecution%20Globally.pdf
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Vietnam is a religiously diverse country with related demographics 
varying greatly across research studies and reports. Religious tra-
ditions with a significant presence in the country include Buddhism, 
Hoa Hao Buddhism, Cao Dai, Catholicism, and Protestantism. As of 
December, the government had officially recognized a total of 16 reli-
gions and 43 religious organizations. Many groups, however, refused 
to register for fear of persecution or concern over their independence, 
which has led state-controlled and independent religious groups to 
compete for representation.

Vietnam’s constitution states that citizens “can follow any religion 
or follow none” and that “all religions are equal before the law.” The 
constitution 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 com-
munity well-being.” Vietnam’s 2018 LBR contains similar provisions 
permitting restrictions on the right to religious freedom. 

Legal and Policy Developments
In June, the government introduced two draft decrees to imple-
ment the LBR, one of which would replace the current implementing 
Decree 162/2017/ND-CP and increase control and suppression of 
registered religious activities. In addition, the punishment decree 
would impose harsh administrative punishments—including heavy 
fines, suspension of religious activities, and forced dissolution of 
religious organizations—on groups for vaguely and broadly defined 
“violations.” The Vietnamese Communist Party’s Vietnam Fatherland 
Front and the Government Committee for Religious Affairs (GCRA) 
organized consultation sessions and conferences on the draft decrees. 
Experts warned that if passed in their current form, the two decrees 
could further restrict religious freedom in Vietnam. 

Religious Prisoners of Conscience and  
Prison Conditions
Conditions for religious prisoners of conscience remained dire in 2022. 
For example, renowned religious freedom advocate and Hoa Hao 
Buddhist Nguyen Bac Truyen remained in prison, serving an 11-year 
sentence while suffering from heart, liver, and other health conditions. 
Authorities transferred him to Gia Trung prison in Gia Lai Province, 
where he was reportedly subjected to forced labor. Phan Van Thu, 
founder of the An Dan Dai Dao Buddhist group, died while serving 
a life sentence in prison after reportedly succumbing to an unspeci-
fied medical issue in November. In May, court authorities in Dak Lak 
Province sentenced Montagnard Protestant Y Wo Nie to four years’ 
imprisonment for reporting religious persecution to international 
organizations. Furthermore, despite the government’s announcement 
in April that it would deliver religious books to 54 prisons, former 
prisoners reported that access to religious scriptures—especially 
those in ethnic minority languages—remained severely lacking. They 
also reported poor prison conditions and that prison authorities often 
banned religious practices such as public or group prayers.

International Accountability
In October, Vietnam was elected to a three-year term (2023–2025) as 
a member on the UNHRC, despite widespread and deep concerns 
over the country’s human rights record. The Unrepresented Nations 
and Peoples Organization expressed concern over Vietnam’s UNHRC 
candidacy due to the country’s systematic violation of the rights of 
its citizens—particularly indigenous peoples—including its religious 
freedom violations through enforcement of the LBR. Four prominent 
international human rights groups, including Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International, voiced concerns about the country’s human 
rights situation and called on the government to “ensure compliance 
with obligations under the ICCPR and other international human rights 
law” in accordance with its pledges. They also called on Vietnam to 
invite all UN special procedures and allow them “full and unfettered 
access to the country” to monitor human rights situations. Also in 
October, following that UNHRC election, six UNHRC special rap-
porteurs, including the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or 
belief and the Special Rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples, 
sent a Joint Allegation Letter (JAL) to the Vietnamese government 
concerning its human rights violations. The JAL raised specific con-
cerns over the LBR’s restrictions on religious freedom that affected 
independent, unregistered religious groups, including Khmer-Krom 
Theravada Buddhists.  

Key U.S. Policy
In 2022, officials with the administration of President Joseph R. 
Biden, including Secretary of the State Antony J. Blinken and Dep-
uty Secretary of State Wendy R. Sherman, raised Vietnam’s human 
rights issues and its international human rights obligations with their 
Vietnamese counterparts. Marking the International Day Commem-
orating the Victims of Acts of Violence Based on Religion or Belief 
on August 22, the U.S. Embassy and six other Western embassies in 
Vietnam issued a joint statement condemning “continuing acts of 
violence targeting individuals, including those belonging to religious 
minorities, on the basis of religion or belief.” The 26th U.S.-Vietnam 
Human Rights Dialogue convened in Hanoi in November, during 
which U.S. Ambassador at Large for International Religious Free-
dom Rashad Hussain raised religious freedom concerns. In May, 
Representative Zoe Lofgren (D-CA), Representative Chris Smith 
(R-NJ), and other members of the House of Representatives sent a 
letter to President Biden, urging him to raise religious freedom and 
other human rights concerns with Vietnam’s Prime Minister Pham 
Minh Chinh during the U.S.-Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) Summit. 

On November 30, the U.S. Department of State placed Vietnam 
on its Special Watch List for severe violations of religious freedom. 
While USCIRF has recommended Vietnam’s designation as a CPC 
every year since 2002—finding that despite some notable areas of 
improvement, “systematic, ongoing, and egregious” violations of 
religious freedom within the meaning of IRFA persist—the State 
Department had previously designated it as a CPC only in 2004 
and 2005.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/vietnam/#people-and-society
https://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2012/12/globalReligion-tables.pdf
https://en.vietnamplus.vn/vietnamese-party-state-facilitate-practice-of-religions/246191.vnp
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://morningstarnews.org/2022/06/vietnam-floats-draconian-new-religion-decrees/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/10/religion-bulletin-june-2022-u-s-department-of-state-many-independent-religious-practitioners-tortured-by-police/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/10/religion-bulletin-june-2022-u-s-department-of-state-many-independent-religious-practitioners-tortured-by-police/
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/12/religion-bulletin-august-2022-cao-bang-dismantles-duong-van-minh-practitioners-altar-replaces-it-with-a-portrait-of-ho-chi-minh/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/nguyen-bac-truyen
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/phan-van-thu
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/vietnam-courts-reject-appeals-08172022012810.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20220521075717/http:/bocongan.gov.vn/tin-tuc/dua-kinh-sach-an-pham-ton-giao-vao-su-dung-tai-cac-trai-giam-thuoc-bo-cong-an-t31390.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/prisoner-interview-05262022140638.html
https://www.thevietnamese.org/2022/08/religion-bulletin-april-2022-vietnamese-buddhist-sangha-opposes-transparency-on-monetary-donations/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/religion-04042022181126.html
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/unhrc-vote-10112022142609.html
https://unpo.org/article/22235
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/10/10/vietnam-un-human-rights-council-candidacy-demands-progress-human-rights
https://unpo.org/article/22235
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/10/10/vietnam-un-human-rights-council-candidacy-demands-progress-human-rights
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=27586
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-vietnamese-foreign-minister-son/
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-shermans-meeting-with-vietnamese-deputy-foreign-minister-ngoc/
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-shermans-meeting-with-vietnamese-deputy-foreign-minister-ngoc/
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-shermans-meetings-with-vietnamese-government-officials/
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/vietnam/foreign-embassies-in-hanoi-08242022002714.html
https://www.state.gov/2022-u-s-vietnam-human-rights-dialogue/
https://lofgren.house.gov/media/press-releases/lofgren-chris-smith-and-colleagues-urge-president-biden-highlight-vietnam-human
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
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ALGERIA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Algeria remained poor. 
Since beginning its campaign to forcibly close Evangelical 
churches in 2017, the Algerian government has failed to show 

meaningful commitment to improving religious freedom condi-
tions over the last five years. Government authorities continued 
to forcibly close churches and prosecute members of Muslim and 
non-Muslim minority communities on charges of blasphemy, prose-
lytization, and unauthorized worship. The Algerian government also 
continued to deny several religious minority groups the registration 
required to worship collectively, including the Evangelical Prot-
estant Association (EPA) and the Ahmadiyya Muslim community. 

Algerian law regulates the manifestation of religion or belief 
through several legal mechanisms, including the Algerian Penal 
Code and Ordinance 06-03 on the regulation of non-Muslim orga-
nizations. Some of these provisions, including laws penalizing 
blasphemy, proselytization, and unregistered religious activity—all 
subject to imprisonment and fines—are inconsistent with interna-
tional legal protections for religious freedom. 

In 2022, the wali (governor) of Tizi Ouzou commenced pro-
ceedings to close at least four churches in that province, bringing 
the total number of EPA churches closed by the government to 21. 
Civil society members report that the government has encouraged 
individual churches to register outside of the EPA umbrella in an 
attempt to fracture the growing community. 

Authorities arrested the EPA’s top leader, Pastor Salaheddine 
Chalah, in November 2021 following the U.S. government’s decision 
to add Algeria to its Special Watch List for engaging in severe reli-
gious freedom violations. Other EPA leaders reportedly experienced 
harassment at the same time, including surveillance and property 
searches by government officials. In March, a court in Tizi Ouzou 
convicted Chalah of “practicing worship without the prior (approval) 
of the National Commission for non-Muslim worship” and “calling 
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through social media for the disobedience of laws by a clergyman,” 
sentencing him to 18 months in prison and a fine of $1,400 (200,00 
dinars). The government charged Chalah as a “clergyman” while at 
the same time refusing to register the EPA as a religious organiza-
tion, reflecting a biased government double standard specifically 
against the EPA.

Authorities sentenced Mohamed Derrab, a Christian convert, to 
18 months in prison for proselytization while continuing to prosecute 
Pastor Hamid Boussadi on charges of proselytization and holding 
worship without permission. In September, the Algerian govern-
ment requested that Caritas, a nongovernmental development 
organization affiliated with the Catholic Church, cease operating in 
the country, reportedly due to its purported foreign influences. In a 
context where the government has a history of undermining religious 
freedom and then justifying it as protecting against foreign influence, 
this development raises red flags for the future.

Several Muslims remain detained on charges of blasphemy, 
including political opposition members Yacine Mebarki and Walid 
Kechida and scholar Dr. Said Djabelkhir. According to local media 
reports, at least one additional unnamed Muslim individual faced 
blasphemy charges in 2022. In June, a tribunal in Bejaia charged 
18 Ahmadiyya Muslims with blasphemy and unauthorized group 
participation, detaining three members of the group. The judge 
ordered the immediate detention of three members and released 
the others pending further investigation. In December, Abdul Ghani 
became the sixth Ahmadiyya Muslim to be sentenced to a multiyear 
prison sentence, with the judge accusing the Ahmadiyya Muslim 
community of being a “threat to national security” and a threat to 
Algeria’s traditional Maliki school of thought. Advocates estimate 
that over 100 Ahmadis are facing prosecution, most of them for 
“unauthorized worship” in the context of the religious group’s 
unregistered status.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Maintain Algeria on the Special Watch List 
for engaging in or tolerating severe viola-
tions of religious freedom pursuant to the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA); 

	■ Enter into an agreement with the Algerian 
government and provide associated finan-
cial and technical support to obligate the 
Algerian government to take substantial 
steps to address violations of religious 
freedom, including but not limited to:

	■ Decr iminal iz ing blasphemy and 
proselytization and releasing those 

detained on charges of blasphemy and 
proselytization;

	■ Registering the EPA and the Ahmadiyya 
community as non-Muslim and Muslim 
religious organizations, respectively;

	■ Reopening closed and sealed churches 
and working in good faith with EPA 
members to address remaining health 
and safety code violations; and

	■ Direct U.S. Embassy officials to attend and 
observe court proceedings on blasphemy 

charges or cases related to houses of wor-
ship 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 U.S. Department of 
State and relevant Algerian counterparts 
to ensure religious freedom concerns are 
incorporated into the U.S.-Algeria bilateral 
relationship.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Factsheet: Law and Religion in Algeria 
	■ Podcast: The State of Religious Freedom in Algeria

https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/algeria/#:~:text=The%20constitution%20declares%20Islam%20to,religion%20is%20a%20criminal%20offense.
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/algeria/#:~:text=The%20constitution%20declares%20Islam%20to,religion%20is%20a%20criminal%20offense.
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252437/caritas-algeria-closed-at-government-s-behest
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/algeria/
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/algeria-bouhafs-activist-terrorism-charges-amnesty-release
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/north-africa/2020/10/08/Algeria-hands-activist-Yacine-Mebarki-10-years-jail-for-inciting-atheism-NGO
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210104-algerian-jailed-for-3-years-for-political-protest-memes
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210104-algerian-jailed-for-3-years-for-political-protest-memes
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-56847448
https://www.ennaharonline.com/%D9%82%D8%B3%D9%86%D8%B7%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%81-%D8%B4%D8%AE%D8%B5-%D8%A8%D8%AA%D9%87%D9%85%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%A1%D8%A9-%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%A7%D9%84/#:~:text=%D8%AA%D9%85%D9%83%D9%86%D8%AA%20%D9%81%D8%B1%D9%82%D8%A9%20%D9%85%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%AD%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%85%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%A9,%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%85%20%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9%20%E2%80%9C%D9%81%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%A8%D9%88%D9%83%E2%80%9D
https://www.ennaharonline.com/%D9%82%D8%B3%D9%86%D8%B7%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%81-%D8%B4%D8%AE%D8%B5-%D8%A8%D8%AA%D9%87%D9%85%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%A1%D8%A9-%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%A7%D9%84/#:~:text=%D8%AA%D9%85%D9%83%D9%86%D8%AA%20%D9%81%D8%B1%D9%82%D8%A9%20%D9%85%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%AD%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%85%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%A9,%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%85%20%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9%20%E2%80%9C%D9%81%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%A8%D9%88%D9%83%E2%80%9D
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/06/algeria-release-members-of-ahmadi-religious-minority/?utm_source=TWITTER-IS&utm_medium=social&utm_content=7427292011&utm_campaign=Amnesty&utm_term=-Yes
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20Algeria%20Law.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/state-religious-freedom-algeria
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Algeria is home to nearly 43 million people, 99 percent of whom 
are estimated to be Sunni Muslim. The remaining one percent of 
the population comprises 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, people who practice the 
Baha’i faith, 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 expres-
sion 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 fines. 
Algeria’s Criminal Code also censors publications by prohibiting con-
tent that is “contrary to Islamic morals.” 

Through Ordinance 06-03, passed in 2006, the Algerian gov-
ernment requires all non-Muslim organizations to register with the 
Minister for Non-Muslim Affairs in order to conduct activities and 
establish places of worship. The process for registration has been 
opaque and poorly implemented, creating 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 $8,347 (one million dinars).

Restrictions on Christians
Authorities convicted the EPA’s top leader, Pastor Salaheddine Chalah, 
and three other parishioners of “practicing worship without the prior 
opinion (or approval) of the National Commission for non-Muslim Wor-
ship.” The three parishioners were sentenced to six months in prison, 
while Pastor Chalah, who was also convicted of “calling through social 
media for the disobedience of laws by a clergyman,” was sentenced 
to 18 months in prison. Other EPA leaders reported increased harass-
ment in late 2021 and early 2022.

A court in Tizi Ouzou sentenced Christian convert Mohamed 
Derrab to 18 months in prison for “shaking the faith of a Muslim.” 
Derrab was preaching and distributing Bibles outside of his church in 
Tizi Ouzou following its closure by authorities. The government also 
continued to prosecute Pastor Hamid Boussadi for holding unautho-
rized worship services and proselytizing.

Restrictions on Muslims 
Several Muslims remain detained on charges of blasphemy, including 
political opposition members Yacine Mebarki and Walid Kechida 
and scholar Dr. Said Djabelkhir. Authorities arrested Mebarki in 2020 
for “inciting atheism” and “offending Islam” after finding a ripped 
Qur’an in his home. In 2021, authorities sentenced opposition activist 
Kechida to three years in prison with charges including “offending the 

precepts” of Islam in internet memes. In 2021, authorities arrested 
scholar and Sufism expert Djabelkhir and charged him with blasphemy 
after a fellow academic filed a complaint about his writings on various 
Islamic rituals. Local media reports indicate that at least one unnamed 
Muslim individual has been arrested on charges of blasphemy in 2022.|

On June 6, 2022, the First Instance Tribunal in Bejaia charged 18 
Ahmadiyya Muslims with “participation in an unauthorized group” 
and “denigrating Islam” under Article 46 of the Law on Associations 
and Article 144 of the Algerian Penal Code, respectively. The judge 
ordered the immediate detention of three members and released 
the others pending further investigation. Advocates estimate that 
over 100 Ahmadis are facing prosecution, mostly for “unauthorized 
worship” in the context of their unregistered status.

Targeting Religious Actors Perceived as Foreign
The Algerian government has historically targeted religious leaders 
and communities it views as foreign, sometimes threatening religious 
freedom rights in the process. Officials prosecute individuals associ-
ated with “foreign movements” with blasphemy charges to override 
a lack of evidence or extend prison sentences. 

On December 26, an Algerian court sentenced Ahmadiyya Mus-
lim Abdul Ghani to three years in prison and a fine of $1,500 (200,000 
dinars). In his verdict, the judge accused the Ahmadiyya Muslim com-
munity of being a “threat to national security,” an entity “working for 
foreign interests,” and a threat to Algeria’s traditional Maliki school 
of thought.

In 2022, the Algerian government requested that Caritas, a non-
governmental development organization affiliated with the Catholic 
Church, cease operating in the country. Analysts posit that Caritas’ 
supposed foreign ties influenced the government’s decision. While 
members of the Catholic community still worship and practice their 
religion in Algeria, some religious minorities expressed concern that 
the government’s targeting of Caritas may precede further restrictions 
against religious minorities viewed as outsiders.

Key U.S. Policy
On November 30, the State Department maintained Algeria on its 
Special Watch List for severe violations of religious freedom. Several 
high-profile U.S. officials visited Algeria in 2022, including Secretary of 
State Antony J. Blinken, Deputy Secretary of State Wendy R. Sherman, 
and an interagency delegation that included officials from the State 
Department, Department of Defense, and National Security Council. 
Topics for discussion included human rights and religious freedom 
concerns as well as stabilization and development assistance.

The United States is one of Algeria’s top trading partners, and 
professional exchanges play a valuable role in strengthening the 
U.S.-Algeria law enforcement and security partnership at both the 
senior and working levels. The Middle East Partnership Initiative 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 nongovernmental organizations.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/algeria/
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.icnl.org/wp-content/uploads/Algeria_ord.pdf
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/north-africa/2020/10/08/Algeria-hands-activist-Yacine-Mebarki-10-years-jail-for-inciting-atheism-NGO
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210104-algerian-jailed-for-3-years-for-political-protest-memes
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://humanists.international/2021/04/algeria-drop-charges-against-humanist-academic-on-trial-for-alleged-blasphemy/
https://www.ennaharonline.com/%D9%82%D8%B3%D9%86%D8%B7%D9%8A%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%AA%D9%88%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%81-%D8%B4%D8%AE%D8%B5-%D8%A8%D8%AA%D9%87%D9%85%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%B3%D8%A7%D8%A1%D8%A9-%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%A7%D9%84/#:~:text=%D8%AA%D9%85%D9%83%D9%86%D8%AA%20%D9%81%D8%B1%D9%82%D8%A9%20%D9%85%D9%83%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%AD%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%85%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%8A%D8%A9,%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AE%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%85%20%D9%88%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9%20%E2%80%9C%D9%81%D8%A7%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%A8%D9%88%D9%83%E2%80%9D
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/06/algeria-release-members-of-ahmadi-religious-minority/?utm_source=TWITTER-IS&utm_medium=social&utm_content=7427292011&utm_campaign=Amnesty&utm_term=-Yes
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/algeria/
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/algeria-bouhafs-activist-terrorism-charges-amnesty-release
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252437/caritas-algeria-closed-at-government-s-behest
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://dz.usembassy.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-and-algerian-president-abdelmadjid-tebboune-before-their-meeting/
https://dz.usembassy.gov/deputy-secretary-visits-algeria-to-co-preside-u-s-algeria-strategic-dialogue/
https://dz.usembassy.gov/u-s-ambassador-to-algeria-visits-oran/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-algeria/
https://dz.usembassy.gov/embassy/algiers/sections-offices/mepi/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

AZERBAIJAN

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Azerbaijan trended neg-
atively. The government continued to exert significant control 
over all religious practice, primarily through enforcement of the 

country’s law On Freedom of Religious Beliefs (religion law). The 
religion law requires religious communities to register to legally 
engage in religious activity, requires state review and approval 
of religious literature and related materials, and places numerous 
other limitations on freedom of religion or belief. In March, Presi-
dent Ilham Aliyev signed into law amendments to the religion law 
that reassigned the power to appoint imams from the nominally 
independent Caucasus Muslim Board (CMB) to the official State 
Committee for Work with Religious Associations (SCWRA), further 
entrenching state control over the practice of Islam. In May, the 
SCWRA fired Shi’a imam Mirseymur Aliyev after he reportedly held 
Ramadan prayers on a different day than mandated by the state. 
That same month, the CMB announced the imposition of an age 
restriction that barred citizens over the age of 65 from performing 
the Hajj. Authorities also raided, seized religious literature from, and 
fined about 20 Muslims across the country who met for worship in 
private homes or held religious events with children. 

While religious minorities have generally noted positive 
strides for religious freedom in Baku, others have shared that 
local authorities outside of the capital have surveilled Christians. 
During the year, the government failed yet again to register any 
non-Muslim religious communities, leaving some communities 
of Protestant Christians and Jehovah’s Witnesses without regis-
tration and therefore unable to operate legally. Meanwhile, the 
SCWRA disclosed registering approximately 22 Muslim communi-
ties. Officials continued to reject requests for a civilian alternative 
to mandatory military service despite the allowance of such an 
option in the constitution. In a reversal of recent practice, Azer-
baijan resumed detaining Jehovah’s Witnesses who sought to 

KEY FINDINGS

conscientiously object. In July, conscription authorities detained 
Royal Karimov and held him for more than three months. In Sep-
tember, a local court sentenced Seymur Mammadov to nine 
months in prison for his refusal to serve in the military before 
converting that punishment in December to a one-year sus-
pended sentence. 

Azerbaijani nongovernmental organizations tracking political 
prisoners in the country documented as many as 19 individuals 
imprisoned at the end of the year for their religious activism, the 
majority of whom are members of the Muslim Unity Movement 
(MUM). Throughout the year, law enforcement regularly detained 
additional members of the MUM, which the group characterized 
as a “provocation and pressure against the movement.” In June, 
MUM member Elgiz Mammadov alleged that he was raped while 
in police custody. In a positive development, a court granted early 
release to Muslim theologian Elshan Mustafaoglu, who had served 
seven and a half years of his 10-year prison sentence.

International bodies and other organizations continued to 
question the Azerbaijani government’s willingness to protect and 
preserve religious and cultural heritage sites in Nagorno-Karabakh 
and neighboring territories under Azerbaijani control. In February, 
then Minister of Culture Anar Karimov announced the creation of 
a working group to remove Armenian Apostolic inscriptions from 
churches that he characterized as “fictitious.” The government 
seemingly backpedaled on the plan following international outcry, 
and in March the European Parliament condemned “Azerbaijan’s 
continued policy of erasing and denying the Armenian cultural 
heritage in and around Nagorno-Karabakh.” During the reporting 
period, Caucasus Heritage Watch, a research initiative supported 
by Cornell University, documented through satellite imagery the 
destruction of St. Sargis Church. In past years, Azerbaijan has 
claimed that Armenian forces also damaged religious sites. 

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Include Azerbaijan on the Special Watch 
List for engaging in or tolerating severe vio-
lations of religious freedom pursuant to the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

	■ Work with the government of Azerbaijan 
to revise the 2009 religion law, as most 
recently amended in 2022, to comply with 
international human rights standards and 
to bring it into conformity with recom-
mendations made in 2012 by the Council 
of Europe’s Venice Commission and the 
Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe;

	■ Assist the Azerbaijani government, in col-
laboration with international partners, to 
develop an alternative civilian service and 
permit conscientious objection in line with 
its constitution and pursuant to its com-
mitment made to the Council of Europe 
and obligations under international human 
rights law; and

	■ Allocate funding to the U.S. Agency 
for International Development 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.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Special Report: Tolerance, Religious Freedom, and Authoritarianism
	■ Podcast: Differences between Religious Tolerance and Religious Freedom

https://president.az/az/articles/view/55607
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-set-to-expand-state-control-of-religion
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2749
https://qafqazinfo.az/news/detail/hecce-getmek-isteyenlerin-nezerine-yas-qadagasi-qoyuldu-363020?msclkid=c70
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2794
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2795
https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2022/april/azerbaijan-churches-evangelicals-orthodox-evangelism-conver.html
https://scwra.gov.az/upload/editor/files/Dini%20qurumlar/08.2022.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/royal-karimov
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/seymur-mammadov
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2796
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-dubbing-critics-islamic-extremists
https://jam-news.net/azerbaijani-muslim-unity-member-claims-he-was-raped-by-police-while-in-detention/
https://eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/60539/
https://report.az/en/cultural-policy/working-group-set-up-to-restore-armenianized-temples-of-ancient-albania/
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-announces-plans-to-erase-armenian-traces-from-churches
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-walks-back-plans-to-erase-armenian-traces-from-churches
https://twitter.com/uscirf/status/1490783591168716802?lang=en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-9-2022-0146_EN.html
https://caucasusheritage.cornell.edu/index.php/report
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Azerbaijan%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Religious%20Freedom%20Tolerance%20Report.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/differences-between-religious-tolerance-and-religious-freedom
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Background
The U.S. government estimates the population of Azerbaijan at more 
than 10.3 million people, of whom approximately 96 percent identify 
as Muslim. According to Azerbaijani government statistics, as many 
as 65 percent of Muslims identify as Shi’a, while the remaining 35 
percent identify as Sunni. The remaining four percent of the popu-
lation comprises atheists, Armenian Apostolics, Baha’is, Catholics, 
Georgian Orthodox, members of the International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Jews, Molokans, Protestants, 
and Russian Orthodox. The constitution defines the state as secular 
and mandates the separation of religion and state. Despite these pro-
visions, however, the government is actively involved in the regulation 
and management of virtually all religious activities. In general, the 
government remained concerned about the potential for “religious 
strife” in the country and undertook efforts to continue to limit inde-
pendent religious activism and activities in 2022. 

Legislating Increased Control of Muslims
At the beginning of the year, Azerbaijan’s parliament introduced a 
proposal to amend the country’s religion law and reduce the role of 
the CMB, an entity that has historically overseen the practice of Islam 
in the country. The government formally adopted the amendments 
in March, which removed the ability of the CMB to appoint imams to 
mosques and shrines and assigned that authority instead to an offi-
cial state body, the SCWRA. A member of parliament explained the 
change as a measure to ensure that imams have a “pro-state position,” 
although other politicians objected to the move on the grounds that 
it violated the constitution. Similarly, the government eliminated the 
right of the CMB to register mosques and permitted state oversight 
of donations to religious associations.

Retaliation for Conscientious Objection
Although the constitution provides for an alternative to mandatory 
military service, the government did not offer one in practice and 
retaliated against conscientious objectors who requested an alter-
native civilian service due to their religious beliefs. In July, authorities 
detained Jehovah’s Witness Royal Karimov after he disclosed his 
conscientious objection; they held him against his will at a local military 
unit for more than three months before releasing him in November. 
In September, the Goranboy District Court sentenced Jehovah’s 
Witness Seymur Mammadov to nine months in prison for his consci-
entious objection. Following Mammadov’s appeal of the verdict, the 
court ruled to suspend his sentence and subsequently released him 
in mid-December. According to Mammadov, he was not permitted 
to have a Bible while in prison. Other Jehovah’s Witnesses remained 
subject to travel restrictions due to their conscientious objection.

