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EU: COMECE advocates for confessional religious
education

COMECE (06.11.2023) - COMECE welcomes the resolution on the system of European
Schools adopted by the European Parliament last September. The resolution insists

onfimaintaining the current provision of religious and
Last September, the European Parliament adopted its resolution “System of E
Schools — state of play, chal |l enges and ,poe ths pugent stawdecs these

educational institutes, which aim to provide quality education to children of EU
institutions’ staff members.
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The Commi ssion of the Bishops’ Conferences of the Eur
the European Parl i ament ' son mantaiaihgutheicarent pravisian®ft i ng “
religious and ethical educationbo

COMECE advocates for the importance of confessional religious education at all levels of

learning, stressing its fundamental role for Aithe integral devel opment of )
allowing them to delve into questions of belief, spirituality, life and meaning. Educating

children on religion is an important factor also for religious literacy in the European

Un i o ROMECE General Secretary Fr. Manuel Barrios Prieto states.

The European schools provide a multilingual and multicultural education for pupils at
nursery, primary and secondary levels, including classes in Religious Education and
Ethics at all grades.

The competent bodies of European Schools are currently discussing reforms that could
change the provision of religious education in the last two secondary school years.

As part of its mission of dialogue with the EU institutions under Article 17 TFEU, COMECE
is addressing such proposed changes with the General Secretariat of the Schools.

Moreover, the Secretariat of COMECE regularly cooperates with parents, coordinators and

other Churches and religious communities (Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, Jewish and

Muslim) responsible for religious education in these schools. In 2023, it was actively

involved in organising two meetings between religious authorities and the European

School s’ Secretariat in Brussel s, kickstarting a S €
constructive and transparent dialogue on the educational dossier.

Besides specific reference to Religious Education, the European Parliament also calls the
European Schools to strengthen educational and pedagogical standards, resolve critical
resourcing issues and teacher shortages, and carry out a review of the governance and

management structures of the Schools.

COMECE will keep on following the next steps in the European Schools activities, for
instance concerning the allocation of Religious Education teachers, and will do so in the
context of its work in the policy area of Culture and Education

Antisemitism in Europe reaching levels unseen in
decades, says top Rabbi

By Maria Psara

EURONEWS (25.10.2023) - European Jews are afraid following a spike in
antisemitic attacks sparked by the latest Israel -Hamas war despite authorities
increasing protection, Rabbi Menachem Margolin, the chairman of the European

Jewish Association, has told Euronews.

The Rabbi said the increas e in such incidents, which include physical and verbal aggression, is
something that has not been seen for decades.

"We do geta | ot of information, a lot of calls, a lot of emails from Jewish people from Europe,
both individuals in the institutions, synagogues, schools," Margolin told Euronews.
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"People see in the street that they get much more remarks, many more bad looks, hatred,
looks and call for death and physical incitement.”

According _ to figures compiled by the Anti  -Defamation League and released on Tuesday,
nearly 590 antise mitic incidents have been reported to French police since October 7, when
Hamas launched a deadly attack against Israel. In Germany, the number of such incidents
has risen by 240% compared to the same period last year, while in Austria they have gone up

by 300%.

Some of the incidents listed include the destruction of Israeli flags, the vandalisation of Jewish
monuments and site s, graffiti, and death threats.

The Rabbi said that many people are now taking extra precautions to protect their families
from ha te crimes.

"There are many, many people now who will secure their doors, install cameras, change the
windows to bulletproof windows," he explained.

"They tried to fireproof doors and yet many people know it is not enough.”

As the chairman of the  European Jewish Association explained, the main tool for hate
messages is social media. He wants better editorial control to be exer ted over such content
and for better education against racism.

The European Commission has raised concerns about the increase in h ate speech and hate
crimes targeting both Jewish and Muslim communities in Europe and has made their safety a

top priority.

Germany and the EU in the dock at the OSCE on religious
discrimination

OSCE (06.10.2023) — At the Warsaw Human Conference, Germany and the EU were
jointly in the dock in a statement on religious discrimination made on 6 October by Ivan
Arjona , President of the European Office of the Church of Scientology forPublic Affairs

and Human Rights :

“Madam Chair,

We would like to start by p raising the efforts of countries such as Spain, Sweden,
Netherlands, Portugal and the USA for their constant effort in improv ing the situation of
freedom of religion or belief, and non -discriminatio n.

We would like to also acknowledge the Germany court system for the circa 50 court
decision at different levels for ruling and recognizing that members of the Church of

Scientolog y deserve and are entitled to the protection under Article 4 of the Basic Law.