Detention of MUM Members
The government increasingly cracked down on the MUM, a Shi’a 
Muslim group that has criticized the state’s control of religion. In May, 
a court sentenced MUM member Razi Humbatov to six years in prison 
on drug trafficking charges that the group asserted were fabricated 
to punish him for his public criticism of authorities. During the course 
of Humbatov’s trial, police detained five additional MUM members 
who came to the courthouse to protest, some of whom received 30 
days of administrative detention and claimed that the police beat and 
tortured them. In June, police detained MUM member Fariz Aliyev 
after he protested in support of MUM leader Taleh Bagirzade and 
other religious prisoners. Throughout the year, police also detained 
MUM members Elshan Abbasov, Shahin Gadirov, Nejat Aliyev, Samir 
Babayev, and Mirtofiq Huseynov on alleged drug-related charges. In 
two separate instances in June and November, Bagirzade and other 
imprisoned MUM members participated in a hunger strike to protest 
ongoing and regular police abuse, including allegations of torture 
and religious insults.

Key U.S. Policy
In 2022, the United States and Azerbaijan marked 30 years of diplo-
matic relations that have largely prioritized cooperation on European 
energy security, bilateral trade and investment, and efforts to combat 
terrorism and transnational threats. The U.S. government regularly 
engaged with Azerbaijani counterparts to underscore the importance 
of ongoing peace negotiations with Armenia and to urge an end to 
military hostilities. In June, Assistant Secretary of State for European 
and Eurasian Affairs Karen Donfried traveled to Azerbaijan, where 
she highlighted U.S. support for fundamental freedoms and met with 
Azerbaijani civil society.

The U.S. Department of State continued to raise religious free-
dom concerns directly with Azerbaijani officials. In May, Ambassador 
at Large for International Religious Freedom Rashad Hussain met with 
then Minister of Culture Anar Karimov and discussed “best practices 
for preserving the country’s beautifully diverse religious and cultural 
heritage.” In June, Deputy Chief of Mission Michael Dickerson met 
with officials from the SCWRA. In November and December, the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee and House Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee respectively held hearings on U.S. policy in the Caucasus that 
involved significant discussion of Azerbaijan.

On December 9, the State Department designated Kerim Hey-
dar Alimardanov, an official in the Main Department for Combating 
Organized Crime in the Ministry of Internal Affairs, pursuant to Sec-
tion 7031(c) for “his involvement in a gross violation of human rights, 
namely torture of detainees in 2015 and 2016.” Alimardanov was 
reportedly involved in the 2015 Nardaran case that led to the arrest, 
alleged torture, and sentencing to prison of many MUM members.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/azerbaijan/#people-and-society
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/azerbaijan/
https://static.president.az/upload/Files/2018/03/09/4t31ckpjia_Konstitusiya_ENG.pdf
https://meclis.gov.az/news-layihe.php?id=1662&lang=az&par=0
https://www.azadliq.org/a/din-qeydiyyat/31681670.html
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2726
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-set-to-expand-state-control-of-religion
https://apa.az/az/sosial/qudret-hesenquliyev-dini-etiqad-azadligi-haqqinda-qanuna-deyisiklik-konstitusiyaya-ziddir-686783
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/royal-karimov
https://www.jw.org/en/news/jw/region/azerbaijan/Brothers-Royal-Karimov-and-Seymur-Mammadov-Released-From-Detention-in-Azerbaijan/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/seymur-mammadov
https://www.jw.org/en/news/jw/region/azerbaijan/Brothers-Royal-Karimov-and-Seymur-Mammadov-Released-From-Detention-in-Azerbaijan/
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2022/5/free/Social/en/5116.htm
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2022/5/free/Social/en/5212.htm
https://www.meydan.tv/en/article/detained-azerbaijani-muslim-union-movements-members-allege-torture-interior-ministry-denies/
https://twitter.com/MikroskopMedia/status/1537759128227135496
https://eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/58426/
https://oc-media.org/azerbaijani-shiite-activist-charged-with-drug-trafficking/
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2022/12/free/Social/en/12482.htm
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2022/12/free/Social/en/12482.htm
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2022/12/free/Social/en/12482.htm
https://www.azadliq.org/a/muselman-birliyi-narkotik/32164655.html
https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijans-religious-prisoners-start-hunger-strike
https://az.usembassy.gov/30th-anniversary-of-diplomatic-relations/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-azerbaijani-president-aliyev-2/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-azerbaijani-president-aliyev-3/
https://www.state.gov/calling-for-the-immediate-cessation-of-hostilities-between-armenia-and-azerbaijan/
https://www.state.gov/assistant-secretary-donfrieds-travel-to-azerbaijan-georgia-and-armenia/
https://www.turan.az/ext/news/2022/6/free/politics_news/en/6182.htm
https://twitter.com/irf_ambassador/status/1521607279874764800?s=21&t=aANrfEule1MJXdc6SPW79w
https://twitter.com/dqidk/status/1536206413416079361?s=21&t=bjOQyGVQxAZgXvAA0O-l5Q
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/hearings/assessing-us-policy-in-the-caucasus
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearing/u-s-policy-towards-the-caucasus/
https://foreignaffairs.house.gov/hearing/u-s-policy-towards-the-caucasus/
https://www.state.gov/combating-global-corruption-and-human-rights-abuses/
https://jam-news.net/for-the-first-time-the-united-states-imposes-sanctions-on-an-azerbaijani-official/
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC

I In 2022, religious freedom conditions in the Central African 
Republic (CAR) remained poor. Armed group violence, which 
resumed in early 2020 after a brief respite, led to the politi-

cization of religious identity in several localities and resulted in 
violence based on religious or ethnoreligious affiliation. Previous 
years’ trends of state-backed fighters targeting Muslim civilians 
with violence, torture, and extrajudicial detention continued. In 
at least one instance, fighters defending Muslim communities 
targeted Christian civilians in retaliation for state-backed abuses 
against Muslims.

The CAR government continued to collaborate with nonstate 
armed actors, including the Wagner Group—a military contractor 
with ties to the Russian government—and local vigilante fighters, 
despite trends of these actors targeting religious minorities and 
committing human rights abuses. Furthermore, the CAR govern-
ment made efforts to shield these partners from accountability for 
abuses, inhibiting multilateral efforts to investigate allegations of 
religious targeting and human rights violations. 

From September 2021 to February 2022, national defense 
forces and other security personnel recruited approximately 600 
fighters from local vigilante groups in Basse-Kotto and Ouaka 
Prefectures to fight against rebel groups. Elements from the 
former Christian and animist-affiliated anti-balaka armed groups 
committed abuses, mainly against Muslim communities. In May, 
national defense forces arrested and tortured three Fulani Muslim 

KEY FINDINGS

youths in Bokolobo, Ouaka Prefecture, killing one of them. The 
Unité pour la paix en Centrafrique (Union for Peace in Central 
African Republic), a local rebel group in the area, vowed retaliation 
and subsequently attacked a national defense forces checkpoint 
in Bokolobo, Ouaka Prefecture, killing two soldiers, six anti-balaka 
combatants, and five civilians from the Christian community. On 
the following day in the same area, presumed national defense 
forces and anti-balaka combatants carried out a reprisal attack on 
a Muslim community, killing nine civilians.

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. 
Analysts familiar with the situation on the ground assess that Mus-
lims are disproportionately represented among CAR’s displaced 
population and have struggled to return safely to their areas of 
origin due to continued intimidation and lack of support.

The Special Criminal Court (SCC) tried its first cases against 
armed group leaders responsible for crimes against humanity, 
war crimes, and severe violence and made several other promi-
nent arrests. However, executive authorities continued trends of 
undermining justice mechanisms and constitutional power in 2022. 
President Faustin-Archange Touadera forcibly removed the Consti-
tutional Court's presiding judge, who had spoken out against the 
illegality of Touadera's efforts to change the constitution to allow 
himself to run for a third presidential term.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Maintain CAR on the Special Watch List for 
engaging in or tolerating severe violations 
of religious freedom pursuant to the Inter-
national 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, and urge the CAR gov-
ernment 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.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Factsheet: Religious Freedom Concerns in Central Africa
	■ Podcast: Religious Freedom Backslides in Central African Republic

https://acleddata.com/2022/08/30/wagner-group-operations-in-africa-civilian-targeting-trends-in-the-central-african-republic-and-mali/#s4
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-to-car-military-russian-mercenaries-stop-obstructing-rights-investigations/6453379.html
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/07/central-african-republic-un-reports-detail-serious-violations-some-possibly
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2022_491.pdf
https://humanglemedia.com/central-african-republic-soldiers-anti-balaka-rebels-kill-bokolobo-villagers/
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2022_491.pdf
https://www.state.gov/first-trial-judgment-by-the-special-criminal-court-in-the-central-african-republic-car/
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-to-car-military-russian-mercenaries-stop-obstructing-rights-investigations/6453379.html
https://www.africanews.com/2022/11/21/car-touadera-appoints-new-president-to-constitutional-court/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2023%20Factsheet%20-%20Religious%20Freedom%20Concerns%20in%20Central%20Africa.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/religious-freedom-backslides-central-african-republic


U S C I R F – R E CO M M E N D E D  F O R  S PE C I A L  WATC H  L I S T  53

C
E

N
T

R
A

L A
F

R
IC

A
N

 R
E

P
U

B
LIC

Background
CAR’s constitution provides for freedom of religion or belief and equal 
protection under the law, regardless of religion. Approximately 89 
percent of CAR’s population identify as Christian, nine percent identify 
as Muslim, one percent practice folk religions, 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 
with 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 communities. This trig-
gered 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 communities bore the brunt of the conflict, 
with violence displacing an estimated 80 percent of CAR’s Muslim 
population in the first two years. 

In 2019 and 2020, instances of religious violence decreased 
following a political agreement and increased CAR government 
cooperation with the Wagner Group. 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.

Politicization of Religion by Armed Actors
In several regions of CAR, ethnicity and religion are so strongly linked 
that violence based on ethnoreligious identity poses a risk to religious 
freedom. Since the resumption of fighting in December 2020, the 
United Nations (UN) secretary general has found that targeted arrests 
of alleged rebel collaborators “disproportionately affected religious 
and ethnic minorities.” A joint human rights investigation reported a 
notable “increase in targeted attacks against the civilian population, 
especially Muslims” and found that CAR authorities used a state 
of emergency to commit abuses that “specifically targeted certain 
communities (Muslims and Peuhl).”

The CAR government has also tolerated religious freedom vio-
lations by both foreign and domestic proxy fighters it enlists to help 
achieve military objectives. In Ouaka prefecture, the CAR govern-
ment recruited fighters from former Christian- and animist-affiliated 
anti-balaka militias that reportedly targeted Muslim communities 
on the basis of religion in their campaign to eliminate rebel militias. 
These vigilante fighters also carried out a reprisal attack on a Muslim 
community in Bokolobo after rebel fighters in the area attacked their 
checkpoint in May.

Relying on foreign and proxy fighters complicates the CAR gov-
ernment’s involvement in the violations they commit, but it does not 
absolve the government of complicity or responsibility. CAR author-
ities have acted to protect both Wagner and anti-balaka elements 
operating on the government’s behalf from accountability for religious 
violence and human rights abuses.

Justice Progress and Setbacks
Strong justice mechanisms are crucial to achieving justice for victims of 
religious violence in CAR and deterring future violations. In particular, 
the SCC, a hybrid court established to investigate and prosecute seri-
ous international crimes committed since 2003, began hearing cases 
in 2022. Its first case resulted in the conviction of three members of 
rebel militia 3R for crimes against humanity, war crimes, and severe 
violence against civilians. The SCC also arrested two former Central 
African Armed Forces members and one ex-Séléka militia general in 
2022 on charges of crimes against humanity.

Yet, SCC trials and other justice efforts have been under threat 
from other parts of the CAR government. Last year, national security 
forces prevented the SCC from accessing former armed group leader 
Hassan Bouba Ali for his scheduled appearance and released him in 
contravention of the SCC’s warrant. In 2022, the CAR government 
obstructed UN efforts to investigate religious targeting and other 
human rights abuses.

President Touadera also sought in 2022 to undermine other 
government institutions and the constitution. In May, Touadera pro-
posed reforms to eliminate term limits, and in August he established 
a commission to revise the constitution. When the independent 
Constitutional Court declared those efforts unconstitutional and 
annulled the commission, Touadera requested the Constitutional 
Court’s head jurist, Daniele Darlan, to retire, which she refused to 
do. Touadera then forcibly dismissed Darlan by decree, which many 
considered unconstitutional, and appointed Jean Pierre Waboé as 
the new head of the Constitutional Court.

Given that security forces under executive control in CAR have 
shown bias against religious minorities, the independence of judicial 
institutions is critical to ensuring accountability for abuses by govern-
ment actors. Recent government efforts undermine the constitution 
and erode the independence of the judiciary, threatening mechanisms 
designed to provide justice for human rights abuses and religious 
freedom violations.

Key U.S. Policy
In 2022, the United States pledged $48 million in emergency human-
itarian assistance to CAR in addition to the $140 million already 
allocated. The U.S. government remains a main source of financial 
support to the SCC.

In October, the spokesperson for the U.S. Embassy in Bangui, 
CAR, publicly expressed concern regarding political developments in 
the country after Touadera’s administration removed the president of 
the Constitutional Court. A delegation from CAR attended the Joseph 
R. Biden administration’s U.S-Africa Leaders Summit in December.

On November 30, recognizing escalating state abuses against 
Muslim communities in CAR, the U.S. Department of State placed CAR 
on its Special Watchlist for the first time for engaging in or tolerating 
severe violations of religious freedom. The U.S. government also 
designated the Wagner Group, a military contractor closely linked 
with the Russian government, as an Entity of Particular Concern for 
engaging in particularly severe religious freedom violations in CAR in 
2021, including attacks on mosques and disappearing Muslim leaders. 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/central-african-republic/
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2F2021%2F867&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2F2021%2F867&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Countries/CF/report_abuses_violations_HR_InternationalHumanitarianLaw_Elections_CAR_EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/07/central-african-republic-un-reports-detail-serious-violations-some-possibly
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2022_491.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-to-car-military-russian-mercenaries-stop-obstructing-rights-investigations/6453379.html
https://www.state.gov/first-trial-judgment-by-the-special-criminal-court-in-the-central-african-republic-car/
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3959020?ln=en
https://www.voanews.com/a/un-to-car-military-russian-mercenaries-stop-obstructing-rights-investigations/6453379.html
https://www.voaafrica.com/a/car-president-orders-constitution-rewrite/6718568.html
https://www.voaafrica.com/a/car-president-orders-constitution-rewrite/6718568.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/central-african-republics-top-court-annuls-commission-rewrite-constitution-2022-09-23/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/central-african-republics-top-court-head-refuses-retire-2022-10-20/
https://www.africanews.com/2022/11/21/car-touadera-appoints-new-president-to-constitutional-court/
https://cf.usembassy.gov/the-united-states-pledges-31-billion-cfa-in-emergency-humanitarian-assistance-to-central-african-republic/
https://cf.usembassy.gov/united-states-announces-3-million-in-additional-support-to-the-special-criminal-court/
https://cf.usembassy.gov/statement-by-ned-price-u-s-state-department-spokesperson-on-the-constitutional-court-in-car/
https://www.state.gov/africasummit/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://acleddata.com/2022/08/30/wagner-group-operations-in-africa-civilian-targeting-trends-in-the-central-african-republic-and-mali/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Detention/Opinions/Session89/A_HRC_WGAD_2020_86.pdf
https://humanglemedia.com/central-african-republic-cleric-missing-after-home-raid-by-russian-mercenaries/
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EGYPT
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Egypt generally trended 
consistent with 2021. The government continued to make over-
tures toward religious minority communities and to promote 

religious tolerance. For example, under President Abdel Fattah 
El-Sisi, the government appointed the first-ever Christian judge 
to the Supreme Constitutional Court in February. Egypt  also con-
tinued its cultural heritage preservation program, announcing 
the restoration of more historic synagogues. In May, authorities 
convicted and sentenced the “extremist Islamist” murderer of a 
Coptic Orthodox priest. The government also continued reviewing 
and approving Christians’ applications to register their worship 
sites as churches. 

However, restrictions on new church construction and the slow 
pace of approvals for the backlog of legalization applications filed 
since the Church Construction Law of 2016 have forced many con-
gregations to assemble in structurally unsafe buildings not intended 
for communal worship. In August, the government attributed a 
series of deadly fires at several Coptic Orthodox churches to faulty 
electrical setups and other structural deficiencies, which human 
rights organizations identified as a result of systemic discrimination 
against Copts. Rights organizations have also noted that the 2016 
legislation is inherently discriminatory in continuing to subject 
churches to requirements and approval processes that do not apply 
to Sunni mosques. The 2016 law also offers no legalization process 
for the houses of worship of Ahmadiyya Muslims, Baha’is, Shi’a Mus-
lims, and other religious groups. In addition, even after successfully 
registering, some churches continued to face threats. In June, the 
government’s approval of the license for Luxor’s Archangel Michael 
Church prompted some Islamist residents of that and other villages 
to riot and set fire to Copts’ personal property. 

State security and prosecutors continued to invoke the 
blasphemy statute and other laws to arrest, detain, convict, and 

sentence Egyptians from a diverse range of religious backgrounds. 
Reports of individual violent assaults against Copts increased, with 
several attacks unfolding in April during the seasons of Christian 
Easter and Muslim Ramadan. This included crimes such as the fatal 
stabbing of Father Arsanios Wadid and the deadly shooting of 
Rani Ra’fat by six men, one of whom posted social media videos 
confirming a militant Islamist motivation for the murder. In July, 
another assailant stabbed the father and son owners of a shop in 
Giza that sold alcohol—a practice associated with non-Muslims. 
Coptic women suffered both anti-Christian and female-targeted 
abuse, such as the suspected kidnapping and potential forced 
conversion to Islam of Mariam Waheeb and a male pharmacist’s 
physical assault of Naveen Sobhi for appearing in non-Islamic dress 
during the Muslim holy days of Ramadan. The latter case is notable 
for the police’s pressuring of the victim to agree to adjudication by 
a local, nonjudicial “reconciliation” session, which doubly victimizes 
Copts and other minorities by forcing them to reconcile with their 
attacker, commonly resulting in lenient punishments for assailants. 
In February, Egypt’s child-fostering laws and practices attracted 
scrutiny when authorities removed a four-year-old boy from his 
Coptic Orthodox adoptive family and placed him in an orphanage 
upon discovering his origins as an unidentified infant that a priest 
had found in the local church. Although prosecutors reportedly 
invoked laws presuming the Muslim identity of unknown children, in 
December, Egypt’s National Council for Human Rights asserted the 
illegality of the child’s transfer to the orphanage, urging the gov-
ernment to return him to his would-be adoptive parents. Personal 
status laws regulating family matters such as marriage, divorce, and 
inheritance also disproportionately burden religious minorities, 
especially women. In December, President El-Sisi encouraged “all 
segments of society” to participate in dialogue surrounding draft 
amendments to these laws. 

KEY FINDINGS

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT
	■ Include Egypt on the Special Watch List 

for engaging in or tolerating severe viola-
tions of religious freedom pursuant to the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

	■ 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; and

	■ Incorporate religious freedom concerns 
into U.S.-Egypt bilateral engagement by 

encouraging Egypt to: 1) ensure equal 
protection of all religious communities, 
including through phasing out customary 
reconciliation councils to resolve incidents 
of violence against religious minorities and 
proposing universal “houses of worship” 
legislation that treats identically the con-
struction, repair, and registration of houses 
of worship of all religions; 2) 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 conditions under 
which the law is applied and allow charged 
individuals to post bail; and 3) lift all travel 
bans and asset freezes on released reli-
gious prisoners of conscience and establish 
independent oversight and appeals mech-
anisms for travel bans.

The U.S. Congress should:

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

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Special Report: Assessing Religious Freedom in Egyptian Curriculum Reform
	■ Event: Assessing Religious Freedom in Egyptian Curriculum Reform
	■ Press Statement: USCIRF Welcomes Egypt’s Release of Coptic Activist Ramy Kamel
	■ Press Statement: USCIRF Commends Release of Egyptian Religious Prisoner Reda Abdel Rahman

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Religious%20Freedom%20Tolerance%20Report.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/middle-east-egypt-africa-religion-b3031e28eeb787f622290b3ea0726c78
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/04/egypt-restore-historic-synagogue
https://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/1233/466465/Egypt/Courts--Law/Court-sentences-man-to-death-for-murdering-Coptic-.aspx
https://apnews.com/article/middle-east-egypt-africa-alexandria-cairo-99ae5a40e19a94955b8ad3b5afcaabdf
https://en.wataninet.com/coptic-affairs-coptic-affairs/coptic-affairs/24th-batch-of-churches-legalised/40229/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/16/world/middleeast/coptic-church-fire-egypt.html
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2022/08/17/news/u/41-people-dead-14-injured-in-fire-during-sunday-mass-at-imbaba-church/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/08/14/africa/egypt-fire-intl/index.html#:~:text=At%20least%2018%20children%20died,a%20statement%2C%20citing%20health%20officials.
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/8/20/egypts-copts-want-changes-to-law-after-deadly-church-fire
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/8/20/egypts-copts-want-changes-to-law-after-deadly-church-fire
https://www.madamasr.com/en/2022/08/17/news/u/41-people-dead-14-injured-in-fire-during-sunday-mass-at-imbaba-church/
https://www.csw.org.uk/2022/11/29/press/5860/article.htm
https://www.copticsolidarity.org/2022/11/10/discussion-egypts-need-for-a-unified-houses-of-worship-law/
https://en.wataninet.com/coptic-affairs-coptic-affairs/coptic-affairs/police-contain-attack-against-luxor-church-granted-legality/38992/
https://en.wataninet.com/coptic-affairs-coptic-affairs/coptic-affairs/police-contain-attack-against-luxor-church-granted-legality/38992/
https://www.persecution.org/2022/05/06/egypts-christians-face-increased-persecution-easter-ramadan/
https://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/1233/464261/Egypt/Courts--Law/Egypt-police-arrest-man-who-reportedly-stabbed-Cop.aspx
https://en.wataninet.com/news-2/crime/six-charged-with-murdering-dabaa-copt/40359/
https://www.persecution.org/2022/08/04/christian-father-son-stabbed-egypt-string-incidents/
https://en.wataninet.com/coptic-affairs-coptic-affairs/coptic-affairs/beni-sweif-missing-coptic-woman-back/38434/
https://en.wataninet.com/coptic-affairs-coptic-affairs/coptic-affairs/beni-sweif-missing-coptic-woman-back/38434/
https://www.churchinneed.org/assault-on-coptic-christian-woman-in-egypt-goes-unpunished/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/03/egypt-release-nine-coptic-christians-detained-for-attempting-to-rebuild-church/
https://www.persecution.org/2022/05/03/coptic-woman-slapped-verbally-assaulted-muslim-man/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=Nevin%20Sobhi&utm_campaign=2022-05-06%20NR%3A%20Egypt%27s%20Christians%20Face%20Increased%20Persecution%20During%20Easter%20and%20Ramadan
https://timep.org/2022/01/06/egypts-religious-minorities-the-legal-framework/
https://fanack.com/politics-en/egypts-ban-on-adoption-highlights-plight-of-coptic-christians~243221/
https://en.wataninet.com/coptic-affairs-coptic-affairs/coptic-affairs/first-meeting-between-shenouda-and-his-adoptive-parents/40747/
https://eipr.org/en/blog/ishak-ibrahim/2020/02/personal-status-copts-crisis-made-state-and-church
https://eipr.org/en/press/2022/05/new-report-eipr-legal-inconsistency-inheritance-distribution-egyptian-christian-women
https://egyptindependent.com/sisi-calls-for-introducing-personal-status-bill-for-societal-dialogue/
https://eipr.org/en/press/2022/01/citizens-without-valid-identity-papers-marriage-certificates-or-burial-places
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/2022%20Egypt%20Curriculum.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-assessing-religious-freedom-egyptian-curriculum-reform
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-welcomes-egypts-release-coptic-activist-ramy-kamel
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-commends-release-egyptian-religious-prisoner-reda-abdel-rahman
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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 107.7 million, an estimated 
90 percent of whom are Sunni Muslims. Non-Sunni Muslims such as 
Shi’a comprise less than one percent. At an estimated 10 percent 
or more, Egypt’s indigenous Copts constitute the largest Chris-
tian 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 Protes-
tants, and other small denominations comprising the remainder. There 
are reportedly up to 2,000 Baha’is, approximately 1,500 Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, and fewer than 10 Jews in Egypt.

State Targeting of Religious Identity,  
Expression, and Activism 
The Egyptian criminal justice system remained the locus of systematic 
and ongoing religious freedom violations. In January and February, 
authorities released from long-term detention religious prisoners of 
conscience Ramy Kamel, a Copt, and Reda Abdel Rahman, a Qur’anist 
Muslim. Both Abdel Rahman and Patrick Zaki—a Coptic human rights 
researcher released at the end of 2021—remain under travel bans. 
Throughout 2022, Zaki also endured numerous adjournments of his 
trial for the charge of “spreading false news” via the publication of 
an online testimonial discussing anti-Coptic discrimination. In June, 
Al-Mataria prosecutors wielded the same charge to detain Coptic 
attorney Hani Farouk Gibran—later releasing him—for posting mes-
sages on social media such as, “No to attacks on churches in Egypt, 
burning homes and kidnapping girls.”  

Egypt continues to enforce Law 98(f) of Egypt’s Penal Code, 
a blasphemy statute that bans “insulting the heavenly religions.” 
In September, an appeals court in Cairo upheld a five-year prison 
sentence against Marco Girgis, a Copt, on charges including breach 
of 98(f) and “exploiting religion in promoting extremist ideas, con-
tempt of Islam, and transgression of the values of the Egyptian 
family” for allegedly sharing sexually explicit digital material. In 
June, United Nations human rights experts expressed concern 
over the detention and potential deportation of Abdulbaqi Saeed 
Abdo, a Yemeni asylum seeker and convert to Christianity accused 
of “contempt of Islam.”

Egyptians of Sunni Muslim backgrounds also faced government 
harassment and detention. In February, the Court of Cassation rejected 
the appeal of imprisoned blogger Anas Hassan, arrested in 2019 for 
administering an “Egyptian Atheists” page on Facebook and charged 

with violation of 98(f) and information technology laws. Also that month, 
the public prosecutor stated it would order “investigative measures” 
against journalist and television presenter Ibrahim Issa for his public 
statements questioning a miracle connected to the Prophet Muham-
mad. In August, the Heliopolis Misdemeanors Court announced the 
trial of another television personality, Islamic preacher and Al-Azhar 
instructor Mabrouk Attia, for on-air jokes about Jesus Christ following 
a lawyer’s filing of a criminal complaint that the statements showed 
contempt for both Christianity and Islam. 

Authorities also arrested or detained individuals related to mob 
protests and attacks on Christian churches; however, several such 
detainees were members of targeted church communities. In January, 
security officials arrested nine Copts for online videos showcasing their 
peaceful protest of the government’s failure to permit the rebuilding 
of the fire-ravaged St. Joseph and Abu Seifein Church in Samalout. 
Charges included “participating in a demonstration threatening public 
safety and committing a terrorist act.” They were released in April, 
the same month the government relaunched its Presidential Pardon 
Committee, possibly in advance of the 27th Conference of the Parties, 
or COP27 climate summit, which Egypt hosted in November. 

Educational Curriculum Reforms 
The government of Egypt implemented some religious tolerance 
reforms to the national primary and secondary school educational 
curricula consistent with its 2021 National Human Rights Strategy. 
However, a USCIRF assessment found that despite slight improve-
ments, religionization of the curriculum remained endemic. Subjects 
such as Arabic Language and Social Studies advanced government-en-
dorsed versions of Sunni Islam while underrepresenting, excluding, 
or negatively characterizing—for example, using antisemitic rhetoric 
toward—religious minorities such as non-Sunni Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews. 

Key U.S. Policy
The U.S.-Egypt strategic partnership assumed an even higher profile 
throughout the year in advance of the COP27. Despite Egypt’s robust 
efforts to rehabilitate international perceptions of the country’s human 
rights violations, the administration of President Joseph R. Biden and 
the U.S. Congress took measures to communicate concerns over 
Egypt’s human rights record. As in 2021, Congress conditioned up to 
$300 million of the $1.3 billion annual FMF aid package to Egypt on 
human rights improvements. However, in September, the administra-
tion chose to withhold only $130 million. In approving the other $170 
million, the United States noted part of the grant was due to President 
El-Sisi’s release of 500 political prisoners out of the total of more than 
60,000 in detention. The withheld aid accounted for 10 percent of the 
United States’ total annual allocation to Egypt.

https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Egypt_2014.pdf
https://hrwf.eu/egypt-jehovahs-witnesses-deregistered-since-1960-defend-their-case-at-the-un-human-rights-committee/
https://news.bahai.org/story/1604/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/egypt/#people-and-society
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/EGYPT-2021-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf
https://resource-macs.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/CopticChurch.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/EGYPT-2021-INTERNATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/ramy-kamel
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/current-rpocs/reda-abdel-rahman
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/reda-abdel-rahman
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/patrick-george-zaki
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/07/06/egypt-arbitrary-travel-bans-throttle-civil-society
https://timep.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Abuse-of-Travel-Bans-in-Egypt.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/hani-gibran
https://www.coptstoday.com/429881/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%81%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AC-%D8%B9%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%89-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%A8%D8%B7%D9%89-%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%89-%D9%81%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%88%D9%82-%D8%A8%D9%83%D9%81%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A9-2000-%D8%AC%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%87
https://humanrightsfirst.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Compendium-Blasphemy-Laws.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/marco-girgis
http://www.cfjustice.org/egypt-un-concerned-about-disappearance-and-trial-of-a-yemeni-citizen-amid-fears-of-his-deportation-to-his-country/ 
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abdulbaqi-saeed-abdo
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abdulbaqi-saeed-abdo
https://eipr.org/press/2022/02/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%82%D8%B6-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B7%D8%B9%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%AD%D8%A8%D8%B3-%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%91%D9%86-%D8%AB%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D8%B3%D9%86%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%87-%D8%A8%D8%A5%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%B5%D9%81%D8%AD%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%84%D8%AD%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89
https://eipr.org/press/2022/02/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D9%82%D8%B6-%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B7%D8%B9%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%AD%D8%A8%D8%B3-%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%91%D9%86-%D8%AB%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AB-%D8%B3%D9%86%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%87-%D8%A8%D8%A5%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%B5%D9%81%D8%AD%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%84%D8%AD%D8%AF%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B5%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/anas-hassan
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/egypt-ibrahim-issa-prophet-mohammed-b2019623.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/03/07/egypt-sissi-authoritarian-dilemma/
https://egyptindependent.com/mabrouk-attia-to-stand-trial-over-contempt-of-religion-charges/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/03/egypt-release-nine-coptic-christians-detained-for-attempting-to-rebuild-church/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/raymond-mamdouh-william
https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/1/119535/President-Sisi-pardons-number-of-convicts-on-the-occasion-of
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/11/egypt-arrests-over-calls-for-protests-during-cop27-expose-reality-of-human-rights-crisis/
https://www.voanews.com/a/egypt-announces-freedom-mass-pardon-for-30-jailed-activists/6857013.html
https://www.egyptembassy.net/media/Human_Rights_Strategy_Fact-Sheet_091521_v22.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/2022%20Egypt%20Curriculum.pdf
https://www.state.gov/climate-crisis/cop-27/
https://cpj.org/2022/08/cpj-joins-call-for-biden-administration-to-withhold-300-million-in-military-aid-to-egypt/
https://www.reuters.com/article/usa-egypt-idAFKBN2QF28R
https://www.murphy.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/murphy-every-day-we-continue-sending-billions-to-egypt-while-paying-lip-service-to-their-human-rights-violations-is-a-blow-to-american-credibility
https://www.murphy.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/murphy-every-day-we-continue-sending-billions-to-egypt-while-paying-lip-service-to-their-human-rights-violations-is-a-blow-to-american-credibility
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

INDONESIA

I n 2022, Indonesia’s religious freedom conditions remained poor, 
as in the prior year. The country maintains several regulations 
that either constitute blasphemy laws or effectively function as 

such: Presidential Decree No. 1/PNPS/1965, Criminal Code Article 
156(a), and Law No. 11/2008 on Electronic Information and Trans-
action (known as the ITE law) Articles 27(3) and 28(2). Indonesia 
also maintains a 2006 joint regulation on houses of worship that 
local authorities often exploit to hinder religious communities’ 
right to build and maintain houses of worship. Minority religious 
leaders throughout Indonesia report that this regulation enables 
corruption, emboldening local Islamic religious leaders and/or 
political officials to coerce bribes from religious communities to 
obtain permission to proceed with construction. In addition, minori-
ties’ houses of worship—especially for groups that are officially 
unrecognized—are especially vulnerable to attacks and lack the 
protections afforded to majority-affiliated religious sites in law or 
in practice. For example, in early January, Pontianak District Court 
sentenced 21 men to only four and a half months in prison for ran-
sacking and burning an Ahmadiyya mosque in West Kalimantan the 
prior year but released them a mere 16 days later.

Indonesia recognizes six official religions, excluding the less 
than 0.5 percent of the population who practice traditional or 
indigenous faiths, including forms of animism or syncretic ver-
sions of religions. In 2016, followers of traditional faiths appealed 
to the Constitutional Court against the 2013 Civil Administrative 
Law, which codified discriminatory regulations such as forcing 
members of indigenous groups to leave the religion section 
of their national identification cards blank. Despite the Consti-
tutional Court ruling in favor of traditional faith communities, 
members still reported discrimination in accessing public services 
such as education. 

KEY FINDINGS

In December, the Indonesian Parliament passed a new criminal 
code that reinforces the criminalization of blasphemy, further under-
mining religious freedom. Article 300 broadens the sorts of acts, 
speech, or outcomes to which the blasphemy prohibition applies and 
expands enforcement to include fines and up to three years in prison. 
Article 302 criminalizes “inciting” someone to leave their faith—an 
offense that carries a punishment of up to two years’ imprisonment. 
The law replaced the Dutch colonial-era code and will gradually take 
effect over a period of up to three years. This legal development 
coincided with a general backsliding of democratic norms as well as 
growing political and societal influence from conservative Islamist 
organizations, such as the quasi-governmental Indonesia Ulema 
Council (MUI), that seek to impose their religious interpretations 
on others. The MUI responded to public criticism of provisions in 
the then draft criminal code that incorporated the MUI’s preferred 
religious views on issues of sexual morality by insisting that all six of 
Indonesia’s officially recognized religions condemn the lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) community and 
therefore the government should not protect its members.

The enshrinement of a particular interpretation of Islam into 
Indonesian law that is binding on all people regardless of their 
religious beliefs coincides with the government’s increased level 
of international cooperation to combat religiously based violent 
extremism, which remained a persistent concern. The country’s 
counterterrorism force, known as Densus 88, continued to pur-
sue radical Islamist groups believed responsible for killing several 
Christian farmers in Sulawesi the prior year. In September, Densus 
88 pursued and killed a group of radical Islamist militants in that 
area, and in December, the National Police arrested 24 suspected 
terrorists in connection with a suicide bombing that targeted a 
police precinct in Astanaanyar, West Java.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Include Indonesia on the Special Watch List 
for engaging in or tolerating severe viola-
tions of religious freedom pursuant to the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA); 

	■ Work with the Indonesian government to:

	■ Amend the criminal code to comply with 
international human rights standards, 
including relating to the freedom of reli-
gion or belief; 

	■ Repeal or amend the existing blasphemy 
laws, including Indonesia’s ITE law;

	■ Release all individuals currently detained 
or imprisoned on blasphemy charges;

	■ Repeal or revise the 2006 Joint Regula-
tion on houses of worship.  

	■ Incorporate training on international 
religious freedom standards into the bilat-
eral partnership on combating violent 
extremism, including the U.S. Agency for 
International Development’s (USAID) funded 
programs such as the Harmoni and MAJu 
projects, and all education initiatives to 
which the U.S. government contributes; and

	■ Urge the Indonesian government, as chair 
of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) and its Intergovernmental 
Commission on Human Rights, to publicly 
advocate for religious freedom, pluralism, 
and inclusion throughout the region.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Raise Indonesia’s ongoing religious 
freedom challenges through hearings, 
meetings, letters, congressional delegation 
trips abroad, and other actions.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Factsheet: Blasphemy and Related Laws in ASEAN Member Countries 
	■ Podcast: The Legacy of Blasphemy Laws in Southeast Asia

https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/index-_asa_210182014.pdf
http://bphn.go.id/data/documents/vcv.pdf
http://bphn.go.id/data/documents/vcv.pdf
https://www.icnl.org/wp-content/uploads/Indonesia_elec.pdf
https://www.icnl.org/wp-content/uploads/Indonesia_elec.pdf
https://www.ucanews.com/news/light-sentences-for-indonesian-ahmadi-attack-spark-storm/95633
https://www.ucanews.com/news/call-to-end-bias-against-traditional-faiths-in-indonesia/99501
https://indonesiaatmelbourne.unimelb.edu.au/half-hearted-progress-religious-freedom-after-the-new-criminal-code/#:~:text=against%20a%20religion%2C%20belief%2C%20classes,term%20or%20Category%20IV%20fine.
https://www.npr.org/2022/12/06/1140889660/indonesia-criminalizes-adultery-but-the-law-may-take-up-to-3-years-to-take-effec
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/people/article/3204234/hijab-pressures-lgbtq-rights-antifeminists-challenges-asian-women-faced-2022?module=perpetual_scroll_0&pgtype=article&campaign=3204234
https://www.mei.edu/publications/indonesias-advancing-digital-cooperation-gcc-countries
https://www.voanews.com/a/indonesian-police-kill-militant-suspected-in-farmers-deaths/6771281.html
https://en.antaranews.com/news/266879/ipw-lauds-police-over-arrest-of-24-terror-suspects
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-blasphemy-southeast-asia
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/legacy-blasphemy-laws-southeast-asia
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Background
Indonesia is the world’s most populous Muslim-majority country. Mus-
lims comprise 87.2 percent of the country’s 267 million citizens, with 
around 99 percent identifying as Sunni and less than one percent and 
0.2 percent identifying as Shi’a or Ahmadiyya Muslim, respectively. 
Protestant Christians comprise seven percent of the population, Roman 
Catholics 2.9 percent, and Hindus 1.7 percent; 0.9 percent identify with 
other minority religions 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, 
civilized humanity, national unity, deliberative democracy, and social 
justice. However, its promotion of this ideology extends only to those 
religious groups that leaders of the officially recognized religions 
determine as legitimate. In addition, the government requires all 
citizens to list their religious affiliation on their identification cards—a 
practice that has forced nonreligious persons and members of unrec-
ognized religious minorities to misrepresent their faith or leave the 
field blank. This omission can impact access to licenses, permits, 
education, and employment. 

In addition to hosting the G20 meeting in November, Indonesia 
also hosted the G20 Religion Forum, which brought together religious 
and government leaders to discuss interfaith initiatives and strategies 
to confront extremism. That same month, Indonesia launched a joint 
campaign with India—a country that USCIRF recommends as a “coun-
try of particular concern,” or CPC—to promote moderate Islam. In 
January 2023, just after the reporting period, Indonesia assumed the 
chairmanship of the regional ASEAN, placing it in a potential position 
to guide the bloc’s response to human rights challenges relevant to 
religious freedom, such as the ongoing conflict in Burma. 

Criminal Code Process
According to human rights activists, the government provided min-
imal, if any, opportunity for civil society and religious minorities to 
engage with the criminal code revision process since the new draft 
code was first introduced in 2019. In contrast, officials reportedly 
consulted with conservative Islamic groups during that process in 
coordination with the MUI. However, religious freedom advocates 
have expressed tentative hope that the new code’s gradual imple-
mentation may afford civil society and the judicial system space to 
review and modify its provisions. 

Limited Central Government Authority 
Many of Indonesia’s religious freedom violations against religious 
minorities are perpetrated by local governing authorities, far outside 
the control of Indonesia’s central government. In March, the mayor of 
a city within greater Jakarta publicly opposed a Ministry of Religious 
Affairs regulation on the volume level of the azan, or Muslim call to 

prayer, which Muslim and non-Muslim neighbors and officials cannot 
publicly criticize without risk of blasphemy allegations. In July, reports 
circulated of public and private schools forcing girls to wear the hijab, 
illustrating the central government’s limited success in preventing 
local schools from implementing such measures. Furthermore, in 
some areas where central or provincial government authorities have 
delegated social and education services to quasi-governmental and 
nongovernmental organizations, violent Islamist groups have set 
up schools to reportedly radicalize children. Such groups also run 
boarding schools and coordinate through social media to raise funds 
for violent Islamist activities. 

Expansion of Provincial Religious Laws 
In July, the Indonesian government formally declared that the customs 
of the Minangkbakau people, who comprise the ethnic majority of 
West Sumatra, are based on the philosophical values of the Qur’an. 
Provincial leaders requested this legal decision to legitimize their fur-
ther development of local laws based on Shari’a (Syariah). The central 
government currently exempts the autonomous province of Aceh 
from national laws and permits it to implement its own legal system, 
which is based on a rigid interpretation of Syariah and is enforced 
through a religious police force. Enforcement mandates women to 
wear hijabs and bans them from straddling motorcycles, among other 
restrictions, regardless of their faith or personal choice. Violators of 
these religiously based laws are often subjected to corporal punish-
ment, and neither Muslims nor non-Muslims are able to opt out of this 
official interpretation.

Key U.S. Policy 
Throughout 2022, the USAID-funded Harmoni program continued 
to support the Ministry of Social Affairs and local organizations by 
strengthening Inter-Religious Harmony Forums; countering violent 
extremist narratives through community, university, and school-based 
campaigns; and rehabilitating women and children returning from 
conflict zones in the Middle East and the Philippines. The United 
States also maintained bilateral exchange programs such as the Inter-
national Visitor Leadership Program to host Indonesian leaders in the 
United States. 

In February, the United States marked one year since the adminis-
tration of President Joseph R. Biden released its Indo-Pacific Strategy. 
As part of this strategy, the United States launched the Indonesia 
Millennium Challenge Corporation, which dedicated $698 million to 
support infrastructure and development goals as well as initiatives for 
clean energy. The United States also allocated resources for a 30 per-
cent increase in educational advising centers in Indonesia, although 
these programs did not include discussion of religious freedom or 
broader human rights. In November, rhetoric from the MUI and other 
religious organizations against the LGBTQI+ community prompted the 
Indonesian government to cancel a visit from the U.S. Special Envoy 
to Advance the Human Rights of LGBTQI+ Persons.

https://en.antaranews.com/news/232101/minister-calls-for-pancasila-education-through-merdeka-curriculum
https://anglican.ink/2022/11/01/g20-summit-in-indonesia-to-include-world-religions-as-part-of-solution-to-global-crises/
https://www.indianarrative.com/world-news/india-and-indonesia-launch-major-international-campaign-to-foster-moderate-islam-77694.html
https://thediplomat.com/2022/04/indonesias-mosque-loudspeakers-continue-to-spark-controversy/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/03/14/when-religious-affairs-minister-accused-insulting-islam
https://www.suara.com/news/2022/08/01/153129/5-fakta-siswi-sma-negeri-di-bantul-alami-depresi-diduga-usai-dipaksa-pakai-jilbab-di-sekolah
https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/indonesian-girls-are-under-pressure-to-wear-the-hijab/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/48663620?seq=5
https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3202699/indonesian-womens-long-and-difficult-journey-deradicalisation-fight-against-extremism
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Society/Indonesia-s-pluralism-in-question-as-Islamic-law-influence-grows
https://en.tempo.co/read/1676829/an-all-women-flogging-squad-in-indonesia
https://en.tempo.co/read/1676829/an-all-women-flogging-squad-in-indonesia
https://id.usembassy.gov/fact-sheet-strengthening-the-u-s-indonesia-strategic-partnership/
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/indonesian/indonesia-us-lgbt-envoy-visit-12012022125233.html
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I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Iraq continued to 
deteriorate as a result of the Iraqi Federal Government’s (IFG) 
intensifying political factionalism and resulting administrative 

paralysis. The government’s instability fueled intra-Shi’a Muslim 
and Sunni Muslim-disenfranchising sectarianism and stalled prog-
ress on initiatives that would help advance freedom of religion 
or belief, including addressing the pressing concerns of Iraq’s 
diverse religious minorities. The year-long government deadlock 
arose from the October 2021 elections, which cemented divisions 
among followers of Shi’a Muslim cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, rival Shi’a 
factions aligned with Iran, and Sunni Muslims of both Arab and 
Kurdish backgrounds. Following al-Sadr’s unexpected resignation 
from Parliament and Sadrists’ protests in Baghdad in the summer, 
their Iran-backed Shi’a opponents moved forward with a new 
government in October. 

Late in December, the new administration formally recognized 
for the first time in 47 years Yazidis’ ownership of their residential 
properties in the Sinjar district in northern Iraq. However, the year 
of political stasis exacerbated the government’s neglect of other 
initiatives that would benefit vulnerable religious minorities. The 
government did not adequately implement the Yazidi Survivors Law 
(YSL), which Parliament passed in 2021 to provide reparations for 
Yazidi, Christian, Turkmen, and Shabak victims of the Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Likewise, the IFG and the semi-autonomous 
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG)—which each lay claim to Sin-
jar—failed to substantially carry out the provisions of the 2020 United 
Nations (UN)-brokered Sinjar Agreement intended to stabilize the 
area and enable the return of Yazidis displaced by ISIS’s genocide. 

The IFG did not bring under control the Popular Mobilization 
Units (PMU or PMF) or al-Hashd al-Shaabi, a government-affiliated 
umbrella organization of largely Shi’a Muslim, pro-Iran militias. These 
groups used checkpoint interrogations and detentions, enforced 
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disappearance, extortion, and physical violence and targeted Sunni 
Muslims and other religious minorities, including Christians and 
Yazidis. On the outskirts of Mosul and in the Nineveh Plains—areas 
with numerous indigenous religious minorities and subject to the 
IFG’s and KRG’s jurisdictional disputes—the PMF’s aggressive use 
of checkpoints, seizure of Christians’ land and businesses, and other 
targeted harassment deterred displaced Christians’ return to the 
area and fueled further emigration. Iraqi military forces also targeted 
religious minorities, as in a May operation against Yazidi fighters, 
which displaced at least 3,000 Yazidi civilians—already traumatized 
by recent displacement and by recurrent Turkish airstrikes—in their 
“largest exodus” since the 2014 genocide.

For its part, the KRG continued to promote religious coex-
istence and its status as a refuge for over two million religiously 
diverse Iraqis and Syrians displaced to the Kurdistan Region of 
Iraq (KRI) by years of conflict and the threat of ISIS. In October, the 
KRG, along with religious minority stakeholders, participated in 
a series of UN workshops analyzing the KRG’s laws, mechanisms, 
policies, and programs with the goal of strengthening its protec-
tion of minority groups’ rights. However, some Christian groups 
indigenous to the Nineveh Plains raised concerns over the KRG’s 
failure to resolve longstanding grievances such as lack of KRG fund-
ing and other support for Assyrian-run schools; discrimination in 
employment and municipal services; and unresolved KRG-tolerated 
or -initiated misappropriation of Christians’ land, businesses, and 
other property. Christian residents have cited their lack of security 
and threats from ISIS, the PMF/PMU, and the KRG as the main driv-
ers of emigration from the area, bringing their ancient communities 
almost to the point of extinction. Similarly, Yazidi genocide survivors 
feared returning to their Sinjar homeland—caught in the strangle-
hold of vying militias—and remained in displacement camps within 
the KRI prone to fire and other hazards.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT
	■ Include Iraq on the Special Watch List for 

engaging in or tolerating severe violations 
of religious freedom pursuant to the Inter-
national Religious Freedom Act (IRFA); 

	■ Use diplomatic channels and multilateral 
engagement to encourage the IFG and the 
KRG to expedite processing the return of 
kidnapped and displaced Yazidi genocide 
survivors and assist them in reintegrating 
into Iraqi society; to resolve conflicts over 
disputed areas per Article 140 of the Iraqi 
constitution, while including all religious 
and ethnic minorities in the process; and 

to comprehensively implement the Sinjar 
Agreement with full inclusion of the Yazidi 
community in particular; 

	■ Impose targeted sanctions on additional 
PMF leaders responsible for severe vio-
lations 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 free-
dom violations; and 

	■ Continue to assist Iraqi religious and eth-
nic minorities in rebuilding communities 

devastated by ISIS and in advocating for 
their own interests, including opening a 
broad discussion on holding fair and free 
elections to select their own local leaders as 
well as representatives to the IFG and KRG. 

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Incorporate religious freedom concerns 
into its larger oversight of the U.S.-Iraq 
bilateral relationship through hearings, let-
ters, and congressional delegations and by 
appropriating funding for development pro-
gramming to strengthen religious freedom.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Press Release: USCIRF Commemorates the Eighth Anniversary of the Yazidi Genocide
	■ Factsheet: Religious Freedom amid Iraq’s Political Crisis
	■ Podcast: Recovering from Genocide: The Yazidis’ Return to Sinjar
	■ Podcast: Iraq's Beleaguered Religious Minority Communities

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2023-01/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20Iraq%20Religious%20Freedom%20amid%20Political%20Crisis.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/how-inter-shia-strife-threatening-iraqi-security
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/16/world/middleeast/iraq-parliament.html
https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2022-08/cardinal-sako-warns-christians-in-iraq-risk-disappearing.html
https://www.crisisgroup.org/middle-east-north-africa/gulf-and-arabian-peninsula/iraq/iraqs-surprise-election-results
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/29/world/middleeast/iraq-sadr-politics.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/10/13/iraqs-new-prime-minister-designate-who-is-mohammed-al-sudani
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/10/13/iraqs-new-prime-minister-designate-who-is-mohammed-al-sudani
https://iraq.un.org/en/214088-joint-statement-iraq%E2%80%99s-prime-minister-and-un-decision-grant-yazidis-ownership-their-lands
https://irp.cdn-website.com/16670504/files/uploaded/Yazda_Website_Publications_MissingPersonsReport_13102022_vf_EN.pdf
https://c4jr.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Yazidi-Female-Survivors-Law-March-24-2021.pdf
https://c4jr.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Yazidi-Female-Survivors-Law-March-24-2021.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ewelinaochab/2021/03/04/iraq-adopts-new-law-to-assist-survivors-of-the-daesh-genocide/?sh=339aa758156c
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/uploads/documents/Yazda-ZP_Paper_S1P1_SinjarSecurity_22092022_vf_En.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2022-12/preserving-ancient-culture-under-threat-genocide
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2023/03/01/shiite-rivalries-could-break-iraqs-deceptive-calm-in-2023/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2023/03/01/shiite-rivalries-could-break-iraqs-deceptive-calm-in-2023/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/02/03/new-vulnerabilities-for-iraqs-resilient-popular-mobilization-forces/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2022/02/03/new-vulnerabilities-for-iraqs-resilient-popular-mobilization-forces/
https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2022/11/20/northern-iraq-and-the-kurdistani-disputed-territories/
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2067451/2022_01_EUAA_COI_Report_Iraq_Targeting_of_individuals.pdf
https://twitter.com/USCIRF/status/1521225912519434240
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-east/2022/06/15/Child-killed-in-Iraq-airstrike-blamed-on-Turkey
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/05/yazidi-militia-says-iraqi-army-attacks-linked-turkeys-anti-pkk-campaign
https://www.kurdistan24.net/en/story/30234-Kurdistan-Region-President-reiterates-%E2%80%98coexistence%E2%80%99-on-Minority-Rights-Day
https://www.kurdistan24.net/en/story/30234-Kurdistan-Region-President-reiterates-%E2%80%98coexistence%E2%80%99-on-Minority-Rights-Day
https://iraq.un.org/en/210667-protecting-and-promoting-minorities-rights
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/its-still-a-merry-christmas-in-nineveh/
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/opinion/stop-giving-iraqi-kurds-a-free-pass-on-religious-freedom
https://www.chaldeannews.com/features-1/2022/11/1/restoring-the-homeland
https://www.wsj.com/articles/islamic-state-suspected-to-be-behind-series-of-attacks-in-iraq-11671723777
https://www.christianpost.com/news/archbishop-christianity-on-the-very-edge-of-extinction-in-iraq.html
https://www.nrc.no/news/2022/may/iraq-conflict-destruction-stopping-displaced-families-from-returning-to-sinjar/
https://towardfreedom.org/story/archives/west-asia/yazidis-in-limbo-as-iraqi-forces-armed-militants-fight-in-northern-iraq/
https://www.rudaw.net/english/kurdistan/03092022
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-commemorates-eighth-anniversary-yazidi-genocide
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2023-01/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20Iraq%20Religious%20Freedom%20amid%20Political%20Crisis.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/recovering-genocide-yazidis-return-sinjar
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/iraqs-beleaguered-religious-minority-communities
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Background
Iraq’s population is approximately 95–98 percent Muslim, with 61–64 
percent Shi’a and 29–34 percent Sunni. Christians—consisting of 
Catholic, Orthodox and Assyrian Church of the East, Protestant Evan-
gelical, and others—comprise approximately one percent, although 
accurate figures are obscured by frequent displacement both within 
and beyond Iraq’s borders. 

Iraq is unique as a Shi’a-majority Arab state. It has ties to both 
the Sunni-majority Arabic-speaking world and Iran, a non-Arab Shi’a 
country. Iraq is also home to numerous ethnic and religious minorities 
such as Kurds, Yazidis, Sabean Mandaeans, Kaka’is, Shabaks, and 
Turkmen as well as members of Assyrian, Chaldean, Syriac, Armenian, 
and other Christian churches. In 2022, at least 2,763 Yazidi women and 
girls kidnapped from Sinjar by ISIS were still missing, many potentially 
hidden within northeast Syrian camps detaining ISIS fighters and 
their families. Yazidi Iraqis welcomed the international community’s 
additional steps toward accountability and justice, such as a German 
court’s judgment in July convicting a repatriated German ISIS member 
of genocide.  