We would like to address specifically to the deleg ation of the European Union, and more
specifically to the Delegation of Germany, with special appeal for effective dialogue.

Do you still ask people to declare their religious belief before accepting them for a job, a
public position or any other tenders that count with public funding?
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Well, as of October 6, in the European Union's website for tenders by public bodies
throug hout the region, the EU is showing, without regret and without any corrective
action, how Germany is asking in no less that 357 ten ders in 2023, for bidders to declare
that

1) they are not members of the Church of Scientology, and
2) that they will not hire Scientologists, based only in their religion, and this applies

to clothes cleaners, kinder garden personnel, architects.

In addition to that this religious discrimination is backed by propaganda produced for
example by the Bavarian state Ministry of Int erior, depicting Scientologists as robots,
dehumanizing us in a video aimed to be shown in high schools and publicly.

Would the E uropean Union Delegation or even Germany be willing to st art a dialogue to
resolve this religious discrimination? Your answer to this will determine your position and
level of respect of OSCE guidelines and international standards.

Our churches are open for you to carry out the needed dialogue. Thank you. "

Rec ommendations:

» Cancel the regulation in Germany that justifies the state - imposed obligation for

citizens and companies to deny jobs and contracts to Scientologists, practice under the
euphemist name of “protective declaration”.

Religious freedom in the context of a Free Trade

Agreement
HRWF ( 21.09.2023) - On 19 September, the DROI committee held an exchange
of views on the human rights dimension of the negotiations on an EU-India Free
Trade Agreement. In preparation, the London Story Foundation ha s compiled an
overview of evidence on religious freedo m concerns associated with the India
Free Trade Agreement, with accompanying reco mmen dations.

Situation of religious  minorities

41. India is witnessing a steep marginalisation and curtailment of rights of its religious
minorities through laws, while political leaders actively incite further violence against

minorities by engaging in h ate speech. 68 | 2021, a panel of independent experts under
the guidance of former International Criminal Court prosecutor Fatou Bensou da found
credible evidence of crimes aga inst humanity committed in India against its Muslim

minorities. 89 The Early Warni ng Project in 2023 ranks India 8th highest risk of concern

for mass atrocities against religious minorities among 162 countries. 70
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42. In ongoing violence in Manipur, North -East India, over 120 people have lost their

71

lives. This armed conflict started in M ay 2023 and has strong religious elements, with

at least 250 churches being destroyed. 2 on September 4, UN human rights experts
issued a press release expressing their al arm over the scale of human rights violations
i nadequate humanitar:i

involved in the Manipur violence an dat t he

an re

wake.73They said the situation was “grave” anldgedboi nt ed
ings, h

act s of
tortureandill -t r eat mZ:4nt "

43. There is evidence of widespread violence in India against people on grounds of

protected characteristics, especially religion. S uch targeted violence disproportionately
affects religious minorities. Of over 19014 verified victims of communal violenc e, p hysical

assaults, and lynching since 2017 (status: August 2022), the majority (86.7%) are
Muslims. 7® Violence against Christians also rose by 81% between 2020 and 2021.

sexual vi ol ence, extrajudicial ki

76

More than 2000 Christians were attacked and injured in the first nine months of 2 021. 77

Additi onally, Hindu supremacist groups have called for economic boycotts of Muslim

vendors. 78

Identity of victims: Muslims: 16 477 — Christians: 1653 - Hindus: 183 - Other:
Sourc e: Foundation The London Story (2022)

44, India is systematically excluding its minority population in violation of religious
freedoms enshrined in the ICCPR. The Citizenship Amendment Act 2019 (CAA) allows the
government to fast -track asylum claims of irregular immigrants from specific

701 .

communities. /2 The OHCHR calledt he CAA “fundament al | y discri
it adds a religious criterion to citizenship and specifically excludes Muslims. 80 Home

Minister Amit Shah announced that a National Registry of Citizens (NRC) would be
conducted for the whole of India. 81 In A ssam, the NRC has already rendered 1.9 million

citizens stateless. 82 The NRC coupled with the CAA risks mass statelessness of Muslims
and other marginalised groups, leading to mass protests across the country that were

brutally quelled . 83

45. India gr ossly discriminates against its minority population through laws, in violation

of the fundamental freedom of religion in Article 18 of the ICCPR. 23 out of 29 states in