Article 2 of the federal constitution establishes Islam as the offi-
cial religion and affirms “the full religious rights of freedom of belief 
and religious practice to all individuals such as Christians, Yazidis and 
Mandean Sabaeans.” However, the penal code contains blasphemy 
statutes, and since 2016, the Law of United National Identity requires 
non-Muslim minors to convert to Islam if one of their parents becomes 
Muslim, as in the ongoing legal case of an Assyrian child. 

In the years since the 2003 collapse of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime, sectarianism has flourished, with political power in the IFG 
distributed along religious lines among dominant Shi’a political 
parties, a Kurdish president, an Arab Shi’a prime minister, and an 
Arab Sunni president of Parliament. 

Other Religious Freedom Issues in the IFG and KRG
Within weeks of the new administration’s emergence in October, 
IFG agencies issued eviction notices to Christians in a displacement 
settlement in Baghdad’s Zayouna district, leaving the families—many 
of whom ISIS had displaced from their Nineveh homelands in 2014—
facing homelessness during winter. The evictions were completed in 
February 2023. 

Community members from other religious minorities, including 
Sabaean Mandaeans, Shabaks, and Kaka’is, have communicated their 
intentions to lobby international bodies for minority protections and 
the new IFG administration for constitutional and other legal safe-
guards for religious and ethnic minorities. These activists note that, 
for example, Article 125 of the federal constitution sets forth “admin-
istrative, political, cultural, and educational rights” for minorities but 
lacks mechanisms of enforcement. 

Political representation remained an important concern for reli-
gious minorities, with communities pointing out flaws in both the IFG’s 

and KRG’s quota systems for elected representatives from minority 
religious backgrounds. Some minority advocates suggested both 
the IFG and KRG amend their existing quotas to ensure minority 
representation is effective and meaningful rather than symbolic and 
vulnerable to dominant religious groups’ political appropriation 
of minorities’ seats. In February, the Iraqi Federal Supreme Court 
further limited the political representation of Yazidis, Shabaks, and 
Feyli Kurds, forcing those minorities to campaign within the already 
severely circumscribed Christian and Mandaean components. In 
March, archaeologists criticized both IFG and KRG leaders’ ongoing 
sectarianizing of cultural heritage sites, finding it amounts to cultural 
heritage predation. In the IFG, confessional political and religious 
groups leveraged the ethnic and religious political quota system, the 
Iraqi Constitution of 2005, and a collection of later laws, including 
religion-specific endowments, to misappropriate and alter the char-
acter of religious heritage sites. Meanwhile, the KRG’s “land grabs” 
of indigenous Christians’ villages and sites constituted a form of 
targeted demographic change, prompting continued displacement 
and migration. 

In May, the Iraqi Parliament passed a Sadr-proposed law criminal-
izing Iraqis’ and foreigners’ ostensible attempts to normalize relations 
with Israel. The law did not address Judaism and set forth exceptions 
for Iraqis’ “religious visits” to Israel as preapproved by the Ministry 
of the Interior. However, it not only potentially “promot[ed] an envi-
ronment of antisemitism” but also reflected Iraq’s rampant political 
sectarianism, with Shi’a parliamentary blocs advancing the legislation 
in part to distance themselves from Sunni Kurds’ and Arabs’ perceived 
receptivity to normalizing ties with Israel.

Key U.S. Policy 
The administration of President Joseph R. Biden continued to prior-
itize Iraq’s stabilization and economic development in U.S. relations 
with both the IFG and KRG.  

In July, the United States condemned an attack on a resort in 
Duhok that killed at least eight civilians. The IFG attributed the strike 
to Turkey, which frequently carries out airstrikes in northern Iraq in 
ostensible pursuit of members of the terrorist-designated Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK). The strikes have contributed to the abandon-
ment of nearby Christian villages, threatened already traumatized 
Yazidis in Duhok’s displacement camps, and inhibited Yazidis’ return 
to Sinjar. The United States maintained its “strong support for Iraq’s 
sovereignty and its security, stability, and prosperity, including that 
of the Iraqi Kurdistan Region.” 

The United States Agency for International Development 
asserted its commitment to providing financial assistance to help 
enable the approximately 1.67 million displaced Iraqis’ return to their 
homes. In November, U.S. Ambassador to Iraq Alina L. Romanowski 
redeclared a disaster in Iraq for fiscal year 2023 “due to the ongoing 
complex emergency and humanitarian crisis.”

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/iraq/#people-and-society
https://ucs.nd.edu/learn/iraq/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/30/why-are-militants-and-shia-groups-fighting-in-iraq
https://irp.cdn-website.com/16670504/files/uploaded/Yazda_Website_Publications_MissingPersonsReport_13102022_vf_EN.pdf
https://www.yazda.org/german-court-hands-down-second-genocide-conviction-against-isis-member-following-enslavement-and-abuse-of-yazidi-woman-in-syria
https://www.yazda.org/german-court-hands-down-second-genocide-conviction-against-isis-member-following-enslavement-and-abuse-of-yazidi-woman-in-syria
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-63745833
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-63745833
https://www.yazda.org/german-court-hands-down-second-genocide-conviction-against-isis-member-following-enslavement-and-abuse-of-yazidi-woman-in-syria
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Iraq_2005.pdf?lang=en
https://humanrightsfirst.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Compendium-Blasphemy-Laws.pdf
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/assyrian/en/podcast-episode/rights-must-be-restored-calls-to-change-iraqs-constitution-on-religious-freedom/v0ap8vn3y
https://www.iar-gwu.org/print-archive/1dryb251t7n0035ss3ejzvcyj9fcqv
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/10/13/iraqi-parliament-elects-new-president-abdul-latif-rashid
https://www.ncregister.com/cna/eviction-from-virgin-mary-compound-iraqi-christians-face-uncertain-future-in-baghdad#:~:text=In%202020%2C%20Baghdad%20Operations%20Command,families%20into%20the%20surrounding%20area.
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/17780/CREID_Intersections_Iraq_Sarhan.pdf?sequence=14&isAllowed=y
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/17780/CREID_Intersections_Iraq_Ahmad%20Al-Qaddo.pdf?sequence=13&isAllowed=y
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/20.500.12413/17780/CREID_Intersections_Iraq_Kakai.pdf?sequence=15&isAllowed=y
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Iraq_2005.pdf?lang=en
https://research.sharqforum.org/2022/03/18/political-representation-of-iraq/
https://manaramagazine.org/2022/03/the-political-marginalisation-of-ethnic-and-religious-minorities-in-iraq/
https://www.annd.org/en/publications/details/is-it-enough-to-formally-recognize-religious-minorities-saad-salloum
https://www.annd.org/en/publications/details/is-it-enough-to-formally-recognize-religious-minorities-saad-salloum
https://manaramagazine.org/2022/03/the-political-marginalisation-of-ethnic-and-religious-minorities-in-iraq/
https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/iraq/220220222
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2067451/2022_01_EUAA_COI_Report_Iraq_Targeting_of_individuals.pdf
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/2067451/2022_01_EUAA_COI_Report_Iraq_Targeting_of_individuals.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/03/cultural-heritage-predation-iraq/03-cultural-heritage-object-political-contestation
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/03/cultural-heritage-predation-iraq/03-cultural-heritage-object-political-contestation
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/its-still-a-merry-christmas-in-nineveh/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/03/cultural-heritage-predation-iraq/03-cultural-heritage-object-political-contestation
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/27/world/middleeast/iraqi-parliament-anti-normalization-israel.html
https://www.state.gov/the-iraqi-parliaments-anti-israel-normalization-law/
https://www.state.gov/the-iraqi-parliaments-anti-israel-normalization-law/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/iraq-makes-it-illegal-attempt-normalising-ties-with-israel-2022-05-26/
https://apnews.com/article/middle-east-turkey-iraq-ankara-097eedd3e79dfad363cf695de438221f
https://english.aawsat.com/home/article/3396471/regional-conflict-threatens-minorities-iraqs-nineveh-plain
https://tr.usembassy.gov/state-department-maintains-foreign-terrorist-organization-fto-designation-of-the-kurdistan-workers-party-pkk/
https://www.persecution.org/2022/05/05/turkey-launches-latest-offensive-pkk-iraq/
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2022/2/10/Iraq-Sinjar-Yazidi-returns-halt-Turkish-airstrikes
https://www.state.gov/the-united-states-condemns-attack-in-the-dohuk-province-of-iraq/
https://www.usaid.gov/humanitarian-assistance/iraq
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-02/2023-02-02_USG_Iraq_Complex_Emergency_Fact_Sheet_1.pdf
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

KAZAKHSTAN

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Kazakhstan remained rel-
atively the same as last year as the government failed to introduce 
meaningful reform and continued to restrict religious activity. 

In January, new amendments to the country’s expansive religion 
law came into force that did not include substantive reforms and 
preserved many provisions that systematically violate freedom of 
religion or belief. Throughout the year, the government continued 
to prohibit unregistered religious activity, require state approval 
for religious literature, and restrict missionary activity, among other 
undue limitations. 

The government continued to suppress groups and individu-
als it perceived as following “nontraditional” religions, along with 
Sunni Muslims who do not subscribe to the state’s interpretation 
of Islam. By the end of the year, at least 10 Muslim men were still 
imprisoned on charges related to their online religious activity, 
including discussing their beliefs and sharing religious content. 
Those in prison include five men sentenced due to their partic-
ipation in a WhatsApp conversation on Islam in 2019, despite a 
2021 United Nations (UN) Working Group opinion that called for 
their release. In March, an Atyrau court found Sarsen Netekov 
and Nurlan Atalykov guilty of belonging to the Tablighi Jamaat 
movement, sentencing both men to a year of restricted freedom 
and blocking their bank accounts. In July, authorities imprisoned 
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Anatoli Zernichenko for posting excerpts from religious texts on 
his private Instagram page.

Kazakhstan also maintained an official ban on women and 
girls wearing a hijab in public schools in the face of continued calls 
by activists and parents to rescind the ban. In October, an Almaty 
school barred a Muslim schoolgirl who wears a hijab from attending 
class for a month, stating that religious garb did not comply with 
uniform regulations issued by the Ministry of Education. In addition, 
Ahmadiyya Muslims remained unregistered as a religious associ-
ation due to official discrimination. As in years past, authorities 
issued over 140 administrative fines for religious offenses through-
out 2022, primarily targeting Muslims.  

Non-Muslim religious minorities, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses 
and Protestant Christians, also encountered restrictions on religious 
activities, including raids on unauthorized meetings, negative pub-
licity from state-sponsored groups, and forced official apologies 
for missionary activities. In a positive development, the official 
Financial Monitoring Agency removed several Jehovah’s Witness 
associations and members of the Church of Scientology from a 
secret list of “high-risk” entities that prevented them from accessing 
banking services for the past few years. It remains unclear how many 
other organizations and individuals may be included on this list, as 
Protestant churches have reportedly experienced similar issues.  

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Include Kazakhstan on the Special Watch 
List for engaging in or tolerating severe 
violations of religious freedom pursuant 
to the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA);

	■ Continue to engage with the government 
of Kazakhstan to revise the 2011 religion 
law, as amended in 2021, and other rele-
vant legislation to comply with international 
human rights standards, including repeal-
ing or amending registration requirements, 

ending all expert mandatory review of reli-
gious materials, and removing or reducing 
administrative fines for religious activities; 

	■ Provide training to law enforcement and 
local officials in line with international 
human rights standards through programs 
such as the Workshop on Inclusive Gover-
nance to protect religious freedom; and

	■ Call for Kazakhstan to release all those 
imprisoned due to their religious activities 

or beliefs immediately, permit all incarcer-
ated individuals to practice their religion, 
and investigate and cease all torture. 

 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.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES

	■ Issue Update: Kazakhstan’s Religion Law Amendments
	■ Podcast: Religious Prisoners of Conscience in Kazakhstan
	■ Special Report: Tolerance, Religious Freedom, and Authoritarianism

https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2772
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/2017-Tablighi-Jamaat.pdf
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/2017-Tablighi-Jamaat.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/anatoli-zernichenko
https://www.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-almaty-kausar-bolat-hijab-girl-in-school-education/32088963.html
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2767
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2767
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2791
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2791
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Kazakhstan%20Update%20on%20Amendments%20Issue%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/religious-prisoners-conscience-kazakhstan
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Religious%20Freedom%20Tolerance%20Report.pdf
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Background
According to a 2021 census, Kazakhstan is home to more than 19 
million people, with 69.3 percent of Kazakh citizens identifying as 
Muslim. Most Muslims in Kazakhstan are Sunni, although other sects 
of Islam—such as Shafi’i Sunni, Shi’a, Sufi, and Ahmadiyya groups—are 
also represented. Christians comprise 17.2 percent of the population 
and are mostly Russian Orthodox. Other Christian denominations 
include Catholics, Protestants, and Jehovah’s Witnesses, among 
others. Eleven percent of Kazakhs did not indicate any religious affil-
iation, and two percent of Kazakhs are atheist. Additional religious 
groups represent about 0.2 percent of the population and include 
Jews, Buddhists, members of the International Society of Krishna 
Consciousness, Baha’is, Scientologists, and others. 

The state gives preferential treatment to the Hanafi school of 
Sunni Islam and Russian Orthodoxy, recognizing the “historical role” 
of both in the country and placing them in the unofficial category of 
“traditional” religions. The government heavily regulates religious 
groups it considers “threatening,” including Muslim groups, Evan-
gelical Christians, and Jehovah’s Witnesses, in an ostensible effort to 
combat extremism. 

Religion Law Amendments
In December 2021, Kazakhstan passed amendments to its 2011 law, 
On Religious Activities and Religious Associations, which came into 
force in early January. After soliciting recommendations to improve 
religious freedom in the context of meetings carried out through 
the U.S.-Kazakhstan Religious Freedom Working Group, Kazakhstan 
adopted amendments touted as liberalizing but that included little 
notable reform. While the amendments included switching from a 
permission-based system to a “notification-based” system for reli-
gious groups seeking to hold events outside their registered place of 
worship, it changed little in practice. Religious groups are still effec-
tively required to seek permission from local authorities and provide 
in-depth details about the nature of their event. 

Authorities have applied the “notification” amendment to the 
regularly scheduled meetings of groups that rent their religious facil-
ities. Authorities mostly enforced the amendment for larger meetings 
and events, such as when police disrupted the annual commemoration 
of Jesus Christ’s death, a widely observed occasion, in three Jeho-
vah’s Witness communities across Kostanay region. Yet, in Aqmola 
region, police also disrupted a typical, smaller meeting of Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. In all cases, authorities stated that no one submitted the 
required notification for the event. 

Targeting of Muslims
The state often targets Sunni Muslims who practice Islam inde-
pendently from the state, particularly for the distribution of religious 
materials and online religious activities. Officials often use question-
able or false claims of “extremism” or terrorism charges to detain, 
arrest, and imprison Muslims. In particular, Kazakhstan continued 
to target individuals affiliated with the Tablighi Jamaat movement 
and other Muslim groups on its list of prohibited foreign organiza-
tions deemed extremist. Released prisoners have faced continued 
punishments and endure long bans on religious, social, and financial 
activities. Of the 10 individuals known to be imprisoned on such 

charges, all identify as Sunni Muslim. Despite the UN Working Group 
on Arbitrary Detention’s 2021 opinion that called for the release of 
eight individuals jailed in 2019 for participating in a WhatsApp discus-
sion about Islam, five of the men remained imprisoned at the end of 
2022. In February, the Kyzylorda Regional Court rejected a petition 
for early release submitted by one of those men, Bolatbek Nurgaliyev, 
claiming he violated prison rules when he prayed in his free time. 

In June, a local court sentenced Sunni Muslim Anatoli Zernichenko 
to seven years in prison on charges under Penal Code Article 256 for the 
“propaganda of terrorism or public calls to commit terrorism” after he 
posted religious content on social media. The court ordered that he pay 
a fine equivalent to six months’ average local wages. The state relied 
on “expert” theological analysis to support the final verdict. In another 
case, reports claimed prison officials tortured religious prisoner Dadash 
Mazhenov, beating him and allegedly breaking his jaw. 

Attitude toward China’s Ongoing Genocide
Kazakhstan continued to hold an at-times ambiguous position with 
respect to neighboring China’s ongoing genocide of Uyghurs and 
other ethnic Turkic Muslims. In an October session of the UN Human 
Rights Council, Kazakhstan voted against a motion to discuss human 
rights abuses against Uyghurs and Muslims in Xinjiang. Notably, the 
police continued to disrupt individuals protesting the detention of 
Uyghur and ethnic Kazakh family members in China. In mid-Septem-
ber, just prior to a state visit by Chinese President Xi Jinping, Kazakh 
authorities in Almaty region detained several protesters who regularly 
advocated for the Chinese government to release their relatives. 
Authorities charged those detained with violating the legal proce-
dures for holding peaceful assemblies. 

Key U.S. Policy
In 2022, while the United States and Kazakhstan collaborated on key 
issues regarding security, development, and human rights, engage-
ment on religious freedom matters was less of a focus. The U.S. 
government continued to provide economic assistance through the 
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) to strengthen 
Kazakhstan’s capacity for governance in key areas, including the 
legal enabling environment, the energy sector, and the health sec-
tor. In May, Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central Asian 
Affairs Donald Lu traveled to Kazakhstan to meet with government 
officials and civil society and discuss President Kassym-Jomart Toka-
yev’s reform agenda, human rights, and women’s empowerment. In 
response to the government of Kazakhstan’s violent management of 
protests in January 2022, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
called for an international investigation into the state-sponsored vio-
lence and a review of U.S. security assistance to the country in light 
of Kazakhstan’s human rights abuses. In November, U.S. Department 
of State Spokesperson Ned Price noted that Kazakhstan’s November 
presidential election lacked meaningful political competition; he also 
expressed U.S. government support for President Tokayev’s proposed 
reforms, including protection of human rights. In December, both 
sides came together for the U.S.-Kazakhstan Enhanced Strategic Part-
nership Dialogue, where officials discussed human rights conditions in 
Kazakhstan. Public reporting did not indicate whether representatives 
discussed religious freedom issues. 

https://cabar.asia/en/how-the-number-of-believers-changed-in-kazakhstan
https://cabar.asia/en/how-the-number-of-believers-changed-in-kazakhstan
https://cabar.asia/en/how-the-number-of-believers-changed-in-kazakhstan
https://cabar.asia/en/how-the-number-of-believers-changed-in-kazakhstan
https://cabar.asia/en/how-the-number-of-believers-changed-in-kazakhstan
https://online.zakon.kz/Document/?doc_id=31067690
https://adilet.zan.kz/rus/docs/Z2100000094
https://www.usip.org/publications/2006/10/islamist-networks-case-tablighi-jamaat
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3969786?ln=en
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2735
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/bolatbek-nurgaliyev
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2759
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/anatoli-zernichenko
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2742
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/dadash-mazhenov
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/dadash-mazhenov
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/un-body-rejects-historic-debate-chinas-human-rights-record-2022-10-06/
https://rus.azattyq.org/a/kazakhstan-persecution-of-kazakhs-from-xinjiang-amid-xi-visit/32032263.html
https://www.foreignassistance.gov/data?country=Kazakhstan&fiscal_year=2022&transaction_type_name=obligations#tab-query
https://www.state.gov/assistant-secretary-of-state-for-the-bureau-of-south-and-central-asian-affairs-donald-lus-travel-to-the-kyrgyz-republic-uzbekistan-tajikistan-and-kazakhstan/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/02/killings-and-arbitrary-arrests-sorting-through-kazakhstans-january-violence/
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/press/dem/release/menendez-cardin-durbin-brown-call-for-review-of-us-security-assistance-to-kazakhstan
https://www.state.gov/presidential-election-in-kazakhstan/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-the-united-states-kazakhstan-enhanced-strategic-partnership-dialogue/
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MALAYSIA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

In 2022, religious freedom conditions in Malaysia remained the 
same as in 2021. Article 160 of the constitution links Malay eth-
nicity with Islam, infringing on ethnic Malays’ ability to choose 

their own religion. The government requires all citizens to obtain a 
religious identification card known as MyKad through the Ministry 
of Home Affairs (MOHA), which lists whether they are Muslims. 
Federal and state governments compel all citizens designated 
as Muslims to adhere to a strict, state-approved interpretation of 
Sunni Islam according to Shafi’i jurisprudence. This system essen-
tially prevents Malaysians who are officially labeled as Muslims 
from changing their religion, with only a few exceptions in recent 
years involving lengthy court processes. Although the National 
Registration Department—under MOHA’s jurisdiction and respon-
sible for MyKad—is not affiliated with any religious office, it must 
obtain approval from Islamic affairs departments at the state and/
or national level to change a registered Muslim’s designation.

Malaysia’s Penal Code Sections 298 and 298A criminalize 
blasphemy, and government authorities use Section 233 of the 
Communications and Multimedia Act of 1998 (CMA) in effect as 
a blasphemy law as well. At least five states criminalize apostasy 
with fines, imprisonment, or detention in a “rehabilitation” center. 
Politicians have consistently supported these restrictions, including 
during 2022. In January, Ahmad Marzuk Shaary, deputy minister in 
the prime minister’s Department of Religious Affairs, confirmed the 
intent of the federal Department of Islamic Development (JAKIM) 
to continue monitoring online posts for blasphemy. In July, the 
Federal Territories Islamic Religious Department detained Siti 
Nuramira Abdullah under Article 298 for allegedly insulting Islam by 
removing religious attire at the Crackhouse Comedy Club in Kuala 
Lumpur. One of the club’s founders, Rizal Van Geyzel, was arrested 
under Section 4(1) of the Sedition Act and Section 233 of the CMA. 

KEY FINDINGS

Malaysia maintains a dual legal system that devolves the main-
tenance and regulation of Shari’a (known domestically as Syariah) to 
individual state or federal departments. State-led religious depart-
ments coordinate with the security services to control and enforce 
the affairs of Muslims to varying degrees depending on the state, 
creating restrictions on religious freedom for both Muslim and 
non-Muslim residents. For example, in early December, Tereng-
ganu’s state government passed amendments to its Syariah Code 
which, among other restrictions, placed new regulations on attire 
for men and women and criminalized pregnancy out of wedlock. 
Islamic affairs departments and some politicians justified using 
Syariah Codes to restrict human rights and individual freedoms as 
an effort to “protect the well-being” of Muslims. 

The phenomenon of unilateral conversions—when a par-
ent converts to Islam and then converts their child, often in an 
apparent attempt to win custody following a divorce—remains 
a persistent issue in Malaysia. Children of these conversions who 
do not identify as Muslim are forced to endure lengthy legal pro-
ceedings to change their designated religion to coincide with their 
beliefs. In February, Loh Siew Hong regained custody of her three 
children, who had been unilaterally converted by their father. In 
April, a High Court decision finally allowed an unidentified woman 
to change her religion, concluding an eight-year legal struggle 
to overturn her unilateral conversion by her father when she was 
four years old. 

Throughout 2022, the government of Malaysia continued to 
withhold the 2019 Special Taskforce’s report examining cases of 
enforced disappearances, including Pastor Raymond Koh, Amri 
Che Mat, and others. Malaysian security forces and religious affairs 
departments likely targeted these individuals, at least in part, for 
their religious identity and practices.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Include Malaysia on the Special Watch List 
for engaging in or tolerating severe viola-
tions of religious freedom pursuant to the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

	■ Raise at every opportunity with the Malay-
sian government that it should:

	■ Ratify international treaties on human 
rights that directly or indirectly impact 
religious freedom, including the Con-
vention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination and the 

International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights;

	■ Ratify the 1951 Covenant on Refugees 
and/or develop a law to regulate the 
Malaysian government’s response and 
obligations to refugees and asylum seek-
ers, many of whom have fled religious 
persecution in their home countries;

	■ Release the Special Taskforce’s report 
investigating cases of enforced disap-
pearances; and

	■ Prioritize raising religious freedom con-
cerns in all bilateral engagement with 
Malaysia, including through a visit by the 
Ambassador at Large for International Reli-
gious Freedom with official counterparts 
and religious leaders in Malaysia.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Raise Malaysia’s ongoing religious free-
dom concerns in all bilateral engagement, 
hearings, meetings, letters, congressional 
delegation trips abroad, and other actions.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Commission Delegation Visit: Kuala Lumpur in November 2022
	■ Podcast: The Impact of Malaysia’s Dual Legal System on Religious Freedom 
	■ Factsheet: Blasphemy and Related Laws in ASEAN Member Countries 

https://malaysia.news.yahoo.com/home-ministry-religious-status-mykad-083611093.html
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-blasphemy-southeast-asia
https://www.thestar.com.my/news/nation/2022/07/20/comedy-club-case-jawi-holds-off-on-charging-siti-nuramira-for-now
https://www.article19.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Blasphemy-position-paper.pdf
https://aliran.com/civil-society-voices/amendments-to-terengganu-sharia-law-violate-rights
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/controversial-amendments-to-terengganu-state-islamic-laws-stoke-concerns-in-malaysia
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2022/02/27/why-are-unilateral-conversions-still-an-issue-in-malaysia/
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2022/04/04/high-court-declares-selangor-born-woman-not-a-muslim-says-her-unilateral-co/2051427
https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2022/12/19/pastor-kohs-wife-to-explore-resolution-with-govt-hearing-for-lawsuit-against-cops-postponed-to-next-june/46064
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/raymond-koh
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/amri-che-mat
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/amri-che-mat
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/impact-malaysias-dual-legal-system-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-blasphemy-southeast-asia
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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 practice 
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 official reli-
gion. Article 11(4) provides that state and federal law “may control 
or restrict the propagation of any religious doctrine or beliefs among 
persons professing the religion of Islam.” 

Rising Islamism and Its Mainstreaming  
throughout Malaysia
In 2022, Malaysia’s Malay-majority population, other Muslim com-
munities, and both federal and state institutions continued to 
experience increased Islamization. Despite a constitutional ban on 
hudud (corporal punishments), several states, including Kelantan, 
Kedah, and Terengganu, have incorporated them into their legal 
system to be implemented if the federal ban is removed. Then Prime 
Minister Ismail Sabri Yaakob’s administration worked to elevate 
the position of tahfiz institutions—religious schools that are not 
obliged to provide formal, nonreligious education alongside their 
instruction—through legislation to standardize their curriculum and 
regulations. Around 1,200 such schools exist throughout the country 
and have played a role in introducing Malay students to Islamist 
ideology, heightening the influence of fundamentalist interpreta-
tions of Islam, and increasing the risk for radical Islamist groups to 
establish a presence.

The increased role of Islamist rhetoric and ideology was also 
present in the Islamic Party’s (PAS) political calls for the strengthen-
ing of Syariah and religiously based laws throughout Malaysia. PAS’s 
coalition earned second place during the 2022 general elections 
(GE15) in November. In its outreach, PAS utilized social media plat-
forms such as TikTok to spread hateful and inflammatory messages 
against non-Muslims to motivate its electoral base. Malaysia’s Islamist 
populist parties have used social media to stoke religious and popu-
list sentiment against what they characterize as plots to Christianize 
the country or take rights and privileges away from Muslim Malay 
communities. GE15 witnessed the collapse of support among ethnic 
Malays for the traditional United Malay National Organization and a 
realignment of most of this demographic behind PAS. During the elec-
tions, multiple political actors exploited ethnic and religious concerns 
in their efforts to mobilize Malay Muslim and other Muslim Bumiputra 
voters. In November, King Al-Sultan Abdullah called upon longtime 
opposition figure Anwar Ibrahim to form a national unity government 
with some ideologically and geographically disparate parties. 

Dual Legal System and State Control of Muslims
Malaysia’s federal and state governments use the country’s dual 
legal system to regulate and control the Muslim population. This 
system emerged in the 1990s and coincided with a rapid bureaucrati-
zation of religion. States where PAS controls the government require 

individuals to live their lives in accordance with a rigid interpretation 
of Islam, regardless of their religious belief. They enforce clothing 
restrictions for men and women and prohibit indigenous practices, 
such as dancing, and other clothing deemed haram (forbidden).

Malaysia’s state-level Syariah systems also place undue burden 
on Muslim members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, 
and intersex (LGBTQI+) community. In several states, religiously based 
laws criminalize sexual relations for LGBTQI+ people and permit 
caning and imprisonment as punishment. In October, JAKIM officers 
joined the police in raiding a Halloween-themed party in Kuala Lumpur 
for the local LGBTQI+ community, detaining only those whose MyKad 
cards identified them as Muslims. LGBTQI+ community members in 
other parts of the country reported similar incidents in 2022, indicating 
that local authorities have repeatedly attempted to disrupt LGBTQI+ 
events under the pretext of preventing Muslims from attending. Fur-
thermore, the JAKIM, in coordination with its state-level counterparts, 
continued to organize mukhayyams (conversion therapy camps) to 
target and compel Muslim members of the LGBTQI+ community to 
undergo “rehabilitation.” The government reported that it had sub-
jected at least 1,733 LGBTQI+ people to these programs in 2021, but 
it has not released numbers for 2022. 

Refugees and Asylum Seekers
Malaysia hosts significant numbers of refugees and asylum seekers 
fleeing violations of religious freedom, such as religious minorities 
from Burma, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Since Malaysia is not party 
to the 1951 Covenant on Refugees, it effectively leaves those fleeing 
religious persecution and in search of refugee status in a grey legal 
area, void of protection.

Key U.S. Policy
The United States is Malaysia’s third-largest trading partner, and the 
two countries maintain strong bilateral ties. In March, U.S. Secretary 
of State Antony J. Blinken spoke with then Foreign Minister Saifuddin 
Abdullah via phone to strengthen bilateral relations. The United 
States maintains a deep, institutionalized, bilateral military relation-
ship with Malaysia and regularly engages in joint military exercises. 
The two countries continued to partner on counterterrorism efforts 
through information sharing, capacity-building programs for law 
enforcement and judicial authorities, and assistance to improve 
immigration security and border controls. The United States also 
works with Malaysia through regional organizations such as the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). However, neither 
religious freedom nor broader human rights issues have played a 
substantial, visible role in such engagement.

Through both the International Visiting Leadership Program 
and the Young Southeast Asian Leaders Initiative, the United States 
hosts leaders from Malaysia in programs that often include religious 
freedom issues. The United States is actively engaged with civil soci-
ety in Malaysia to promote tolerance and counter violent extremism. 
In August, then Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives Nancy 
Pelosi (D-CA) visited Kuala Lumpur, accompanied by a congressional 
delegation, where she praised Malaysia for its “leadership in ASEAN 
on repudiating Burma for its deadly crackdown on dissent.”

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/malaysia/#people-and-society
https://fulcrum.sg/islamisation-in-malaysia-beyond-umno-and-pas/
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/819054/tahfiz-education-country-be-improved
https://www.licas.news/2019/12/09/the-wild-west-of-malaysias-tahfiz-religious-schools/
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2022/08/819054/tahfiz-education-country-be-improved
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/pas-gains-prominence-as-malaysian-malays-reject-corruption
https://stratsea.com/from-islamist-to-muslim-majoritarianism-the-rise-of-pas-in-ge15/
https://www.malaymail.com/news/what-you-think/2022/11/17/the-malay-muslim-politics-and-malaysias-ge15-muhamad-nadzri-mohamed-noor/40243
https://www.cnn.com/2022/11/24/asia/anwar-ibrahim-malaysia-new-prime-minister-intl-hnk/index.html
https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/08/10/i-dont-want-change-myself/anti-lgbt-conversion-practices-discrimination-and
https://initiate.my/freedom-of-religion-and-belief/
https://www.voanews.com/a/malaysian-authorities-raid-lgbt-halloween-party/6811548.html
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/malaysian/rights-report-08092022155702.html
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-malaysia/
https://www.nst.com.my/news/nation/2022/07/810956/malaysia-us-partnership-remains-strong
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-malaysian-foreign-minister-abdullah/
https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/us-malaysia-defense-cooperation-solid-success-story
https://my.usembassy.gov/the-united-states-asean-relationship/
https://www.malaysianow.com/news/2022/08/02/us-speaker-nancy-pelosi-arrives-in-malaysia
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/02/1115108001/pelosi-arrives-in-malaysia-as-tensions-rise-over-possible-taiwan-visit
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SRI LANKA

I In 2022, religious freedom conditions in Sri Lanka continued 
on a worrying trajectory. The Sri Lankan government targeted 
the rights of religious minorities, particularly Muslims and Hin-

dus, by using problematic legislation, engaging in discrimination 
against them, and instigating land disputes intended to expropri-
ate their property. Authorities harassed and imprisoned religious 
actors associated with the protest movement in 2022 (Aragalaya, 
or “Struggle” in Sinhala) and intimidated members of minority 
religious communities. Muslims who posted supportive messages 
for protesters on social media were identified, questioned, and 
arrested under the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) Act. During the year, Sri Lanka faced an economic 
and political crisis resulting in a lack of basic necessities. The 
Aragalaya called for accountability for corruption and economic 
mismanagement, leading to the resignation of then President Gota-
baya Rajapaksa in May and the election of former Prime Minister 
Ranil Wickremesinghe as president in July.

The 1979 Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) gives Sri Lankan 
authorities broad powers to search, arrest, and detain individuals. 
Nearly 300 Muslim men and women remained in detention without 
charges in connection to the 2019 Easter Sunday bombings (a series 
of coordinated “bomb blasts that ripped through churches and 
luxury hotels” that killed over 200 people) based on a combination 
of the PTA, the ICCPR Act, and/or the penal code. The PTA and 
the ICCPR Act (designed to incorporate the international treaty 
into domestic law) often are used to restrict freedom of expression 
among minority groups. Authorities also utilized the PTA to crack 
down on Aragalaya protesters. In August, police dispersed a pro-
test using tear gas and water cannons and arrested three students, 
including Galwewa Siridhamma Thero, a Buddhist monk and orga-
nizer of the Inter University Bhikku (Monks’) Federation. President 
Wickremesinghe signed an order that the three men could be held 
for 90 days without evidence or the opportunity to seek bail. The 
United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on human rights defenders 
expressed support for the three men. The government released 
Siridhamma Thero on bail in December. 

The government published proposed amendments to the 
PTA in January, but experts assessed that the amendments did 
not go far enough in addressing the worst aspects of the act. In 
September, the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) published a 
report on the human rights situation in Sri Lanka. Nada Al-Nashif, 
then UN Acting High Commissioner for Human Rights, urged the 
government to repeal the PTA and draft a new counterterrorism 
law in its place. 

The Sri Lankan government discriminated against Muslims and 
targeted the practice of Islam. In August, the Ministry of Defense 
announced the addition of several Tamil and Muslim groups and 
individuals to a list of designated persons accused of “terrorism 
related activities” and/or “funding for terrorism” under the coun-
try’s UN Regulations No. 1 of 2012. The list included a single mother 
of two who subsequently lost her job, a business owner who sits on 
a local-level peace commission, and Muslim poet Ahnaf Jazeem. 
Organizations included on these kinds of lists often have their 
assets and bank accounts frozen. Inclusion on such lists is used to 
intimidate different communities and disproportionately targets 
religious minorities. The government also closely monitored the 
affairs and finances of Muslim organizations, particularly those 
that receive foreign donations. Such surveillance impacts Muslim 
organizations dedicated to the alms-giving pillar of Islam, known 
as zakat; for example, groups wishing to donate money to the 
families of PTA/ICCPR Act detainees must inform the Terrorism 
Investigation Division to do so.

The Sri Lankan Ministry of Defense previously decreed that 
all imported Islamic books are subject to review and will only be 
released following approval from the ministry to protect against 
“terrorism.” Reports indicate that this practice is ongoing and 
affects all reading material with Arabic script, Qur’anic transla-
tions, and material related to Islamic education. The Ministry of 
Education recalled Islamic textbooks for several grades after the 
discredited Presidential Task Force for “One Country, One Law” 
raised concerns over unspecified “objectionable words” and 
claimed “they might contain ideas of extremist ideology.”

KEY FINDINGS

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Include Sri Lanka on the Special Watch List 
for engaging in or tolerating severe viola-
tions of religious freedom pursuant to the 
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA);

	■ Direct U.S. Embassy officials to urge 
the Sri Lankan government to repeal or 

significantly reform the PTA and other laws 
that disproportionately affect religious and 
ethnic minorities; and

	■ Advocate for the full implementation of 
UNHRC Resolution 51/1 to promote rec-
onciliation, accountability, and religious 

freedom and other related human rights 
in Sri Lanka.

The U.S. Congress should: 

	■ Hold public hearings highlighting religious 
freedom conditions in Sri Lanka and U.S. 
policy toward Sri Lanka.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Sri Lanka
	■ Podcast: Troubling Signs for Religious Freedom in Sri Lanka

https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=A%2FHRC%2FRES%2F51%2F1&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangRequested=False
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-61028138
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/14/world/asia/sri-lanka-president-rajapaksa-resigns-protests.html?searchResultPosition=10
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-62202901
https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/02/07/legal-black-hole/sri-lankas-failure-reform-prevention-terrorism-act
https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/02/07/legal-black-hole/sri-lankas-failure-reform-prevention-terrorism-act
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-sri-lanka-blast-idUSKCN1RX038
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/sri-lanka/
https://citizenslanka.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/International-Covenant-on-Civil-Political-Rights-ICCPR-Act-No-56-of-2007E.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/08/31/sri-lanka-end-use-terrorism-law-against-protesters
https://twitter.com/MaryLawlorhrds/status/1561297718349266944
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/case/student-leader-and-human-rights-defender-ven-galwewa-siridhamma-thero-released-bail
https://www.icj.org/sri-lanka-the-prevention-of-terrorism-act-cannot-be-reformed-it-must-be-repealed/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa37/5372/2022/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa37/5372/2022/en/
http://www.colombopage.com/archive_22B/Sep12_1663002199CH.php
http://documents.gov.lk/files/egz/2022/8/2291-02_E.pdf
http://fiusrilanka.gov.lk/unscr_sanctions_TF.html#:~:text=01%20of%202012-,The%20United%20Nations%20Regulations%20No.,terrorist%20financing%20in%20national%20level.
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-10/2021%20Sri%20Lanka%20Country%20Update_0.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa37/3866/2021/en/
https://ghrtv.org/islam-textbooks-withdrawn-due-to-concerns-raised-by-sri-lankas-one-country-one-law-task-force
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022%20Sri%20Lanka%20Country%20Update%2011.23.22.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/troubling-signs-religious-freedom-sri-lanka


U S C I R F – R E CO M M E N D E D  F O R  S PE C I A L  WATC H  L I S T  65

S
R

I L
A

N
K

A

Background
The Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka is a presidential 
republic with a unicameral parliament. President Wickremesinghe 
serves as chief of state and head of government, having previously 
served as prime minister for five separate terms between 1993 and 
2020. Under Article 9 of the Sri Lankan constitution, Buddhism is 
afforded special status. The state is directed to “protect and foster” 
Buddhism, which holds the “foremost place” within the country. 
The constitution also guarantees the freedom of religion or belief 
in subsequent articles. 

Sri Lanka is both religiously and ethnically diverse. Buddhists 
account for about 70 percent of the population, followed by Hindus 
at 12.6 percent, Muslims (mostly Sunni) at 9.7 percent, Roman Cath-
olics at 6.1 percent, other Christians at 1.3 percent, and adherents 
of “other” religions at about 0.05 percent. Most Sri Lankans are Sin-
halese, a majority of whom are Buddhist. The second-largest ethnic 
group, Sri Lankan Tamils, are mostly Hindu with a significant Christian 
minority. Members of the next-smallest ethnic group are traditionally 
called Sri Lankan Moors, who are mostly Muslim and eschew formal 
ethnic classification. Also included are Indian Tamils and a small num-
ber of other ethnicities. 

Land Disputes
The Ministry of Defense heads the Task Force for Archaeological 
Heritage Management in the Eastern Province and works in collab-
oration with the Archaeological Department, security agencies, and 
Buddhist clergies to “identify archaeological monuments and facili-
tate the repair or construction of Buddhist sites.” In some cases, this 
collaboration has led to the expropriation of Hindu and Muslim sites 
where there were formerly no Buddhist populations, leading to fears 
that the program is transforming the region’s demographic landscape. 

The National Christian Evangelical Alliance of Sri Lanka (NCEASL) 
documented several incidents involving the appropriation of Hindu 
temples between January and August, ranging from the removal 
of Hindu flags at a temple by unknown persons to erecting statues 
of Buddha on Hindu temple sites. In June, Buddhist monks and the 
Sri Lankan Army attempted to dedicate a new Buddhist shrine in 
Mullaitivu despite a 2018 court order prohibiting any new building 
in the area. The same court ordered the removal of new structures 
in July. Government authorities filed a motion asking for the court to 
reconsider the order, arguing that the new structure was meant to 
preserve archaeological materials and that demolishing the building 
would create interreligious tensions. That same day, a judge revised 
the previous order, specifying that the building could remain but that 
no further construction could take place.  

Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act
The Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act (MMDA) governs marriage, 
divorce, and other family law matters for all Muslim Sri Lankans and 

is based on Shari’a law, Islamic legal practice, and local customs. The 
MMDA established a tax-funded Muslim judge (Quazi) court system, 
including a Board of Quazis and an Advisory Board. Muslim couples 
can only marry under the MMDA. 

Observers argue that the MMDA is discriminatory toward Muslim 
women and is in violation of domestic and international human rights 
law, as it does not provide them with the same rights and protections 
afforded to women in other religious communities in Sri Lanka. The 
MMDA does not require a woman’s consent before the registration 
of a marriage, allows for unilateral divorce by the husband without 
giving the same right to the wife, presents bureaucratic hurdles to 
women seeking divorce that are not required for men, and allows the 
arbitrary provision for wife and child maintenance by a Quazi, among 
other problematic practices. Additionally, the MMDA lacks a minimum 
age for marriage, providing Quazis the ability to permit marriage of a 
girl younger than 12 years old, despite common law requiring an age 
minimum of 18 years old. 

Harassment of Religious Actors  
Participating in the Aragalaya
Catholic priest Father Amila Jeewantha Peiris was heavily involved 
in the protests in Galle Face. In July, a court imposed a travel ban on 
him for alleged participation in “unlawful assembly and damage to 
public property” during a protest in June. Later in July, police raided 
Father Peiris’s church in the southern city of Balangoda, seeking his 
arrest. Authorities claimed he was liable for “being part of an unlawful 
assembly, obstructing public employees from performing duties, crim-
inal assault and causing hurt.” Father Peiris later filed a fundamental 
rights petition with the Supreme Court to prevent his arrest, but he 
eventually surrendered to the court and posted bail.

Key U.S. Policy
The United States is Sri Lanka’s largest export market, accounting for 
almost 25 percent of Sri Lankan exports. U.S. policy toward Sri Lanka 
has historically focused on “supporting Sri Lanka’s democratic insti-
tutions, encouraging economic development, and promoting human 
rights.” In December, the U.S. Department of State announced nearly 
$240 million in new U.S. government assistance to support Sri Lanka 
during its acute economic crisis.

In May, the State Department twice condemned violence against 
Aragalaya protesters and expressed concern about state of emer-
gency declarations, which “can be used to curb dissent.” In a June 
call with then Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe, U.S. Secretary of 
State Antony J. Blinken affirmed “the United States’ commitment to 
the Sri Lankan people during this challenging time and the importance 
of supporting reforms that address the concerns of all Sri Lankans, 
including on democratic governance and human rights.” U.S. Ambas-
sador to Sri Lanka Julie J. Chung condemned the use of the PTA 
against Sri Lankans expressing their views.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/sri-lanka/#government
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Sri_Lanka_2015.pdf?lang=en
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/sri-lanka/#people-and-society
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/sri-lanka/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Religion/Islamophobia-AntiMuslim/Civil%20Society%20or%20Individuals/FarahMihlar.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/reports/ahrc499-promoting-reconciliation-accountability-and-human-rights-sri-lanka-report
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/reports/ahrc499-promoting-reconciliation-accountability-and-human-rights-sri-lanka-report
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/sri-lanka/
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ohchr.org%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fdocuments%2Fhrbodies%2Fhrcouncil%2Fregularsession%2Fsession51%2F2022-09-06%2FA_HRC_51_5_AdvanceUneditedVersion.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://www.rgd.gov.lk/web/images/2021/Act/Muslim-Marriage--Divorce-Act---E.pdf
https://www.mmdasrilanka.org/aboutmmda/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/ASA3748632021ENGLISH.pdf
https://www.veriteresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Verit%C3%A9-Brief_Muslim-Marriage-and-Divorce-Act.pdf
https://www.ucanews.com/news/police-hunt-for-sri-lankan-priest-deplored/98217
https://www.ucanews.com/news/sri-lankan-catholic-priest-surrenders-gets-bail/98378
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252053/sri-lankan-priest-involved-in-protests-granted-bail
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-sri-lanka/#:~:text=U.S.%20assistance%20to%20Sri%20Lanka%20has%20totaled%20more%20than%20%242,natural%20resources%2C%20and%20humanitarian%20activities.
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10213
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-meeting-with-sri-lankan-foreign-minister-sabry-2/
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-may-9-2022/#post-342412-SRILANKABANGLADESH
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-may-10-2022/#post-342945-SRILANKA
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-sri-lankan-prime-minister-wickremesinghe/
https://twitter.com/USAmbSL/status/1561676540600918016?s=20&t=IIt1ZEAdQwH-5IRH_8RjyA
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TURKEY
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Turkey remained fairly con-
sistent overall but did see some slight improvements. In June, the 
government finally released long-awaited regulations for religious 

minority foundations’ board member elections. The government’s 
failure to provide these regulations had prevented religious minority 
communities from electing foundation leadership for the last nine 
years. While the issuance of the regulations represented a positive 
development for the ability of some groups to operate, some crit-
ics panned the procedure as another means to “perpetuate state 
control” over non-Muslim communities. Although an April decision 
by the Constitutional Court ruled that schools’ refusal to exempt 
children from mandatory religious classes violated freedom of reli-
gion or belief, the government took no apparent action to remedy 
the situation. On the contrary, schools reportedly pushed Kurdish 
students who wanted to enroll in Kurdish language courses to take 
religious classes instead. During the year, the government also took 
no steps to grant legal personality to religious communities, permit 
conscientious objection to mandatory military service, or reopen 
the Theological School of Halki or any other seminary.

The Turkish government continued to discriminate against 
Alevis and refuse to recognize their places of worship, known as 
cemevis. In February, Alevis protested the government’s discrim-
inatory policy of charging utility fees for their places of worship 
and not others, like mosques. That same month, President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan announced that the government would reduce the 
fees by classifying cemevis as residences rather than commercial 
establishments, but notably it did not categorize them as places of 
worship. In October, President Erdoğan announced the creation 
of a state-run “Alevi-Bektaşi Culture and Cemevi Directorate” to 

KEY FINDINGS

allegedly address the community’s issues; however, many Alevis 
criticized the move as a means to subject Alevism to government 
authority and promote their assimilation to Sunni Islam. Alevis also 
continued to experience targeted violence throughout the year. In 
July, coinciding with the beginning of the holy month of Muharrem, 
several individuals conducted a string of attacks on Alevi places of 
worship and associations, with one assailant reportedly stabbing a 
woman who had to be hospitalized. Days later, two men physically 
assaulted Selami Sarıtaş, the leader of an Istanbul cemevi. 

Other religious communities, including Christians and Jews, 
also experienced instances of societal violence, intimidation, 
and the destruction or vandalization of their religious sites over 
the course of the year. In June, several persons attacked a Syriac 
family related to an alleged land dispute while the family hosted 
Syriac clergy members in their house. In July, vandals destroyed 36 
headstones in the Jewish Hasköy cemetery in Istanbul. Remnants 
of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)—which maintained 
a presence in Turkey—continued to pose a threat to religious 
minorities. Alleged ISIS members reportedly planned to carry out 
attacks on Alevis and an Ankara cemevi, and after the reporting 
period, additional plots to attack churches and synagogues also 
came to light. 

The Turkish government continued to criminalize blasphemy or 
“insulting religious values” under Article 216(3) of the Penal Code, 
frequently levying such charges to crack down on criticism of the gov-
ernment and expression perceived as offensive to Islam. Throughout 
the year, numerous individuals and entities faced prosecution or 
investigation on criminal blasphemy charges, including Turkish pop 
singer Sezen Aksu and Swedish music streaming service Spotify.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Include Turkey on the Special Watch List 
for engaging in or tolerating severe viola-
tions of religious freedom pursuant to the 
International Religious 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 compli-
ance with European Court of Human Rights 
rulings on freedom of religion or belief; and

	■ Track and comprehensively document in 
the U.S. Department of State’s Interna-
tional Religious Freedom Report religious 
communities’ efforts to open, regain, ren-
ovate, and protect places of worship and 
other religious sites of spiritual, cultural, or 
historical importance; include information 
on the vandalization, damage, and destruc-
tion of such sites; and work with the Turkish 
government to ensure their protection.

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.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Staff Visit: Istanbul, Ankara, Diyarbakır, and Mardin in March 2022
	■ Issue Update: Blasphemy Charges in Turkey
	■ Podcast: Conditions for Religious and Nonbelief Communities in Turkey
	■ Podcast: The Alevi Struggle for Rights in Turkey

https://www.gerceknews.com/article/turkeys-new-minority-foundations-regulation-perpetuates-state-control-215926
https://www.duvarenglish.com/students-in-diyarbakir-deprived-of-kurdish-language-courses-directed-towards-religious-classes-says-education-union-news-60178
https://www.duvarenglish.com/alevi-houses-of-worship-demand-equal-rights-say-they-will-not-pay-electricity-bills-news-60323
https://medyascope.tv/2022/02/16/erdogandan-cemevleri-aciklamasi-ticarethane-olarak-degil-konut-olarak-tarifelendirilecek/?utm_campaign=Turkey%20recap&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Revue%20newsletter
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/legislation/turkiye-to-form-institutional-body-to-address-alevi-citizens-problems
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/11/turkish-government-criticized-creating-new-alevi-cultural-agency
https://www.duvarenglish.com/alevis-slam-plan-to-found-state-body-to-address-their-concerns-an-attempt-to-seize-alevi-religiousness-news-61406
https://bianet.org/english/religion/269722-turkiye-sets-up-agency-for-unrecognized-alevi-minority-amid-assimilation-criticism
https://www.agos.com.tr/tr/yazi/27332/ankara-da-alevi-kurumlarina-ve-cemevlerine-pespese-saldiri
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/08/attacks-alevi-places-worship-rattle-turkey
https://yeniyasamgazetesi4.com/mardinde-suryani-bir-aile-darp-edildi-arazisi-yakildi/
https://twitter.com/tyahuditoplumu/status/1547811179891814401
https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/western-europemediterranean/turkiye/267-enduring-challenge-isis-linked-foreigners
https://bianet.org/english/law/257099-alleged-isis-leader-in-turkey-confesses-plans-to-attack-opposition-leaders-lgbti-s-tourists?utm_campaign=Turkey%20recap&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Revue%20newsletter
https://apnews.com/article/islamic-state-group-turkey-istanbul-220283fa7a4e604219e71a4b4ba45920?utm_source=substack&utm_medium=email
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Turkey%20Charges%20for%20Blasphemy%20and%20Insulting%20Religious%20Values%20v2.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/conditions-religious-and-nonbelief-communities-turkey
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/alevi-struggle-rights-turkey
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The U.S. government estimates the population of Turkey at just over 
83 million. The Turkish government has claimed that 99 percent of the 
population is Muslim, with 78 percent reportedly identifying as Hanafi 
Sunni. Between 10 million and 25 million people identify as Alevi, the 
country’s largest religious minority, and there is also a small population 
of Shi’a Muslims. An estimated 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 Turkey as a secular (laik) state and pro-
vides for the freedom of conscience, religious belief, and conviction. 
Despite these provisions, the government maintained an active role in 
religious affairs, directly overseeing the practice of Islam through the 
official Directorate of Religious Affairs, or Diyanet, and managing the 
affairs of other religious communities through the General Directorate 
of Foundations (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü).

The overall situation for human rights in Turkey continued to 
decline amid the government’s ongoing targeting of political oppo-
nents, censorship of media, and alleged use of torture. The downward 
trajectory of recent years led Human Rights Watch to assert that “the 
authoritarian and highly centralized presidential government of Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan has set back Turkey’s human rights record by decades.” 
In June, the European Parliament adopted a report that reiterated seri-
ous human rights concerns and called on Turkey to address persistent 
religious freedom issues such as: lack of legal personality for religious 
communities, compulsory religious education, failure to recognize 
Alevis and their places of worship, restrictions on the training and 
succession of clergy, and the continued closure of Halki Seminary. 
According to reports, Turkey also rejected the citizenship applications 
of some Uyghurs due to purported “national security” and “public 
order” risks. 

Foundation Elections and  
Other Discriminatory Policies
The government has regularly inserted itself in the internal affairs 
of religious communities, interfered in leadership elections, and 
prevented religious minorities from opening places of worship 
and training facilities for religious leaders. For the last nine years, 
the many religious minority communities that manage their affairs 
through foundations have been unable to elect new leadership due 
to the government’s refusal to issue regulations for those elections. 
Finally, in June, the government published those regulations but 
included a new residency requirement for candidates competing in 
parts of Istanbul, generating concerns that it would limit participation. 
Armenian Patriarch Sahak Maşalyan stated that the patriarchate did 
not know why religious communities had to wait so long to hold elec-
tions, and Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew criticized the extended 
delay as a “great injustice” and expressed his disappointment that 
the state did not heed the communities’ appeals on various elements 
of the regulations.

In June, a citizen won a lawsuit to have information included 
on his national identification card to reflect Tengrism as his religion 
instead of Islam, after the Ministry of Interior reportedly denied his 
initial request.