India have introduced laws criminalising cow slaughter, trade, and consumption of beef
with harsh sentences. 84 In the state of Gujarat, the punishment for cow slaughter was

increased to life imprisonment. Several BJP-ruled states have passed laws requiring

governmental permission for religious conversion for marriage, which are justified wit
reference to the conspiracy theory that Muslim men trick Hindu women into

conversion. 8° Such laws violate the right to family life (A rticle 23) and right to freedom

of relig ion (Article 18) in the ICCPR. Such laws have also emboldened vigilante groups,
who e ngage in extrajudicial violence against people from religious minorities in response

to alleged violations of these laws. 86

Short -term risks

46. Worsening persecution of religious minorities places India at the risk of mass

atrocities, which is alrea  dy v isible in the ongoing armed conflict in Manipur. 87 violence

mi
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against Muslim vendors, traders and business people, and calls for boyc ott against
minority businesses, create potentially serious concerns for the consequences of

increased trade moving forwa rd. 88 Given that the EU does not traditionally consider
religious minorities stakeholder groups in their human rights impact assessments, the
risks for this stakeholder group are not yet known, and urgent research is needed to

identify and mitigate potenti al h arms. This lack of awareness can result in inadequate
protection of the rights and well -being of religious minorities.
Recommendat ions in the context of the Free Trade Ag reement

47.The EU and India should both conduct a comprehensive human rights and
sus tainability impact assessment (HRIA) before continuing further negotiations.
The HRIA should consider the impact on vulnerable and often discriminated
groups, especially on religious minorities. This should particularly examine the
effects of economic boyc otts of Muslims ongoing in India.

48. The EU and India should give explicit mention to the rights of gender,
sexual, religious and eth nic minorities and caste -oppressed groups, as
minority groups all benefit from equal rights and protections. Otherwise, t he
m ention of minority rights risks being a box -ticking exercise.

49. The EU and India should jointly commit to repealing discriminatory laws, i.e.
laws that prohibit the free choice of religion under the guise of preventing
involuntary conversions. Discrimin ator y laws that restrict the free choic e of
religion can be used as tools of religious persecution and violate the right to
equality an  d freedom of choice.
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STATISTICAL RISK ASSESSMENT 2022-23

Figure 2: Top 30 countries by estimated risk of new mass killing, 2022-23

Pakistan * (1) I 16.3%

Yemen (2) I 12.9%
Burma/Myanmar ** (3) m—— 10.8%

Chad (4) I 9.2%:

Ethiopia ** (5) S 5. 7%

Nigeria ** (6) I 7 0%

Afghanistan (7) I 7.7 %

India * (8) T 7.4%

Number of stateless people in different regions
Data for Assam from 2019
B People

Poland ‘ 10,852
Germany | 12,569
Sweden I31,062
Ukraine I35,228
Estonia . 85,301
Russian Federation . 101,813
Lavi

rced Displacement 015 (2016), * Created with Datawrappe

Source: Foundation The London Story (2022)

The 10 ™ Anniversary of the E U Guidelines on FORB I a
call to stand united
On 29 June, MEPs Peter van Dalen and Carlo Fidanza, co - chairs of the
Intergroup on Freedom of Re lig ion or Belief at the European Parliament, hosted
a conference at the European Parliament to commemorate the 10 th annive rsary
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of the EU Guidelines on Freedom of Religion or Belief. The FORB Roundtables
Brussels -EU and Netherlan ds as well as HRWF ¢ ontribu ted to this event.

By Arie de Pater (¥)

HRWF (29.07.2023) - Freedom of Religion or  Belief (FORB) is a precious h  uman right and
the 10 ™ anniversary of the EU  Guidelines on FoRB is definitely a reason to celebrate but

also to reiterate the importance of t he document. Also on behalf of the European
Platform against Religious Intolerance and Discrimination (EPRID), | ¢ ommend t he EP
Intergroup on FORB & Religious T  olerance for organising this event in the European
Parliament.

The EU Guidelines on FORB are a great example of cooperation between the EU Council
and civil society. Ten years ago, | was the International Dire ctor of Advocacy for Open
Doors and | followed  the drafting process mainly from a distance as my colleague, Esther
Kattenberg, was directly in vol ved in the discussions both with EPRID members and other
civil society experts, and with the Council. If my mem ory serv es me well, | personally
attended only one round table between the Council and civil society representatives. |

was impressed b y the c ooperative spirit of all participants. Ten years later, | still
appreciate the qualit vy of the collective effort. O f course, the world has changed since the
adop tion of the guidelines and the opportunities for digital surveillance were not as
prevalent and intrusive as they are now, but the guidelines are broad enough to address

these issues. Therefore, | fail to see a nurgent need to amend the guidelir
implement them!

In the weeks and days preceding the 10 th anniversary, EPRID organised two round tables
to discuss the EU guidelines, including the need or opportunity to amend the d ocument.
Further, we held a b rief series of online interviews with experts and practitioners. This
culminated in an event in Brussels, featuring the EU Special Envoy for t he Protection of
Freedom of Religion or Belief outside the European Union, Frans van Daele, and the UN

Special Rap porteur on FORB, Nazila Ghanea as highly estee med guests.