Charges of Blasphemy
Turkish authorities continued to rely on blasphemy charges to penal-
ize individuals considered critical of the government or perceived 
to have “insulted” Islam. In January, a group lodged a complaint 
against pop singer Sezen Aksu on such charges after she posted a 
clip of a five-year-old song to YouTube in which she referred to the 
religious figures of Adam and Eve as “ignorant.” In a thinly veiled 
reference to Aksu, President Erdoğan threatened to “tear out those 
tongues,” while the Diyanet warned citizens “to be extremely sen-
sitive and careful in every sentence, statement and approach made 
about the distinguished, leading, and exemplary figures of Islam.” 
In August, the Istanbul Chief Public Prosecutor’s Office announced 
an investigation into Spotify after complaints emerged that users 
had created “insulting” playlist names such as “God’s Ringtone,” 
“Songs God listened to while exiling Adam from paradise,” and 
“Eve didn’t hear when God announced the forbidden fruit [because 
she was] listening to this playlist,” among others. In September, 
authorities began an investigation against a scholar and atheist who 
called certain religious figures “fairy tales.” Yet another individual 
was indicted on incitement charges after he posted a photo during 
the holy month of Ramadan of himself and others drinking alcohol 
captioned with the phrase “may the lord accept.”

Key U.S. Policy
The United States and Turkey continued to cooperate closely on 
matters related to security and economic relations. With the launch of 
Russia’s full-scale invasion and war against Ukraine, the U.S. govern-
ment increasingly engaged with the Turkish government—which has 
attempted to position itself as a potential mediator to the conflict—
on efforts to assist Ukraine. In April, the United States and Turkey 
launched the U.S.-Turkey Strategic Mechanism, which convened three 
times throughout the year to review aspects of the bilateral relation-
ship such as trade, defense cooperation, and counterterrorism. During 
the year, the State Department condemned Turkey’s unjust convic-
tions and sentencing of philanthropist Osman Kavala and Istanbul 
Mayor Ekrem İmamoğlu.

The U.S. government continued to raise religious freedom con-
cerns in Turkey. In September, Ambassador at Large for International 
Religious Freedom Rashad Hussain traveled to Turkey, where he met 
with Turkish officials including the Spokesperson and Chief Advisor 
to the President İbrahim Kalın and President of Religious Affairs Ali 
Erbaş. Public messaging, however, indicated a greater focus on ref-
ugees and individuals fleeing religious persecution in other countries 
than on Turkey’s own religious freedom violations. U.S. Ambassador 
to Turkey Jeffry L. Flake also met with representatives of various 
religious communities.

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/turkey-turkiye/#people-and-society
https://www5.tbmm.gov.tr/yayinlar/2021/TC_Anayasasi_ve_TBMM_Ic_Tuzugu_Ingilizce.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/europe/central-asia/turkey
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0222_EN.pdf
https://www.axios.com/2022/03/01/turkey-rejected-uyghur-citizenship
https://www.resmigazete.gov.tr/eskiler/2022/06/20220618-9.htm
https://twitter.com/agosgazetesi/status/1550048973053902849?s=11&t=lyOHgewrKJGSZEx82244iw
https://www.agos.com.tr/tr/yazi/26980/patrik-masalyan-dan-vakif-secimleri-yonetmeligi-degerlendirmesi
https://orthodoxtimes.com/the-ecumenical-patriarch-at-the-church-of-the-valoukli-nursing-home/
https://www.duvarenglish.com/turkish-man-wins-lawsuit-to-change-religion-to-tengrism-in-official-records-news-60927
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Turkey%20Charges%20for%20Blasphemy%20and%20Insulting%20Religious%20Values%20v2.pdf
https://www.dw.com/tr/sezen-aksu-hakk%C4%B1nda-su%C3%A7-duyurusu/a-60452988
https://www.voaturkce.com/a/erdogan-cuma-namazi-sezen-aksu-tepki/6407050.html
https://www.diyanet.gov.tr/tr-TR/Kurumsal/Detay/33125/islamin-seckin-sahsiyetlerine-dair-soylenen-her-cumlede-son-derece-dikkatli-olunmali
https://www.ateizmdernegi.org.tr/blog/2022/09/10/bir-dava-da-ateist-bilim-insani-sengore/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/05/turkish-government-discovers-astroturfing
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-turkey/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinkens-call-with-turkish-foreign-minister-cavusoglu-9/
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20220922-erdogan-emerges-a-key-mediator-in-ukraine-war
https://www.state.gov/u-s-turkey-joint-statement-on-the-strategic-mechanism/
https://www.state.gov/turkeys-conviction-of-osman-kavala/
https://www.state.gov/turkeys-conviction-and-sentencing-of-istanbul-mayor-ekrem-imamoglu/
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-hussains-travel-to-turkiye/
https://twitter.com/IRF_Ambassador/status/1569345831136014336?s=20&t=KDEb3PsaMqtEK6ZH2l7SJg
https://twitter.com/IRF_Ambassador/status/1569399192195301379?s=20&t=KDEb3PsaMqtEK6ZH2l7SJg
https://twitter.com/IRF_Ambassador/status/1569399192195301379?s=20&t=KDEb3PsaMqtEK6ZH2l7SJg
https://twitter.com/IRF_Ambassador/status/1569207568417050625
https://www.salom.com.tr/salomTurkey/haber/121470/us_ambassador_to_turkey_visited_chief_rabbi_haleva
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USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR SPECIAL WATCH LIST

UZBEKISTAN

I n 2022, religious freedom conditions in Uzbekistan trended slightly 
positively in a few areas, although most concerns related to the 
fundamental protection of this right remained. The government 

continued to severely restrict freedom of religion or belief through 
its 1998 law On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations, 
as amended in 2021, which requires religious groups to obtain reg-
istration to engage in religious activity and prohibits unregistered 
religious activity, the private teaching of religion, missionary activity, 
and proselytism, in addition to other undue restrictions. Although the 
government allowed the opening of some new mosques and regis-
tered a handful of religious minority communities—including three 
Protestant Christian churches and one Shi’a Muslim mosque—the 
registration process remained a burdensome and insurmountable 
challenge to other religious minority communities. Local govern-
ments and mahallas (local neighborhood committees) still arbitrarily 
blocked some registration applications submitted by Jehovah’s 
Witnesses and Protestant Christians.

While the government continued to issue sporadic pardons 
that resulted in the release of some individuals convicted in con-
nection with their peaceful religious activities, more than 2,000 
Muslims remained imprisoned on various charges of “extremism” 
and other related offenses. Throughout the year, authorities contin-
ued to detain, arrest, imprison, and ill-treat Muslims for distributing 
unauthorized or illegal religious materials, criticizing state-approved 
imams, holding prayers in unsanctioned areas, and leading informal 
classes on Islam without government permission. Law enforce-
ment authorities conducted raids against and detained alleged 
members of the Islamic group Hizb ut-Tahrir for meeting to discuss 
religious texts or sharing such texts online. In July, a local court in 
Bukhara sentenced Muslim Bobirjon Tukhtamurodov, who studied 
the works of Muslim theologian Said Nursi, to more than five years 

KEY FINDINGS

in prison for allegedly recruiting youth to the so-called “Nurchi-
lar” group. In another case, Muslim blogger Fazilhoja Arifhojaev 
received a seven-and-a-half-year prison sentence in January after 
he reshared a Facebook post that stated that Muslims should not 
congratulate non-Muslims on their religious holidays. According to 
Human Rights Watch, Arifhojaev’s lawyer said that his client expe-
rienced ill-treatment and torture while in police custody. USCIRF 
received reports throughout the year that Uzbekistan pursued 
individuals who had fled abroad on religiously motivated charges 
and requested their extradition. In an apparent effort to suppress 
information, Uzbekistan’s State Security Service (Davlat Xavfsizlik 
Xizmati) also intimidated human rights activists documenting the 
country’s ongoing religious freedom violations—including during 
USCIRF’s commissioner delegation visit—and reportedly warned 
journalists against reporting on such issues. 

Authorities sought to limit some elements of Islam and Islamic 
practice unofficially considered inappropriate. For instance, in May 
police in two districts of Tashkent rounded up at least 10 men and 
threatened them with arrest if they refused to have their beards 
shaved, drawing criticism from the U.S. ambassador to Uzbekistan. 
Similarly, officials have harassed women and girls who wear the 
hijab and maintained that only a “light-colored national headscarf” 
may be worn in schools. Despite a public announcement made in 
recent years that children can attend mosques, in April security 
officials in the exclave of So’x (or Sokh) reportedly raided and drove 
out children from the Hazrati Ali mosque during the holy month of 
Ramadan. Authorities allegedly dissuaded or hindered attempts by 
Muslims to reopen previously closed places of worship, such as the 
Abu Zar mosque and the Nazira Bibi Xonim mosque in Tashkent, 
and required Muslims interested in performing the Hajj or Umra 
pilgrimages to apply to their mahalla.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Include Uzbekistan on the Special Watch 
List for engaging in or tolerating severe vio-
lations of religious freedom pursuant to the 
International Religious 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 imme-
diate release of individuals imprisoned 
for their peaceful religious activities or 
religious affiliations, and press the gov-
ernment of Uzbekistan to treat prisoners 
humanely and allow for independent prison 
monitoring; and

	■ Allocate funding for the U.S. Agency 
for International Development and U.S. 

Embassy in Tashkent to provide litigation 
support to individuals and religious com-
munities prosecuted in connection with 
their peaceful religious activities.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Advocate on behalf of individuals impris-
oned for their peaceful religious activities 
or religious affiliations through letters, 
floor speeches, hearings, delegations, 
and other engagements with or about 
Uzbekistan.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Commission Delegation Visit: Tashkent and Bukhara in April 2022
	■ Country Update: Uzbekistan: Space for Reform
	■ Podcast: Uzbekistan: Gaps in Principles and Practice

https://twitter.com/sayedjonik/status/1590750280055812101
https://fergana.ru/news/125992/
https://mediazona.ca/news/2022/01/19/andizhan
https://rus.ozodlik.org/a/31931294.html
https://iiv.uz/ru/news/buxoroda-nurchilar-diniy-ekstremistik-tashkiloti-azosi-ozodlikdan-mahrum-etildi
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/01/28/uzbek-blogger-jailed-facebook-post
https://www.rferl.org/a/uzbek-blogger-orifxojaev-abuse/31677171.html
https://thediplomat.com/2022/06/uzbekistans-soviet-legacy-lives-on-in-its-treatment-of-journalists/
https://rus.ozodlik.org/a/31842726.html
https://eurasianet.org/uzbekistan-us-ambassador-speaks-out-against-forced-beard-shaving
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2712
https://kun.uz/en/news/2022/07/27/girls-may-come-to-school-in-a-national-headscarf-minister-of-public-education
https://rus.ozodlik.org/a/31807051.html
https://rus.ozodlik.org/a/31807051.html
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2752
https://kun.uz/en/news/2022/01/15/muslim-board-of-uzbekistan-provides-information-about-dates-and-cost-of-small-hajj
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022%20Uzbekistan%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/uzbekistan-gaps-principles-and-practice
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Background
The government of Uzbekistan estimates the country’s population 
at nearly 35 million people. Varying estimates assess that between 
88 and 96 percent of people identify as Sunni Muslim; one percent 
identify as Shi’a Muslim; 2.2 percent identify as Russian Orthodox; and 
1.6 percent identify as atheist, Baha’i, Buddhist, Catholic, Jehovah’s 
Witness, Jewish, Protestant, or a member of the International Society 
of Krishna Consciousness. 

Uzbekistan’s reform agenda related to religious freedom slowed 
in 2022 relative to previous years, although the government intro-
duced additional legislative and other policy changes that alternately 
represented positive and negative developments for freedom of 
religion or belief. At the beginning of the year, Uzbekistan signaled 
its intent to abolish administrative fines for wearing religious attire 
in public after formally dropping the ban previously included in the 
country’s religion law. Meanwhile, in June the government adopted a 
new law on advertising that prohibits “disrespect for traditional sym-
bols of the country,” including religious symbols. In the foreign policy 
sphere, in October Uzbekistan voted against the United Nations 
Human Rights Council holding a debate on China’s human rights 
abuses perpetrated against Uyghurs and other Muslim minorities 
in Xinjiang.

Fines, Detention, and Arrest of Muslims
Uzbekistan continued to repress Muslims whose independent religious 
practice violated the country’s religious regulations and whose actions 
the government equated with “extremism” or “religious fundamental-
ism.” For example, in several instances courts handed down fines to 
Muslims who held or permitted prayers in unauthorized locations such 
as businesses. In January, law enforcement raided the business of Far-
hod Rahmonov because he allowed his employees to pray at their place 
of work. The next month, a local Tashkent court fined him the equivalent 
of $1,982 (21,600,000 So’m). In March, a court jailed Nosir Numanov for 
15 days after he performed Friday prayers in a teahouse with a group of 
friends. The court also fined the teahouse owner approximately $2,473 
(27,000,000 So’m). 

Likewise, authorities routinely cracked down on Muslims for 
illegal possession or distribution of religious texts. According to non-
governmental organization Forum 18, in January and February police 
arrested as many as 24 men for keeping “extremist” religious content 
on their phones. In April, a judge sentenced Hasan Abdirahimov to 
four years in prison for “liking” and sharing religious materials online; 
he was already serving a previous sentence for listening to banned 
sermons. In May, Oybek Hamidov received five years in prison after he 
shared an audio file of a sermon. That same month, a court sentenced 
Alimardon Sultonov to seven years in a labor camp on numerous 
charges, including storage of materials with “religious extremism,” 
despite claims he had experienced torture. His family has asserted he 
was arrested due to his criticism of state-appointed imams, among 
other public figures.

Women are also targeted, often in connection with their col-
lective religious activity. Following a raid in the beginning of the 

year, police accused four women of teaching Islam without official 
permission and fined each around $124 (1,350,000 So’m). In Janu-
ary, officials detained another 12 women—who had gathered in a 
private home for religious readings—on charges of Hizb ut-Tahrir 
membership. 

Persistent Obstacles for Religious Minorities
Despite the passage of a revised religion law with a supposedly 
streamlined registration process in July 2021, few non-Muslim reli-
gious communities have managed to obtain the legally required 
registration. Only two Pentecostal churches and one Evangelical 
church received registration in June and September 2022, respec-
tively, since the adoption of those amendments. Numerous religious 
communities that have sought registration in recent years remained 
unregistered by year’s end.

Various communities reported to USCIRF that they were often 
required to inform the government of their activities, that they lim-
ited some practices in light of the continued bans on proselytism 
and missionary activity, and that some still could not import religious 
literature. In a few instances, police subjected Jehovah’s Witnesses to 
interrogation, seized their possessions, threatened them with fines for 
sharing their beliefs, and in one case searched an individual’s private 
home. Forum 18 reported that in early 2022, the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs ordered non-Muslim religious communities to install surveil-
lance cameras in their places of worship, causing some members to 
cease attending services amid fears of possible retaliation.

Key U.S. Policy
As in recent years, the United States and Uzbekistan took steps to 
build closer relations in 2022, an effort exemplified by the number 
of high-level visits paid by both countries to the other throughout 
the year. For example, Assistant Secretary of State for South and 
Central Asian Affairs Donald Lu traveled to Tashkent twice, in May 
and November, to “advance our support for . . . freedom of religion 
or belief,” among other priorities. In August, a congressional del-
egation that included Representative Trent Kelly (R-MS), cochair of 
the Uzbekistan Caucus, and Representative Darin LaHood (R-IL) also 
visited to discuss bilateral relations.

The U.S. government continued to prioritize religious freedom 
concerns in the country at all levels of engagement. In December, Sec-
retary of State Antony J. Blinken met with Foreign Minister Vladimir 
Norov on the occasion of the two countries’ annual Strategic Partner-
ship Dialogue, where Secretary Blinken highlighted his appreciation 
for “the work being done on reforms, including on religious freedom.” 
Similarly, visiting delegations from Uzbekistan regularly interacted 
with the U.S. Department of State’s Ambassador at Large for Inter-
national Religious Freedom Rashad Hussain and Under Secretary for 
Civilian Security, Democracy, and Human Rights Uzra Zeya to discuss 
freedom of religion or belief. Then U.S. Ambassador to Uzbekistan 
Daniel N. Rosenblum frequently raised religious freedom issues in his 
meetings and other public fora.

https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/uzbekistan/
https://kun.uz/en/news/2022/01/22/uzbekistan-plans-to-abolish-fines-for-wearing-cult-robes-in-public-places
https://eurasianet.org/uzbekistan-new-advertising-law-seeks-to-tighten-standards
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20221006-un-human-rights-council-rejects-debate-on-xinjiang
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2727
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2729
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2727
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2740
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2745
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2745
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2727
https://rus.ozodlik.org/a/31660920.html
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2736
https://www.state.gov/assistant-secretary-of-state-for-the-bureau-of-south-and-central-asian-affairs-donald-lus-travel-to-the-kyrgyz-republic-uzbekistan-tajikistan-and-kazakhstan/
https://www.state.gov/assistant-secretary-of-state-for-the-bureau-of-south-and-central-asian-affairs-lu-travels-to-turkmenistan-uzbekistan-and-kazakhstan/
https://kun.uz/en/news/2022/08/22/us-congress-delegation-arrives-in-uzbekistan
https://www.state.gov/secretary-blinken-and-uzbekistan-foreign-minister-vladimir-norov-before-their-meeting/
https://twitter.com/IRF_Ambassador/status/1592534903610306561
https://twitter.com/JavlonVakhabov/status/1603811698573451269
https://kun.uz/en/news/2022/02/19/chairman-of-committee-on-religious-affairs-meets-with-us-ambassador-to-uzbekistan
https://www.gazeta.uz/ru/2022/05/16/religion/
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OTHER KEY DEVELOPMENTS

This section highlights some important developments and trends 
that impacted religious freedom conditions around the world 
in 2022, particularly—but not only—in countries and regions 

not covered elsewhere in this report.

Transnational Repression and Influence  
by Religious Freedom Violators
While abuser governments perpetrate most religious freedom viola-
tions within their own countries, several authoritarian governments 
often and insidiously seek to extend their religious repression beyond 
their borders. 

The Chinese government continued its transnational repression 
campaigns throughout 2022, targeting ethnic and religious minori-
ties, human rights activists, and others living in diaspora. It used 
its economic and geopolitical 
influence to pressure foreign 
countries, including majori-
ty-Muslim countries such as 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the United 
Arab Emirates, and Kazakhstan 
to repatriate Uyghurs, Kazakhs, 
and others—sometimes through 
the use of Interpol Red Notices. 
The Chinese government also 
harassed and intimidated vic-
tims by threatening their family 
members in China and by send-
ing or recruiting undercover 
agents to conduct transnational 
repression activities abroad on its behalf, including in the United 
States. Reports emerged during the year revealing that China oper-
ates more than 100 overseas “police service stations” in at least 53 
countries, including one in New York City—causing concerns about 
their use to harass and intimidate ethnic minorities and dissidents 
abroad, including Uyghurs and Tibetans. In Thailand, approximately 60 
members of the Protestant Shenzhen Holy Reformed Church, over 50 
Uyghurs, and an ethnic Mongolian activist have experienced ongoing 
harassment and intimidation by Chinese officials operating in that 
country and remained in fear of repatriation to China.

Iran’s government continued to pursue religious minorities and 
those challenging the legal imposition of its religious interpretations 
on Iranians without their consent. In Germany, the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC) has overseen shooting and arson attacks on 
synagogues. Religious minorities from Iran who fled to Turkey and 
Europe faced threats and harassment from the IRGC on the basis of 
their faith. Iranians seeking asylum in Turkey from religiously grounded 
laws in their home country faced an ongoing threat of deportation and 
severe consequences. In some cases, Iran’s repression of individuals 

who oppose its religiously grounded laws occurred on U.S. soil; in early 
2023, just after the reporting period, the U.S. Department of Justice 
announced details of an Iranian government conspiracy to kidnap 
and return to Iran a Brooklyn-based Iranian American woman whose 
activism opposes mandatory hijab laws and other religious restrictions 
by Iran’s government. 

Regarding other countries, Saudi Arabia also engaged in trans-
national repression, including the monitoring of religious dissidents. 
In August, a U.S. court convicted a former employee of Twitter after 
he “took bribes in exchange for accessing, monitoring, and conveying 
the private information of Twitter users to officials of the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia and the Saudi Royal family.” That case highlights 
the country’s ongoing efforts to monitor and suppress social media 
activity both inside and outside of its borders. Saudi authorities have 
arrested scores of religious dissidents for their Twitter posts, sen-

tencing some to decades of 
imprisonment—including Salma 
al-Shehab, a Saudi student in the 
United Kingdom (UK) whom a 
Saudi court sentenced to an 
astonishing 34 years in prison 
for implying support for politi-
cal dissidents on social media. 
Meanwhile, Forum 18 reported 
that in October, Russian law 
enforcement threatened to sub-
mit Interpol Red Notices to seek 
the extradition of two individu-
als targeted for their religious 
belief or activity. Throughout 

the year, USCIRF also received reports that government officials in 
Uzbekistan continued to pursue or seek the extradition of Muslim 
individuals who had fled abroad—typically to countries in Europe—to 
avoid prosecution on various religiously motivated charges, such as 
illegal possession or distribution of unauthorized religious materials.

Religious Freedom Concerns in Europe
In 2022, religious communities throughout Europe continued to face 
restrictions on certain religious practices and discrimination on the 
basis of their faith. As in years past, Muslims and Jews navigated 
discriminatory policies and societal intolerance that increasingly 
threatened their way of life, compelling some individuals to emigrate. 
Christian communities similarly faced rising prejudices.

Some European countries maintained restrictions on wearing 
religious garb—an issue that impacts Jews, Sikhs, and other religious 
groups but most blatantly targets Muslim women and encourages 
societal discrimination against them. In January, the French Senate 
approved an amendment to ban head coverings in sporting events, 

While abuser governments perpetrate  
most religious freedom violations within 
their own countries, several authoritarian 

governments often and insidiously  
seek to extend their religious repression 

beyond their borders.

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/Complete_TransnationalRepressionReport2022_NEW_0.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/Complete_TransnationalRepressionReport2022_NEW_0.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/chinese-government-hunting-uyghurs-world-help-surprising-countries-rcna24987
https://bitterwinter.org/amid-kazakh-chaos-refugees-deported-back-to-china/
https://bitterwinter.org/i-exposed-torture-and-rape-in-the-xinjiang-camps/
https://freedomhouse.org/report/transnational-repression/united-states
https://www.justice.gov/usao-edny/pr/us-citizen-and-four-chinese-intelligence-officers-charged-spying-prominent-pro
https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/04/world/china-overseas-police-stations-intl-cmd/index.html
https://thediplomat.com/2022/07/how-to-resist-chinas-campaign-of-transnational-repression/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/07/how-to-resist-chinas-campaign-of-transnational-repression/
https://safeguarddefenders.com/en/blog/patrol-and-persuade-follow-110-overseas-investigation
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/12/world/europe/china-outpost-new-york.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/12/world/europe/china-outpost-new-york.html
https://bitterwinter.org/thailand-mistreats-refugees-from-china/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/iran-said-suspected-of-attacks-on-german-synagogues-threat-to-local-jewish-leader/
https://twitter.com/6rangiran/status/1556643377940135938
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-announces-charges-and-new-arrest-connection-assassination-plot-directed
https://apnews.com/article/middle-east-saudi-arabia-jamal-khashoggi-only-on-ap-government-and-politics-eb734410bd38e5ce6ab8f91a3b62d1b0
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/former-twitter-employee-found-guilty-acting-agent-foreign-government-and-unlawfully-sharing
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abdulrahman-al-sadhan
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/16/saudi-woman-given-34-year-prison-sentence-for-using-twitter
https://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2778
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2023-02-15/muslims-fleeing-france-s-islamophobia-find-career-opportunities-abroad
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/more-and-more-jews-leaving-france-due-to-anti-semitism/2651089
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/france-hijab-ban-law-sport-b1996451.html
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although the National Assembly had not moved to enact the ban by 
the end of the year. In March, the Court of Cassation—France’s high-
est court—upheld a ban set by the Bar Council in Lille that prohibited 
the wearing of religious symbols in courtrooms, including head cov-
erings. In May, the town council of the French city of Grenoble voted 
to permit women to wear a “burkini,” but France’s top administrative 
court ruled against that decision. In August, a body of the ruling 
political party in Denmark proposed a ban on hijabs for elementary 
school girls. In October, the Swiss government introduced a draft law 
to ban face coverings and fine violators up to approximately $1,100 
(1,000 Swiss francs). The European Court of Justice ruled in October 
that prohibitions on religious symbols in the workplace is not discrimi-
natory if those restrictions are applied equally. Jews also experienced 
discrimination in manifesting their religion through their clothing; for 
example, in March, a bus driver in Sweden refused to allow a Jewish 
man to board because he was wearing an unspecified “Jewish symbol” 
on his clothes. 

European countries continued to debate the issue of ritual 
slaughter. State regulations requiring the stunning of animals before 
slaughter, with no religious exemptions, force Jews and Muslims to 
abandon important religious practices and send them an exclusionary 
message. In March, Greece dropped an amendment that, if passed, 
would have allowed ritual slaughter of animals without pre-stunning. 
In the Belgian region of Brussels-Capital, the Federal Parliament of 
Belgium rejected a bill that would require pre-stunning of animals. A 
public petition to the government of the UK calling for a ban on ritual 
slaughter without pre-stunning ultimately did not garner enough votes 
for consideration by the British Parliament. 

As part of stated efforts to counter “extremism,” governments 
continued to single out Muslim communities for suspicion and place 
undue restrictions on mosques and affiliated spaces. In February 2023, 
just after the reporting period, 
French President Emmanuel 
Macron announced that France 
had conducted nearly 28,000 
investigations since 2019 to 
combat “political Islamism.” As 
a result, the government tem-
porarily or permanently closed 
906 establishments, including 
mosques, Qur’anic schools, 
businesses, and civil society 
organizations, and seized over 
$57.5 million (54 million euros). 

Reports of physical attacks against individuals on the basis of 
religion persisted throughout the year. For example, in January, indi-
viduals assaulted two Orthodox Jews in the UK and in September 
verbally harassed and physically attacked Jews on public transporta-
tion in Germany. In August, a man in France murdered his neighbor, 
Eyal Haddad, confessing to police that he did so because the victim 
was Jewish. During another incident in France, police officers physi-
cally assaulted two Muslim women in May and attempted to forcibly 
remove one’s hijab.

The vandalism of places of worship, holy sites, and other places 
of religious significance remained a threat to religious freedom in 
Europe throughout the year. Vandals desecrated Jewish cemeteries in 
Greece, Germany, and Hungary, among other places. On Yom Kippur, 
an unidentified individual broke a window during religious services 
at a synagogue in Hanover, Germany; mere weeks later, German 

authorities found bullet holes at a synagogue in Essen. Additionally, 
vandals targeted synagogues in other countries, including Spain and 
Italy, and desecrated Holocaust memorials in Lithuania and Greece. 
As in previous years, individuals also targeted Muslim cemeteries 
throughout Europe, including in Germany and Sweden. Unknown 
individuals threw stones at a mosque in Sweden in September and 
set fire to a mosque in the Netherlands in August. 