At the EPRID celebration of the 10 th Anniversary of the EU Guidelines, Mr Va n Daele

identified two main threats to FORB: ignorance and indifference, and | could not agr ee
more. Religious freedom is an important human right, not just for those adhering to a
religion, but for all of us. FORB grants us all the right to freely choose any rel igion or

belief (broadly defined) without any coercion or interference of the state. When we lose

sight on the imp  ortance of FORB for all of society, we could e asily lose the motivation to
defend and promote this freedom, both within the European Un ion, an d in our external
relations. The limited interest in joining the EP Intergroup on FoR B, therefore, is reason
for c oncern.

Awareness of the importance of FORB i s key in understanding the importance of the EU
Guidelines and in implementing the guidelines by EU delegations abroad.

Policy discussions, including those in the European Parliament, have a tendency to focus

on numbe rs and statistics. These are no doubt important, but figures do not really

illustrate the day -to-day impact and importance of F ORB or the absence thereof. FORB is

not about numbers but about people. Therefore, it is imp ortant to share personal stor ies

illustrating how life looks like without F oRB or when this right is violea
reports like the Freedom of Thought Report by the Humanists, the World Watch List by

Open Doors International, or the report of Aid to the Church in Need are impor tant.

Together, they present a broad and diver se picture of the importance of FORB in various

countries, situations, and backgrounds.
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It goes without saying that these individual stories should be objective and well
documented . They should be presented in context. Not all incidents involving believer s
are indeed FORB violations. A fair representation and thorough analysis of all relevant

facts is key. If we fail to get a clear and comprehensive picture of the situation, we will

fail to come up with meaning ful reco mmendations and strategies to address the
situation. Nigeria might be a point in case. Especially in the middle belt, we have s een
eru ptions of violent attacks on people and villages and high numbers of casualties. When
we present this violence jus t as a religious conflict, foregoing the econo mic elements
invol ved, we' | | miss the mark. But i f we nesghect the
resources and economic factors, we’ |-lsidedapalywdsivifyf mi ss t h
lead to ineffectiv e strate gies and therefore a continuation of b loodshed. They could make
it even worse. That's why thor ough ndnaoahysis are ison g , docu
important when presenting cases of FORB violations.
As | ' ve st aqfteR® isha dbout numbers and statistics but about people. There
is no ¢ ompetition in victimhood. It should not matter whether the victim involved is a
humanist,aHind u,a Musl i m, a Baha’'i, or a Christian. They al
should all speak up against any violatio n of rel igious freedom, regardless the victim
involved. EPRID, as a broad interfaith platform has a long history of standing united and
| real ly appreciate that. Having said that, our solidarity is not limited to members of the
platform. We are more than h appy to work with others who are defending and promoting
FORB.
The EU Guidelines on FORB have shown what we as civil society can achieve when we
work together. We need each other to defend and promote FoRB, at home, in the
European Union, and beyond. | ca Il on al | civil society actors to stand united , and to
speak up whenever FoRB is threatened or violated, no matter the victim or the
perpetrat or. FORB is not a privilege or a luxury. It is a human right. Therefore, | wish the
EU Guidelines on FORB a happy  anniversary and an even happier future!
(*) Arie de Pater Brussels Representative of the European Evangelical Alliance (EEA) and
European Representative of the International Institute for Religious Freedom (IRF) .
Religious freedom in the European Union, a USCIRF
report
Musl ims, Jews, Christians, and groups unfairly stioc
increasingly victims of secularism and of a wi despread hostility to religion.

by Massimo Introvigne

Bitter Winter _ (26.07.2023) - “ T hEuropean Union (EU) and many of its member states

are active i n the pr omotion of religious freedom abroad, yet some EU countries have

maintained or implemented laws and policies tha t restri ct the rights of religious minority

groups or impact them in a disc riminatory manner. These unduly restrictive policies have
thesecondary effect of encouraging discrimination at t

These are the open ing words of a new excellent report by the United States Commission
on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF), published in July 2023. The USCIRF is an
independ ent, bipartisan U.S. federal gov ernment commission created by the 1998
International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA). Its Commissi oners are appointed by the
President and by Congressional leaders of both political parties.
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All European Union member st ates proclaim their support for religiou s liberty, the report

notes, yet many do not respect it in practice, regarding it as a lesser rig ht with respect to

national security, the rights of certain non -religious minorities, a misguided notion of

individual freedom, and some states’zdnmsashdauwmltd cridti creat e
communities whose values are different from those of the ma jority. While France is often

quoted in the report as a typical example of these problems, o ther countries are
mentioned as well.