Vandalism and restrictive policies also targeted or impacted 
Christian communities. According to local clergy, arsonists likely set 
fire to a church in Rautjarvi, Finland, during December Christmas 
services, while in Paris, France, a suspicious fire seriously damaged a 
Russian Orthodox Church on Easter Sunday. In addition, three Aus-
trian churches were the targets of vandalism in the span of two weeks. 
In December, UK authorities arrested a woman for silently praying 
outside of an abortion clinic and charged her with violating a legal 
“buffer zone,” which bans protests around abortion clinics in certain 
UK localities.

Laws Restricting Religious Freedom
In 2022, governments in various parts of the world maintained laws 
based on religion that may result in violations of international stan-
dards regarding freedom of religion or belief. As USCIRF delineated 
in an issue brief in November, such governments repress religious 
freedom through laws and policies that coerce compliance with a 
particular religious interpretation, typically one that aligns with an 
official or state-favored religion. These sorts of laws can lead to severe 
violations of freedom of religion or belief and other human rights, 
including discrimination on the basis of religion against individuals and 
communities who do not adhere to the state’s interpretation. Targets 
of such discrimination include religious minorities, dissenters within 

the majority faith, nonreligious 
persons, women, and members 
of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, and intersex 
(LGBTQI+) community. USCIRF’s 
report found that although 
there is no inevitable contradic-
tion between religious freedom 
and a country’s adoption of an 
official or favored religion, most 
governments within this cate-
gory also maintained laws or 
policies on the basis of religion 

that led to discrimination or repression. Far fewer countries—less than 
a third—named an official or favored religion and yet maintained no 
discriminatory laws or policies based on that religion.

Blasphemy laws remained one of the most pervasive and cor-
rosive ways that governments—in a variety of religious, cultural, and 
political contexts—employed laws in 2022 to enforce a particular 
interpretation of an official or favored religion or to protect such a 
religion. Such laws violate freedom of religion or belief, including the 
right to express a full range of thoughts and beliefs that others might 
find blasphemous; they also violate freedom of expression and pro-
mote intolerance and discrimination against minorities. 

As described in their respective chapters, a number of the coun-
tries USCIRF recommends for Country of Particular Concern or Special 
Watch List designation in this report maintain and enforce blasphemy 
laws, leading to related prosecutions and, in some cases, to societal 
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As part of stated efforts to  
counter “extremism,” governments  

continued to single out Muslim communities 
for suspicion and place undue restrictions on 

mosques and affiliated spaces.
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violence such as mob attacks. However, blasphemy cases continued 
to emerge in other countries as well. For example, in August, cyber-
security specialists with Bahrain’s Office of the Public Prosecutor 
questioned and eventually recommended charges against three 
members of the Tajdeed Society, a Shi’a Muslim cultural organization, 
for YouTube videos in which they reportedly questioned elements 
of traditional Islamic jurisprudence. Those individuals subsequently 
stood trial on blasphemy-related charges beginning in February 2023, 
after the reporting period. In November, authorities in Mali issued a 
warrant to arrest a Kamite preacher on charges of blasphemy after 
he released a video that contained content that many considered 
insulting to Islam. Officials arrested six of the preacher’s followers for 
complicity when they refused to tell them where the man was hiding.

Sixteen European countries also maintained blasphemy laws—
and in some cases enforced or sought to reinforce them in 2022. For 
example, in August, an Italian man who cursed in public received a 
fine of over $200 (200 euros) for violating Article 724 of the Criminal 
Code, which penalizes blasphemy. In October, a Polish political party, 
United Poland, submitted a proposal to parliament that would further 
expand the country’s existing blasphemy law by dropping a require-
ment that an individual actually take religious offense from another’s 
actions. These actions stood in marked contrast to efforts elsewhere 
in Europe in recent years to repeal or nullify such laws, such as Norway 
(2015), Denmark (2017), Greece (2019), the Republic of Ireland (2020), 
and Scotland (2021).

In addition to these lingering blasphemy laws in Europe, vague 
and overbroad hate speech laws also remained a parallel legal chal-
lenge to religious freedom. Such laws criminalize speech that does 
not amount to incitement to violence, denying the integral right of 
individuals to peacefully and 
publicly share and express their 
religious beliefs—including 
beliefs that others in society may 
find offensive or controversial. 
For example, Finnish prosecu-
tors charged MP Päivi Räsänen 
and Evangelical Lutheran Bishop 
Juhana Pohjola with hate speech 
in 2021 for expressing religious 
beliefs concerning LGBTQ+ 
issues. Although a court dismissed all charges against them in March 
2022, the Finnish prosecutor appealed the ruling in May and the Court 
of Appeals subsequently delayed a new hearing to August 2023.

USCIRF highlighted several regional and country-specific con-
texts in which blasphemy cases remained especially concerning in 
2022. For example, USCIRF’s October issue update on related laws 
in Southeast Asia found that blasphemy allegations and convictions 
continued to represent serious, ongoing religious freedom abuse in 
Muslim-majority Indonesia and Malaysia, while Brunei’s Shari’a-based 
Penal Code also enshrined restrictive and punitive blasphemy laws. 
At the same time, the Buddhist-majority countries of Burma and 
Thailand maintained their own versions of blasphemy laws as part 
of their authoritarian arsenals. USCIRF’s December issue update on 
blasphemy charges in Turkey delineated the ways in which the Turkish 
government uses Article 216(3) of its Penal Code to restrict freedom 
of religion or belief and freedom of expression. Its use of blasphemy 
charges is generally politically motivated and has served as a tool to 
silence dissenting or simply different voices. USCIRF’s most recent 
policy update on blasphemy laws in Nigeria, released in October, 

demonstrates the ways in which the increasing enforcement of these 
laws as enshrined in criminal and Shari’a codes poses a significant risk 
to religious freedom for Nigerians—especially religious minorities 
and those who espouse unpopular or dissenting religious beliefs, 
worldviews, or interpretations.

Emerging Religious Freedom Concerns  
in Other Countries 
In Belarus, religious freedom conditions continued to trend nega-
tively in 2022 as the government persisted in exerting control over all 
aspects of society following the country’s fraudulent 2020 election 
that kept President Alyaksandr Lukashenka in power. Authorities 
reportedly fined, detained, and sentenced at least 20 Christian reli-
gious leaders for perceived political activities and forced several to 
flee the country. In January, amendments to the Criminal Code took 
effect, recriminalizing with fines or up to two years’ imprisonment indi-
vidual activities in unregistered or forcibly dissolved nongovernmental 
organizations, including religious organizations. In March, police 
briefly detained four mothers of Belarusian soldiers for attending 
prayers for peace at the Orthodox Holy Spirit Cathedral in Minsk. In 
September, the government closed the Roman Catholic Church of 
Saints Simon and Helena (Red Church) in Minsk—a symbol of political 
opposition to the Lukashenka regime during the 2020 protests—after 
a mysterious fire broke out, and officials gave no timetable for the 
repairs they claimed to be making.  

Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February, 
Ukrainian authorities increasingly scrutinized the Ukrainian Ortho-
dox Church (UOC)—which is historically and ecclesiastically linked 

to the Moscow Patriarchate—
despite the UOC declaring in 
May its “full independence and 
autonomy.” The Security Ser-
vice of Ukraine (SBU) searched 
hundreds of UOC churches 
and other religious facilities 
and opened criminal proceed-
ings against dozens of UOC 
clergy for collaborating with 
Russian authorities, spreading 

pro-Russian propaganda, or justifying Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. In 
November, a group of Ukrainian parliamentarians proposed a bill that, 
if passed into law, would ban the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC) and 
religious organizations subordinate to the ROC, cancel property con-
tracts with ROC-aligned religious organizations, and regulate the use 
of the term “Orthodox” by religious groups. In December, President 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy ordered his Cabinet of Ministers to also submit 
a bill to parliament that would make it “impossible for religious orga-
nizations affiliated with centers of influence in the Russian Federation 
to operate in Ukraine.” While the Ukrainian parliament had not passed 
any such legislation banning religious groups by the end of 2022, its 
potential to still do so remained a serious concern.

In Qatar, the increasingly concerning trend of official discrim-
ination against the country’s small Baha’i community continued. 
For example, the government has not renewed residency visas for 
many Baha’is, despite their having lived peacefully in the country for 
decades, while plans for a new Baha’i cemetery remained in hiatus. In 
May, the Court of Cassation upheld the 2021 conviction of Remy Rou-
hani, chair of the National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of Qatar, 
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on vague charges of financial crimes over his handling of money for 
that community. In March, the Baha’i International Community raised 
concerns that Qatar’s Baha’i community is “at risk of being eradicated 
from the country” should these trends persist long term.

The Islamic State continued to pose a threat to freedom of 
religion or belief, gaining strength, territory, and fighters in several 
contexts. In addition to threats from the group discussed in the rele-
vant country chapters—including Afghanistan, Pakistan, Syria, , and 
Turkey—affiliates in Mozambique, the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), and others continued to conduct attacks, harm civilians, and 
enforce harsh interpretations of Islamic law in their campaigns to 
establish governance based on their religious beliefs. For example, 
the Islamic State-affiliated Allied Defense Forces (ADF) reportedly 
continued to enforce a strict interpretation of Islamic law and commit 
egregious violations of freedom of religion or belief, including forced 
prayer, conversion, and marriage.

In addition to violent threats from Islamic State affiliates, armed 
groups in the DRC directly placed religious communities in their line 
of fire, including targeting houses of worship. An attack in March 
by the Cooperative for Development of the Congo (CODECO) on a 
church compound in Ituri Province killed 18 civilians seeking refuge 
there. Rwandan-backed armed group M23 also attacked worshipers 
at an Adventist church in the context of a wider massacre that killed 
an estimated 270 people in December in Kishishe. 

In Ethiopia, armed actors targeted religious infrastructure in the 
context of the ongoing civil conflict in the Tigray and Oromia regions, 
impacting worship for several faith communities. In Oromia, Ethio-
pian security forces attacked practitioners of an indigenous religion 
conducting a sacred prayer ceremony and abducted, tortured, and 
executed several spiritual leaders and other worshipers. Instability and 
impunity for violence in Ethiopia 
have also aggravated religious 
tensions in some regions and 
led to nonstate armed actors 
attacking houses of worship and 
religious communities. In April, 
alleged anti-Muslim extremists 
attacked the funeral of a Mus-
lim elder in the northern city of 
Gondar and killed 20 members 
of that community. In Novem-
ber, an unidentif ied armed 
group killed at least 15 worship-
ers in a drone attack on an Evangelical Christian church in Oromia, 
following similar attacks on nearby sites earlier that month.

Meanwhile, religious freedom conditions in various parts of 
South Asia continued to exhibit substantial challenges throughout the 
year. In Bangladesh, the Armed Police Battalion extorted, harassed, 
and arbitrarily arrested Rohingya refugees, while government officials 
imposed new restrictions making it more difficult for these refugees 
to secure livelihood and for their children to receive education. Else-
where in the country, perpetrators also reportedly vandalized several 
Hindu temples in a series of incidents in October and December, 
echoing deadly anti-Hindu riots that targeted temples and worshipers 
one year prior. Meanwhile, in July, a High Court in Nepal affirmed the 
conviction of a pastor for illegal proselytization—despite the dropping 
of all charges against him one month prior—but revised his sentence 
from two years’ imprisonment to one year and reportedly released 
him on bail in January 2023, pending appeal.

Combating Antisemitism: Positive Developments
While antisemitism continued to present an alarming resurgence in 
various parts of the world in 2022, a number of countries in Europe, 
Latin America, the Middle East, and North Africa launched or contin-
ued substantive and ongoing initiatives to combat this trend.  

The European Commission published a strategy in 2021 on 
combating antisemitism and fostering Jewish life in Europe, which—
among other items—called for all European Union (EU) member 
states to develop their own national strategies on combating 
antisemitism. In 2022, Denmark and Germany joined the list of EU 
member states to announce their individual strategies, followed by 
France, Spain, and Sweden in early 2023, shortly after the reporting 
period. However, Finland was the only additional EU member state 
to adopt the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance working 
definition of antisemitism and its examples in 2022. Outside of the 
EU, Bosnia also newly agreed to adopt the definition, and Croatia 
followed suit in early 2023, just months after it created and filled the 
role of Special Advisor to the Prime Minister of Croatia for Holocaust 
Issues and Combating Antisemitism in September. In another first, 
Sweden appointed its first Special Investigator responsible for out-
lining the status of the Jewish community in Sweden and proposing 
a national strategy on supporting Jewish life. 

In April, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO) partnered with the Latin American 
Jewish Congress to organize a workshop for policymakers from 
Latin America and the Caribbean to promote education to address 
antisemitism, which 60 policymakers from 14 countries attended. 
In July, Israel’s Holocaust memorial center Yad Vashem launched 
a collaborative effort with the Organization of American States 

Commiss ioner to Monitor 
and Combat Anti-Semitism to 
translate educational materials 
about the Holocaust into Span-
ish. Yad Vashem officials also 
announced a similar agreement 
that month wi th Argent i -
na’s Ministry of Education to 
promote Holocaust-related 
educational and commemora-
tive activities in that country. 

I n  t h e  A r a b i a n  G u l f 
region, some governments 
moved forward with recent 

initiatives to promote Jewish life, implement school curricula that 
positively show Jews as entwined in the national and cultural fab-
ric, and spread Holocaust awareness. In January, the United Arab 
Emirates hosted its first official International Holocaust Remem-
brance Day commemoration at the Anwar Gargash Diplomatic 
Academy in Abu Dhabi, under Ministry of Culture and Education 
sponsorship. In November, the privately run Crossroads of Civili-
zations Museum in Dubai held the country’s first-ever Kristallnacht 
commemoration, hosting a Holocaust survivor for the event who 
also subsequently appeared at a local school to share about her 
experiences. Bahrain’s Hammad Global Center for Peaceful Coex-
istence also cohosted a Holocaust remembrance event in January 
in which Israeli President Isaac Herzog and former Ashkenazi Chief 
Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau participated.
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https://eurojewcong.org/news/communities-news/sweden/sweden-hosts-international-holocaust-remembrance-conference/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=sweden-hosts-international-holocaust-remembrance-conference
https://eurojewcong.org/news/communities-news/sweden/swedish-government-appoints-special-investigator-to-strengthen-jewish-life-and-culture/
https://eurojewcong.org/news/communities-news/sweden/swedish-government-appoints-special-investigator-to-strengthen-jewish-life-and-culture/
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/policy-makers-latin-america-and-caribbean-join-together-counter-antisemitism-through-education
https://www.jpost.com/diaspora/article-712737
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/2022/01/27/holocaust-remembrance-day-abu-dhabi-event-honours-victims-of-darkest-period-in-history/
https://www.jpost.com/diaspora/article-722014
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/article-694716
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Religious Freedom Concerns for  
Indigenous Peoples in Latin America
Indigenous peoples in Latin America have long faced a series of col-
lective and individual threats to the full enjoyment of their religious 
freedom and related rights: lack of recognition of ancestral land 
ownership, state absence and organized crime, extraction of natural 
resources by legal and illegal companies, breakdown of the social 
fabric, and dispossession of land by appropriation. Although not all 
these areas of concern unambiguously connect to religious freedom 
from a Western perspective, the holistic nature of most indigenous 
worldviews in the region means that indigenous groups often indeed 
perceive and experience them as religious freedom violations. For 
example, in Nicaragua, the government canceled the legal status of 
a number of indigenous nongovernmental organizations in March, 
including the Center for Justice and Human Rights of the Atlantic 
Coast of Nicaragua, which focuses on environmental development 
and defending the customs and sacred territories of the country’s 
native communities. Additionally, in July—in a case that illustrates 

OTHER KEY DEVELOPMENTS

issues that other indigenous communities also face—illegal min-
ers in Peru attacked leaders of the Sua Panki, Tufino, Wawain, and 
Mamayaque communities in the Department of Amazonas. This sort of 
harassment and violence forces the displacement of these traditional 
communities and serves to break their social fabrics. 

Religious freedom concerns also impact indigenous individuals 
across Latin America through several other key issues: conversion, 
contributions to patronal feasts, construction of places of worship, 
proselytism and religious education, and renunciation of ancestral 
practices and expulsion from communal property. Indigenous com-
munity leaders themselves have often perpetrated related violations, 
although organized crime as well as revolutionaries and paramilitary 
groups have also contributed to these challenges. Researchers at the 
Observatory of Religious Freedom in Latin America documented 497 
such incidents in 2022 in Chile, Mexico, and Colombia; in one such 
incident, authorities of San Juan Mazatlán in Mexico detained 15 
indigenous individuals from six different families from an evangelical 
Christian community for not contributing to local Catholic festivities. 

https://www.oas.org/fr/CIDH/jsForm/?File=/en/iachr/media_center/PReleases/2022/067.asp
https://www.telesurtv.net/news/mineros-ilegales-indigenas-amazonas-peru-secuestro-lideres-20220718-0018.html
https://www.evangelicodigital.com/latinoamerica/21611/carcel-saqueos-y-exilio-para-evangelicos-en-oaxaca
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KEY USCIRF RECOMMENDATIONS 
IMPLEMENTED

The International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 (IRFA), as 
amended, mandates USCIRF to make independent policy 
recommendations 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 
addition, USCIRF’s mandate 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 2022 and early 2023, 
including several longstanding 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 recommenda-
tions. Unless otherwise noted, the recommendations highlighted here 
were included in USCIRF’s 2022 Annual Report.

Designating the Worst Violators

	■ On November 30, 2022, the U.S. Department of State designated 
12 countries as “countries of particular concern” (CPCs) under 
IRFA. USCIRF recommended that the State Department designate 
10 of the 12 countries as CPCs. The two countries that USCIRF 
did not recommend for CPC status but that the State Depart-
ment designated as such—Cuba and Nicaragua, which USCIRF 
had recommended for the State Department’s Special Watch List 
(SWL)—experienced severe deteriorations in religious freedom 
conditions after USCIRF issued its 2022 Annual Report. 

	■ Alongside the CPC designations, the State Department placed four 
countries on its SWL under IRFA. USCIRF recommended two of 
these countries—Algeria and the Central African Republic (CAR)—
for such placement. CAR was added to the SWL for the first time.

	■ At the same time, the State Department also designated nine 
nonstate actors as “entities of particular concern,” seven of which 
USCIRF recommended for such designation. 

Filling IRF-Related Appointments

	■ USCIRF recommended that the Joseph R. Biden administration fill 
and maintain the position of Special Envoy for North Korean Human 
Rights Issues. In January 2023, after the reporting period, the Biden 
administration nominated Julie Turner to serve as Special Envoy 
with the rank of Ambassador.

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 individuals and enti-
ties for severe religious freedom violations, citing specific abuses. 
Over the course of 2022, the U.S. government issued sanctions 
under the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act 
(Global Magnitsky Act) and other authorities against individuals 
and entities specifically for religious freedom abuses. Significant 
sanctions issued during the year for religious freedom abuses are 
listed below.

 ■ In September, the U.S. Department of the Treasury sanctioned 
“judges” serving in Russian-occupied Crimea who imposed harsh 
sentences on members of religious minority groups for exercising 
their religious freedoms.  

 ■ In September, twice in October, in November, and twice in 
December, the Treasury Department sanctioned Iranian officials 
for their brutal crackdown on demonstrators protesting Mahsa 
Zhina Amini’s death in police custody. Prior to her death, Iran’s 
“Morality Police” arrested and tortured Amini for wearing an 
“improper hijab.”

 ■ In October, U.S. Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken announced 
the imposition of visa restrictions against current and former 
Taliban officials responsible for violence against women and 
restrictive policies based on the group’s interpretation of religion, 
such as barring girls from attending secondary school. 

 ■ In December, the Treasury Department sanctioned Chinese pub-
lic security officials responsible for human rights and religious 
freedom violations in the Tibetan Autonomous Region. 

 ■ In December, the Treasury Department sanctioned North Korea’s 
Ministry of State Security Border Guard General Bureau for 
human rights violations, including forced labor and torture. 

Designation of Rohingya Genocide

	■ In March 2022, the State Department determined that the atroci-
ties committed by the Burmese military, known as the Tatmadaw, 
against the Rohingya constitute genocide and crimes against 
humanity, an action that USCIRF had been recommending since 
2019. Four days after the determination, the Treasury Department 
sanctioned Burmese military units, commanders, and arms dealers. 
USCIRF has highlighted the importance of a genocide determina-
tion to the Rohingya community and how to hold perpetrators of 
mass atrocities accountable.

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/01/23/president-biden-announces-key-nominees-36/#:~:text=Julie%20Turner%2C%20Nominee%20for%20Special,with%20the%20Rank%20of%20Ambassador
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0954
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0969
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0994
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1048
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1125
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1155
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1177
https://www.npr.org/2022/10/26/1131711204/its-been-40-days-since-mahsa-amini-died-in-police-custody-in-iran
https://www.voanews.com/a/us-places-more-sanctions-on-taliban-over-treatment-of-women-/6786171.html
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1155
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1155
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-at-the-united-states-holocaust-memorial-museum/
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0679
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
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Raising IRF Issues in Multilateral Engagement

	■ USCIRF recommended that the Biden administration maintain the 
United States’ leadership role in the International Religious Free-
dom or Belief Alliance (IRFBA). In 2022, the United States continued 
to serve as the Secretariat for IRFBA. During the year, IRFBA made 
multicountry statements on egregious religious freedom violations 
in Nicaragua and Nigeria, the rights of religious minority groups 
such as the Baha’i and Ahmadiyya Muslim communities to practice 
their faith freely, and the incompatibility of blasphemy laws with 
freedom of religion or belief and freedom of expression. 

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government prioritize freedom 
of religion or belief in the United States’ renewed engagement with 
the United Nations (UN) human rights system, including at the UN 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC). In 2022, the United States served 
the first year of a three-year term as a member of the UNHRC. 
During the year, the U.S. government cosponsored a resolution on 
Freedom of Religion or Belief, supported calling an urgent debate 
about ongoing human rights violations against women and girls 
in Afghanistan, and supported convening a special session and 
establishing a fact-finding mission on Iran’s human rights violations 
following Mahsa Zhina Amini’s death in police custody. In addition, 
the U.S. government supported a resolution that removed Iran from 
the UN Commission on the Status of Women, organized events 
on protecting ethnic and religious minority groups in Afghanistan 
and protecting the right to freedom of religion or belief for Tibetan 
Buddhists, and joined a 47-country joint statement on human rights 
conditions in Xinjiang, Hong Kong, and Tibet. 

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government collaborate with 
and encourage multilateral organizations, such as the Organization 
of American States (OAS), to monitor and investigate religious 
freedom violations that occur in Nicaragua. In August, the OAS 
adopted a resolution strongly condemning the harassment of and 
arbitrary restrictions placed on religious organizations in Nicaragua.  

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government increase engage-
ment with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
to stem ongoing religious freedom violations and promote 
accountability in Burma. In May, the U.S. government hosted a 
U.S.-ASEAN Special Summit and released a joint statement calling 
for an immediate cessation of violence in Burma. In November, 
President Biden attended the 10th Annual U.S.-ASEAN Summit in 
Cambodia and elevated U.S.-ASEAN relations to a Comprehen-
sive Strategic Partnership. 

Raising IRF Issues in Bilateral Engagement

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government urge relevant 
Algerian government officials to deliver clear and timely responses 
to registration requests by non-Muslim organizations as required 
by Ordinance 06-03. In 2022, U.S. government officials, including 
U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Wendy R. Sherman, raised issues 
surrounding religious organization registration with Algerian gov-
ernment officials and other relevant stakeholders.  

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government prioritize travel to 
Turkey for officials at the highest levels of the Office of International 
Religious Freedom to meet with Turkish counterparts and raise 
issues related to freedom of religion or belief and antisemitism. In 
September, U.S. Ambassador at Large for International Religious 

Freedom Rashad Hussain traveled to Turkey to meet with Turkish 
government officials, civil society groups, and religious communi-
ties on religious freedom related issues. 

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government, in its engage-
ments with Turkish government officials, press for the reopening 
of the Theological School of Halki. In 2022, Office of International 
Religious Freedom staff visited the Theological School of Halki and 
urged Turkey to allow the seminary to reopen.

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government conduct a com-
prehensive review of all U.S. assistance to Egypt and continue to 
withhold a portion of Foreign Military Financing for specified inter-
national religious freedom violations. Congress conditioned up to 
$300 million of the $1.3 billion annual Foreign Military Financing aid 
package to Egypt on human rights improvements. In September, 
the administration chose to withhold $130 million. 

	■ USCIRF recommended that Congress incorporate religious free-
dom concerns into its larger oversight of the U.S.-Iraq bilateral 
relationship through hearings, letters, and congressional delega-
tions. In November, House Veterans Affairs Committee members 
traveled to Iraq and raised religious freedom issues.

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government grant a waiver of 
sanctions in the areas governed by the Autonomous Administra-
tion of North and East Syria. In May, the U.S. government issued a 
general license authorizing wider forms of private economic activity 
in areas of northeast and northwest Syria outside the control of 
President Bashar al-Assad’s regime.

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government continue to allo-
cate funding for humanitarian assistance, including for refugees, 
internally displaced persons, and returnees in CAR. In 2022, the 
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) maintained its 
support for CAR, including through health and nutrition assistance 
as well as water, sanitation, and hygiene assistance; protection 
programs for CAR’s most vulnerable populations; and shelter and 
settlement support. 

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government provide financial, 
administrative, and diplomatic support to CAR’s Special Criminal 
Court (SCC), including urging the CAR government to cease all 
obstructions to such investigations. In 2022, the U.S. government 
continued to support the SCC, including through statements rec-
ognizing the body’s accomplishments.  

Implementation of Executive Order 13926 - 
Advancing International Religious Freedom

	■ USCIRF has 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 longstanding 
recommendations related to the prioritization of religious free-
dom in U.S. foreign policy. This included increasing related foreign 
assistance and developing an overall strategy for promoting reli-
gious freedom abroad and country-specific action plans. In 2022, 
the Biden administration implemented the executive order in the 
following ways:

 ■ The State Department continued to pursue country-spe-
cific action plans, again dedicated $50 million to IRF-related 
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https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-chair-and-vice-chairs-statement-on-nicaragua/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-chair-and-vice-chairs-statement-on-nigeria/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-statement-on-bahais/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-statement-on-the-ahmadiyya-muslim-community/
https://www.state.gov/irfba-statement-on-blasphemy-and-related-offences/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/04/04/united-states-at-un-hrc-49/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/01/urgent-debate-on-afghanistan/
https://www.ungeneva.org/en/news-media/press-release/2022/11/human-rights-council-hold-special-session-islamic-republic-iran-24
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/11/24/special-session-on-iran-general-comment-by-the-u-s-delegation/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/07/12/outcomes-of-the-50th-session-of-the-un-human-rights-council/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/10/06/under-secretary-zeyas-remarks-at-human-rights-implications-of-the-dalai-lamas-succession-hrc51-side-event/
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/06/14/us-joins-joint-statement-on-the-human-rights-situation-in-china-hrc-50/
https://usoas.usmission.gov/oas-resolution-condemns-ortega-regime-in-nicaragua-2/#:~:text=RESOLVES%3A,and%20its%20actions%20in%20Nicaragua.
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/12/fact-sheet-u-s-asean-special-summit-in-washington-dc/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/05/13/asean-u-s-special-summit-2022-joint-vision-statement/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/11/12/fact-sheet-president-biden-and-asean-leaders-launch-the-u-s-asean-comprehensive-strategic-partnership/
https://www.state.gov/deputy-secretary-shermans-travel-to-turkey-spain-morocco-algeria-and-egypt/
https://www.state.gov/ambassador-hussains-travel-to-turkiye/
https://twitter.com/StateIRF/status/1574480882106261507
https://www.reuters.com/article/usa-egypt-idAFKBN2QF28R
https://arabamericannews.com/2023/01/07/u-s-rep-elissa-slotkin-discusses-her-trip-to-the-middle-east-painful-lessons-from-u-s-invasion-of-iraq/
https://home.treasury.gov/system/files/126/syria_gl22.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022-12-23_USG_Central_African_Republic_Complex_Emergency_Fact_Sheet_1.pdf
https://www.state.gov/first-trial-judgment-by-the-special-criminal-court-in-the-central-african-republic-car/
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
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programming, and continued to provide training on IRF issues 
to foreign service officers.

 ■ USAID continued to advance religious freedom within its prior-
ities and programming, including through activities to address 
the needs of vulnerable religious minority communities in various 
parts of the world as well as organizational initiatives such as 
the IRF Sector Council to foster agency-wide coordination and 
cooperation. 

Refugee Resettlement

	■ USCIRF has consistently recommended that the U.S. government 
maintain a robust refugee resettlement program and that victims 
of the most severe religious persecution be prioritized. In Septem-
ber 2022, the Biden administration maintained the annual refugee 
ceiling at 125,000 for FY 2023.  

	■ USCIRF recommended that Congress reauthorize the Lautenberg 
Amendment to aid persecuted Iranian religious minorities seek-
ing refugee status in the United States. In March, the Lautenberg 
Amendment was reauthorized. 

Asylum Seekers in Expedited Removal

	■ USCIRF has repeatedly recommended that successive administra-
tions address the longstanding flaws in the treatment of asylum 
seekers in expedited removal that USCIRF has identified in reports 
issued in 2005, 2007, 2013, and 2016.

 ■ In March 2022, the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) and 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) issued a new rule that 
authorizes asylum officers from the United States Citizenship and 
Immigration Services (USCIS) to consider the asylum applications 
of individuals subject to expedited removal who assert a fear of 
persecution or torture and pass the required credible fear screen-
ing, as USCIRF had recommended. Prior to the new rule, USCIS 
asylum officers could only conduct an initial screening to evaluate 
whether an applicant’s fear of persecution or torture was credible. 
If the asylum officers found the fear credible, then the application 
would be referred to an immigration judge for consideration.  

Advocacy for Religious Prisoners of Conscience

	■ USCIRF has recommended that U.S. government officials and mem-
bers of Congress press foreign governments for the release of 
religious prisoners of conscience (RPOCs). Pursuant to this recom-
mendation, U.S. officials actively engaged on RPOC cases around 
the world.

 ■ The State Department strongly condemned the Burmese gov-
ernment’s arrest and detention of Reverend Hkalam Samson 
and called for his release. Reverend Samson has been one of 
Burma’s most respected religious leaders and a prominent voice 
for peace. 

 ■ The State Department marked the 33rd birthday of Gedhun 
Choekyi Nyima, the 11th Panchen Lama, who has been missing 
since the Chinese government abducted him as a six-year-old 
child, and urged the Chinese government to account for his 
whereabouts and wellbeing.

 ■ The State Department condemned the Russian government’s 
imprisonment of Jehovah’s Witnesses for holding religious 
meetings.

 ■ The U.S. Mission in Vietnam advocated for access to religious 
materials and clergy for persons who were incarcerated.

 ■ Members of Congress advocated for the release of RPOCs, 
including by adopting RPOCs through the Tom Lantos Human 
Rights Commission’s (TLHRC) Defending Freedoms Project and 
speeches on the Senate floor.

Enforcement of China-Related  
Human Rights Legislation

	■ USCIRF recommended that the U.S. government enforce China-re-
lated human rights legislation to ensure that U.S. companies do 
not contribute to religious freedom violations in China. In June, 
the Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA) went into effect 
and U.S. Customs and Border Protection began implementation 
of the law by prohibiting imports from Xinjiang. In August, DHS 
published its UFLPA entities list identifying foreign companies 
involved in human rights violations in Xinjiang. Foreign companies 
appearing on the entities list are presumed to produce products 
wholly or in part with forced labor, and as such their products 
are prohibited entry at U.S. ports of entry. In December, the U.S. 
Department of Commerce added Tianjin Tiandi Weiye Technol-
ogies to its entities list for the company’s human rights violations 
in China, including against Uyghurs, Kazakhs, and other members 
of Muslim minority groups in Xinjiang. As such, the company will 
be subject to import restrictions.  

Congressional Action Promoting  
Religious Freedom

	■ USCIRF recommended that Congress highlight international reli-
gious freedom issues through legislation, hearings, briefings, and 
other actions. 

 ■ In April, Congress passed and the president signed into law the 
permanent reauthorization of the Global Magnitsky Act. 

 ■ In December, Congress passed and the president signed into 
law the Burma Act.  

 ■ In 2022, Congress held several hearings on international religious 
freedom issues. Those hearings include a House Foreign Affairs 
Committee hearing on the Burma crisis one year after the coup, 
TLHRC hearings on discrimination against Muslims worldwide 
and the perilous state of religious freedom in Nicaragua, and 
Congressional Executive Commission on China hearings on Chi-
na’s control of religion through digital authoritarianism, growing 
constraints on language and ethnic identity in China, and human 
rights abuses in Tibet. 

KEY USCIRF RECOMMENDATIONS IMPLEMENTED IN 2022

https://www.usaid.gov/middle-east-regional/religious-freedom
https://www.usaid.gov/middle-east-regional/religious-freedom
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/press-releases/oct-27-2022-commemorating-international-religious-freedom-day
https://www.state.gov/the-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2023/
https://hias.org/news/renewal-lautenberg-amendment-brings-hope-ukrainian-family-reunification
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
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-and-department-homeland-security-issue-rule-efficiently-and-fairly-process
https://twitter.com/StateDeptSpox/status/1601030926389374979?s=20&t=if_bu-K8OfaV6UIX3bG5cw
https://www.state.gov/on-the-occasion-of-the-panchen-lamas-33rd-birthday/
https://twitter.com/StateDeptSpox/status/1605691756531654661?s=20&t=if_bu-K8OfaV6UIX3bG5cw
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/vietnam/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/defending-freedoms-project
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/defending-freedom-project
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/defending-freedom-project/prisoners-by-country/Saudi%20Arabia/Waleed%20Abu%20al-Khair
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QkWBWP9tkmc
https://www.state.gov/implementation-of-the-uyghur-forced-labor-prevention-act/
https://www.cbp.gov/trade/forced-labor/UFLPA
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/19/2022-27151/additions-and-revisions-to-the-entity-list-and-conforming-removal-from-the-unverified-list
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/19/2022-27151/additions-and-revisions-to-the-entity-list-and-conforming-removal-from-the-unverified-list
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7108
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/uscirf-applauds-permanent-reauthorization-global-magnitsky-human
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/7776/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22pl+117-263%22%2C%22pl%22%2C%22117-263%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/committees/video/house-foreign-affairs/hsfa00/RaIUY5XmuZE
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/discrimination-and-persecution-against-muslims-worldwide
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/events/hearings/perilous-state-religious-freedom-nicaragua-0
https://www.cecc.gov/events/hearings/control-of-religion-in-china-through-digital-authoritarianism
https://www.cecc.gov/events/hearings/control-of-religion-in-china-through-digital-authoritarianism
https://www.cecc.gov/events/hearings/growing-constraints-on-language-and-ethnic-identity-in-today%E2%80%99s-china
https://www.cecc.gov/events/hearings/tibet-barriers-to-settling-an-unresolved-conflict
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https://www.uscirf.gov/about-uscirf/commissioners/stephen-schneck
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APPENDIX 2 FREEDOM OF RELIGION  
OR BELIEF VICTIMS LIST

Introduction
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 dis-
appeared, been placed under house arrest, been tortured, 
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 Commission recommends for 
designation as an entity of particular concern [EPC].

USCIRF developed the Freedom of Religion or Belief (FoRB) 
Victims List—an online public database—to implement this provision 
for countries USCIRF recommends for Country of Particular Concern 
(CPC) or Special Watch List (SWL) status. The list also includes such 
victims located in the de facto territories of nonstate actors that 
USCIRF recommends for Entity of Particular Concern (EPC) status, 
according to the same criteria.

Due to limited resources, USCIRF is unable to identify and document 
all victims that meet the statutory requirement to be included on the FoRB 
Victims List and generally relies on receiving submissions from outside 
individuals and organizations. As such, the information contained in the 
database does not reflect country, regional, or global trends. Further-
more, percentages highlighted in this section should not be used for 
extrapolation purposes nor interpreted as a particular group experiencing 
greater violations than another or a particular country committing viola-
tions at a greater rate than others. To support this project, USCIRF invites 
those with credible information on victims to submit information using the 
Victims List Intake Form. Additional information about the FoRB Victims 
List can be found in USCIRF’s FoRB Victims List Factsheet.

Perpetrators
By the end of 2022, the FoRB Victims List included nearly 2,000 individuals 
targeted by 26 different countries and entities. More than 1,400 victims 
remain in some form of custody, while more than 300 have been released. 
The detention status of approximately 200 cases remains unknown, and 
six individuals are listed as deceased after dying in state custody. The 
following table provides a breakdown of the data by country.

Perpetrator Not 
Released

Released Died in 
Custody

Unknown Total

Algeria 5 5

Azerbaijan 6 3 2 11

Burma 4 4

China 578 29 146 753

Cuba 8 1 2 11

Egypt 2 12 1 15

Eritrea 25 24 1 50

Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) 2 2

Houthis 1 1 2

India 44 10 1 55

Indonesia 6 1 7

Iran 167 119 1 7 294

Iraq 2 2

Islamic State in West Africa Province (ISWAP) 1 1

Kazakhstan 11 3 1 15

Malaysia 4 4

Nicaragua 9 9

Nigeria 6 3 9

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/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Factsheet%20-%20FoRB%20Victims%20List.pdf
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Perpetrator Not 
Released

Released Died in 
Custody

Unknown Total

North Korea 1 8 9

Pakistan 61 21 1 83

Russia 318 50 1 369

Saudi Arabia 38 6 44

Tajikistan 9 3 12

Turkmenistan 6 21 27

Uzbekistan 52 30 82

Vietnam 59 6 2 10 77

Total 1,418 339 6 189 1,952

Based on the information maintained in the database, the following chart reflects the percentage of individuals imprisoned by country. 
Among the violators, China imprisoned the most FoRB victims, followed by Russia, Iran, Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Vietnam, India, Eritrea, and Saudi 
Arabia. Victims from all other countries and entities individually constituted one percent or less than one percent of the victims in the database.

VICTIMS BY PERPETRATOR
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Religions and Beliefs
The FoRB Victims List contains individuals with a wide variety of beliefs 
and religions, as reflected in the following table.

Religion or Belief Number of Victims 
Documented

Adivasi 1

Baha’i 129

Bon 1

Buddhist - Hoa Hao 6

Buddhist - Theravada 3

Buddhist - Tibetan 73

Buddhist - Unspecified/Other 28

Christian - Catholic 40

Christian - Church of Almighty 
God

236

Christian - Jehovah’s Witness 227

Christian - Orthodox 14

Christian - Protestant 113

Christian - Unspecified/Other 62

Duong Van Minh 4

ECKist (Eckankar) 1

Erfan-e Halgheh Practitioner 2

Falun Gong 208

Hindu 11

Humanist 1

Jewish 1

Muslim - Ahmadiyya 22

Muslim – Qur’anist 1

Muslim - Shi’a 37

Muslim - Sufi 61

Muslim - Sunni 300

Muslim - Unspecified/Other 264

Santería 5

Scientologist 1

Shaman 1

Sikh 1

Yarsani 37

Unknown/Unspecified 61

Total 1,952
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VICTIMS BY RELIGION OR BELIEF

The following chart provides a percentage for the individuals, based on their religion or belief, maintained in the database.
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Nature of Charges
Individuals included on the FoRB Victims List face a range of charges in 
several different legal contexts. USCIRF created groupings for similar 
charges to identify how foreign governments and entities justify the 
incarceration of the individuals included on the FoRB Victims List. 
USCIRF’s categories are not mutually exclusive, and individuals are 
often included in more than one category based on varying charges 
brought against them. While USCIRF excludes from the FoRB Victims 
List individuals known to have committed or promoted violence, many 
individuals on the list face unsubstantiated accusations of violent 
crimes by the foreign government. 

USCIRF is in the process of identifying charges for more than a 
quarter of the victims. Dozens of victims are not facing any charges, 
yet they remain imprisoned or have been subjected to other violations 
included on the FoRB Victims List that do not involve legal charges, 
such as enforced disappearance or forced renunciation of faith.

Nature of Charges 
Categories

Number of  
Individuals 
Charged

Percentage 
of  

Individuals 
Charged

Aid & Abetment 14 1%

Apostasy 4 < 1%

Arms Trafficking & Illicit Use 
of Weapons 

32 2%

Assault & Battery 9 < 1%

Banned Organization 473 24%

Blasphemy 100 5%

Breach of Privacy & Disclosure 2 < 1%

Conversion 29 1%

Crimes Involving Minors 4 < 1%

Criminal Premeditation & 
Conspiracy 

26 1%

Cult 309 16%

Defamation 2 < 1%

Drug Trafficking & Illicit Drug Use 9 < 1%

Embezzlement & Fraud 9 < 1%

Environmental Crimes 1 < 1%

Extremism 257 13%

Fabricating &  
Destroying Evidence

5 < 1%

Filing a False Police Report 3 < 1%

Forgery 7 < 1%

Harboring a Fugitive 5 < 1%

Hate Speech 108 6%

Illegal Assembly 118 6%

Illegal Business Activity 5 < 1%

Illegal Migration &  
Entry/Exit of Country

6 < 1%

Nature of Charges 
Categories

Number of  
Individuals 
Charged

Percentage 
of  

Individuals 
Charged

Illicit Financing 52 3%

Immorality 9 < 1%

Incitement to Commit Crime  
& Violence

43 2%

Insulting Public Officials  
& Institutions

9 < 1%

Leaking State Secrets 4 < 1%

Mercenarism 2 < 1%

Miscellaneous Religious Crimes 14 1%

Murder & Attempted Murder 27 1%

Negligence 1 < 1%

No Charges/Not Applicable 65 3%

Public Disorder 91 5%

Refusing & Absconding  
Military Service

23 1%

Separatism 28 1%

Spreading Propaganda &  
False or Misleading Ideas, 
Information, or Materials

165 8%

Subversion 76 4%

Terrorism 270 14%

Theft & Robbery 3 < 1%

Threat 2 < 1%

Treason & Sedition 197 10%

Unlawful Disobedience 49 3%

Violating Prison Rules 11 1%

Unknown 559 29%
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The following chart hightlights the top 10 most common types of charges for individuals on the FoRB Victims List.

TOP TEN MOST COMMON CHARGES
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APPENDIX 3 HIGHLIGHTS OF  
USCIRF’S PUBLIC ACTIVITIES IN 2022

In addition to releasing an Annual Report by May 1 of each year, 
USCIRF produces research and additional information related to 
international religious freedom throughout the year. This Appendix 
highlights USCIRF’s events and other materials from calendar year 
2022. USCIRF’s 2022 press releases and statements and op-eds are 
available on USCIRF’s website at www.uscirf.gov. USCIRF’s 2022 
Tweets can be found here. 

Hearings:

	■ February 2022: Anti-Muslim Policies and Bias in Europe

	■ March 2022: Women’s Roles in Advancing International  
Religious Freedom 

	■ May 2022: Freedom of Religion or Belief in Syria

	■ August 2022: Religious Freedom in Afghanistan: One Year 
since the Taliban Takeover

	■ September 2022: Religious Freedom, Violence, and U.S. Policy 
in Nigeria

	■ October 2022: U.S. Policy and Freedom of Religion or Belief in 
North Korea

	■ November 2022: Crackdown on Religious Freedom in Nicaragua

	■ December 2022: China’s Religious Freedom Violations: 
Domestic Repression and Malign Influence Abroad

Events:

	■ February 2022: Global Compact on Refugees

	■ March 2022: The Implications of Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine 
and the State of International Religious Freedom (Congres-
sional Briefing)

	■ April 2022: 2022 Annual Report: Key Findings and 
Recommendations

	■ June 27, 2022: An Unflinching Voice: USCIRF’s Impact on Inter-
national Religious Freedom (Congressional Briefing)

	■ August 2022: Constitutional Reform and Religious Freedom in 
Cuba

	■ September 2022: Assessing Religious Freedom in Egyptian 
Curriculum Reform

	■ November 2022: Iranian Government Propaganda against 
Religious Minorities

Publications:

	■ January 2022: Religious Freedom in Tajikistan in 2021  
(Country Update)

	■ February 2022: Religious Freedom in Vietnam in 2021  
(Country Update) 

	■ March 2022: Religious Freedom in Iraq in 2021  
(Country Update)

	■ March 2022: Religious Freedom in Russia and Regions under 
Russian Occupation (Backgrounder)

	■ April 2022: 2022 Annual Report

	■ May 2022: Overview of Refugees Fleeing Religious Persecution 
Globally (Factsheet)

	■ May 2022: Pursuing Justice and Accountability: Next Steps for 
the Rohingya Community of Burma (Factsheet)

	■ June 2022: Increasing Religious Freedom Restrictions on 
Baha’is in Qatar (Factsheet)

	■ July 2022: Constitutional Reform and Religious Freedom in 
Cuba (Special Report)

	■ July 2022: Religious Freedom in Iran in 2022 (Country Update)

	■ July 2022: Religious Propaganda in Iran (Special Report)

	■ July 2022: Kimilsungism-Kimjongilism and the Right to  
Freedom of Religion, Thought, and Conscience in North Korea 
(Special Report)

	■ August 2022: Religious Freedom in Pakistan in 2022  
(Country Update)

	■ August 2022: Religious Freedom in Nicaragua in 2022  
(Country Update)

	■ August 2022: Religious Freedom in Afghanistan  
(Country Update)

	■ August 2022: Assessing Religious Freedom in Egyptian  
Curriculum Reform (Special Report)

	■ September 2022: Uzbekistan: Space for Reform  
(Country Update)

	■ September 2022: Violence and Religious Freedom in Nigeria 
(Policy Update)

	■ October 2022: Blasphemy and Related Laws in ASEAN  
Member Countries (Issue Update)

	■ October 2022: Blasphemy Laws in Nigeria (Policy Update)

	■ November 2022: Law and Religion in Algeria (Factsheet)

	■ November 2022: Implications of Laws Promoting State- 
Favored Religions (Issue Brief)

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/uscirf-hearing-anti-muslim-policies-and-bias-europe
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-womens-roles-advancing-international-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/uscirf-hearing-womens-roles-advancing-international-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/uscirf-hearing-freedom-religion-or-belief-syria
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/religious-freedom-afghanistan-one-year-taliban-takeover
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/religious-freedom-afghanistan-one-year-taliban-takeover
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/religious-freedom-violence-and-us-policy-nigeria
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/religious-freedom-violence-and-us-policy-nigeria
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/us-policy-and-freedom-religion-or-belief-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/us-policy-and-freedom-religion-or-belief-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/crackdown-religious-freedom-nicaragua
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/chinas-religious-freedom-violations-domestic-repression-and-malign-influence-abroad
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/chinas-religious-freedom-violations-domestic-repression-and-malign-influence-abroad
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-global-compact-refugees
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/2022-annual-report-key-findings-and-recommendations
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/2022-annual-report-key-findings-and-recommendations
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/unflinching-voice-uscirfs-impact-international-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/hearings/unflinching-voice-uscirfs-impact-international-religious-freedom
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-constitutional-reform-and-religious-freedom-cuba
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-constitutional-reform-and-religious-freedom-cuba
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-assessing-religious-freedom-egyptian-curriculum-reform
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-assessing-religious-freedom-egyptian-curriculum-reform
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-iranian-government-propaganda-against-religious-minorities
https://www.uscirf.gov/events/webinars/uscirf-conversation-iranian-government-propaganda-against-religious-minorities
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/tajikistan-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/vietnam-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/iraq-country-update-0
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/backgrounder-russia
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/backgrounder-russia
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/2022-annual-report
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-global-overview-refugees-fleeing-religious-persecution
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/factsheet-global-overview-refugees-fleeing-religious-persecution
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/pursuing-justice-and-accountability-next-steps-rohingya-community-burma
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/pursuing-justice-and-accountability-next-steps-rohingya-community-burma
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/increasing-religious-freedom-restrictions-bahais-qatar
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/increasing-religious-freedom-restrictions-bahais-qatar
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/constitutional-reform-and-religious-freedom-cuba
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/constitutional-reform-and-religious-freedom-cuba
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-iran-2022
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/religious-propaganda-iran
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/kimilsungism-kimjongilism-and-right-freedom-religion-thought-and-conscience-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/publication/kimilsungism-kimjongilism-and-right-freedom-religion-thought-and-conscience-north-korea
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-pakistan-2022
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-nicaragua-2022
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/afghanistan-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/assessing-religious-freedom-egyptian-curriculum-reform
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/assessing-religious-freedom-egyptian-curriculum-reform
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/uzbekistan-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/violence-nigeria-policy-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/blasphemy-and-related-laws-asean-member-countries
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/blasphemy-and-related-laws-asean-member-countries
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/blasphemy-laws-nigeria
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/law-and-religion-algeria
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/implications-laws-promoting-state-favored-religions
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/implications-laws-promoting-state-favored-religions
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	■ November 2022: Religious Freedom Conditions in India  
(Country Update)

	■ November 2022: Religious Freedom Conditions in Sri Lanka 
(Country Update)

	■ November 2022: Religious Freedom in Syria under Hay’at 
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) (Factsheet)

	■ December 2022: Freedom of Religion or Belief (FoRB) Victims 
List (Factsheet)

	■ December 2022: Blasphemy Charges in Turkey (Issue Update)

	■ December 2022: Tolerance, Religious Freedom, and  
Authoritarianism (Special Report)

	■ December 2022: Religious Freedom in Burma (Policy Update)

	■ December 2022: Religious Freedom Conditions in Cuba  
(Country Update)

	■ December 2022: Kazakhstan’s Religion Law Amendments 
(Issue Update)

	■ December 2022: Religious Freedom Conditions in Saudi Arabia 
(Country Update)

	■ December 2022: State-Controlled Religion and Religious  
Freedom Violations in China (Factsheet)

Spotlight Podcast Episodes:

	■ January 2022: Worrying Trends for Religious Freedom in  
Central and Eastern Africa

	■ January 2022: Christians in Extreme Danger in Afghanistan

	■ February 2022: Nicaragua’s Assault on Religious Freedom

	■ February 2022: The Grim Backdrop to the Beijing Olympics

	■ February 2022: Iraq’s Beleaguered Religious Minority 
Communities

	■ March 2022: Implications of Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine Part 1: 
“Denazification” Narrative

	■ March 2022: Implications of Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine Part 2: 
The Religious Regulation Framework

	■ March 2022: The Status of Religious Freedom for the Baha’i 
Community

	■ April 2022: Rohingya Genocide Determination and 
Accountability 

	■ April 2022: Nontheists Facing Challenges to Freedom of Belief

	■ April 2022: Persecuted Christians around the World

	■ April 2022: USCIRF Releases 2022 Annual Report with  
Recommendations for U.S. Policy

	■ May 2022: Anti-Conversion Laws and Growing Intolerance in India

	■ May 2022: Content Moderation Online and Its Impact on 
Religious Freedom

	■ May 2022: Treatment of Asylum Seekers in the Expedited 
Removal Process

	■ June 2022: Uzbekistan: Gaps in Principles and Practice

	■ June 2022: Religious Prisoners of Conscience in Iran

	■ June 2022: Religious Freedom Backslides in Central African 
Republic

	■ June 2022: Preview of the IRF Summit 2022

	■ July 2022: Preview of the 2022 International Ministerial Confer-
ence on Freedom of Religion or Belief

	■ July 2022: Conditions for Religious and Nonbelief Communi-
ties in Turkey

	■ July 2022: Religious Freedom Takeaways on the Ground in 
Nigeria

	■ July 2022: Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions in 
South Asia

	■ July 2022: U.S. Policy Advances for International Religious 
Freedom over the Past Year

	■ August 2022: Russia’s Religious Freedom Violations in Ukraine

	■ August 2022: The Impact of Malaysia’s Dual Legal System on 
Religious Freedom

	■ August 2022: Troubling Signs for Religious Freedom in Sri Lanka

	■ August 2022: The 5th Anniversary of the Rohingya Genocide

	■ September 2022: The Plight of Christians in China

	■ September 2022: Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions 
in Nicaragua

	■ September 2022: Religious Prisoners of Conscience in 
Kazakhstan

	■ September 2022: Turkmenistan’s Tight Grip on Religious 
Freedom

	■ October 2022: The Nexus of Religious Freedom & Women’s 
Rights in Iran

	■ October 2022: Russia’s Persecution of Jehovah’s Witnesses

	■ October 2022: The Legacy of Blasphemy Laws in Southeast Asia

	■ October 2022: Civil Society’s Important Role in Promoting 
Freedom of Religion or Belief

	■ November 2022: Recovering from Genocide: The Yazidis’ 
Return to Sinjar

	■ November 2022: The Persecution of Muslims in Tajikistan

	■ November 2022: The Suffocating Hold of HTS on  
Northwest Syria

	■ November 2022: The Alevi Struggle for Rights in Turkey

	■ December 2022: Preview of IRF Summit 2023

	■ December 2022: Reflecting on USCIRF’s Visit to Cox’s Bazar

	■ December 2022: Breaking Down the State Department’s  
IRF Designations

https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/india-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/sri-lanka-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-syria
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-syria
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/freedom-religion-or-belief-forb-victims-list
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/freedom-religion-or-belief-forb-victims-list
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/blasphemy-charges-turkey
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/tolerance-religious-freedom-and-authoritarianism
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/tolerance-religious-freedom-and-authoritarianism
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/burma-policy-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/cuba-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/kazakhstan-issue-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/saudi-arabia-country-update
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-china
https://www.uscirf.gov/publications/religious-freedom-china
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/worrying-trends-religious-freedom-central-and-eastern-africa
https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/uscirf-spotlight/worrying-trends-religious-freedom-central-and-eastern-africa
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■■  COUNTRIES OF PARTICUL AR CONCERN   ■■

Afghanistan

Burma

China

Cuba

Eritrea

India

Iran

Nicaragua

Nigeria

North Korea

Pakistan

Russia

Saudi Arabia

Syria

Tajikistan

Turkmenistan

Vietnam

■■  SPECIAL WATCH LIST  COUNTRIES   ■■

Algeria

Azerbaijan

Central African Republic

Egypt

Indonesia

Iraq

Kazakhstan

Malaysia

Sri Lanka

Turkey

Uzbekistan
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