“

S

Different religious minorities are targeted. Both Jews and Muslims suffer because of

prohibitions to wear distinctive clothing s uch as t he Islamic hijab and the Jewish

yarmul ke in public places (some states amaonghtsarget t |
activists and politicians, al  beit for different reasons, often advocate for ritual or religious

slaughter restrictions throu ghout the EU. These restrictions systematically exclude Jews

and Muslims from European socie  ty by complicating their abil ity to comply with religious

dietarylaw s, f orcing individuals to abandon deeply held r

The Jewish and Muslim practic e of cir cumcision is also under attack, particularly in
Scandinavian countri es. “Chi | dr eanhcirca mcisiog idlagestlaec t i vi st s
rights of ¢ hi | dr en, while certain politicians consider Ci
practice. Yet, circumcision is a fundamental Jewish ritual and campaigns to ban this

practice negativelyim pact Jewi sh [|ife."”

In France, the so-cal | ed | aw agai nsdenie§ Masle rthe tright tm "self -

organize their communities according to their own values, the re port not es, and also

i mpacts negatively on other groups, including those
“sectes”).

With re spect to the latter groups, the report a d d sSevéral governments in the EU have

supported or facilitated the propagation of har mful information about certain religious

groups. For example, the French government has fund ed the European Federation of

Centres of Research and Information o n Cults and Sects (FECRIS), a French non - profit

created in 1994 that has pejoratively labeled some religou s associations as ' se
“cul ts.’ Similarly, an official body wun-ethelintarhe Frenc
Ministerial Mission in the Vig ilance and Combat against Sectarian Derivatives

(MIVILUDES) —releases an annual report that regula rly disparages groups including
Jehovah's Witnesses and the Chur izdlionbds paBneiecewith ol ogy . Tl
government agencies, religious organizat ions, and civil society to inform them about so -

called *“cults’ and has ¢e reactioas é&an Freach giedlayoutlgisp si t i ve r
which has in turn negatively impacted societal respect for those associated with re ligious

organizations that MIVILUDES | abels as sects or cults. MIVILUDES has also funded
various NGOs that target religious organizatio nsconsidered har mful
National Union of Associations in Defense of Fam ilies and Individual Victims of Sects
(UNADFI) and the Centre Again st Ment al Mani pul ation (CCMM)."”

sect s, i

Worse still, the report continues, &'ldwnw Qich,,undarr y 2023,
Article 29, section 3.1.2., empowers authorities to use special techniques outlined in the

criminal codeto i nvestigate ' sg through the impersohatioth iofna delivery

person, remote access to electronic communications, and the installation of recording
devices in private or public places or vehicles.

Quoting “Bi't tteerrepdiialsd reentjoris the dis criminat ory effect of German
campaigns against “cults” (“Sekten” in German). “ln s
emp loyees o r the recipients of government grants must sign statements commonly
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referred t o a stoprogedheyhave nolconeects ' ion to the Church of Scientology.
In one case, a man was fired from a long -held official pos ition for his affiliation wit h the
Church of Scientology."’”

Blasphemy laws are still in force in various European countries, and they m ay affect the

right of atheists to criti cize religion. Both laws against blasphemy and against hate

speech serve the legitimate purpose of protecting r eligious communities and other
minorities, the report notes. Ho we v e riminalizihgesgeécls | at i on i
that does n ot amount to incitement to violence and thereby encompassing expression

protected under inte  rnational human rights standa rds, including the rights to freedom of

religion or belief and freedom of expression.”
Christians may thu s be targeted for maintaining an d propag ating their traditional
doctrines on family i ssues. “From a r ebroadghate u s free

speech laws are particularly concerning when used against individuals for peacefully

sharing religious belief s that others find offensive o r controversial. In one such case, in

Finland, state prosecutors are appealing a case agains t Finnish Member of Parliamen t

Paivi Rasanen and Evangelical Lutheran Bishop Jhana Pohjola, who were acquitted of

hate speech charges for tweets that expressed religi oushelief s about LGBTQ+ i ssue:

Not surprisingly, official statutes and actions against religious minorities exposes them to

hate crimes and private violence as well . “Despite o
and anti -Muslim hatred, both forms o f hatred continue to rise. Meanwhile , the EU has yet

to take commensurate steps to address o ther forms of religious discr imination that are

al so prevalent throughout Europe.”

The report argues thatit shoul d be “possible to guaranhbeket freedo
while balancing other conc er n s, such as nati onal security”. It
European Union countries ge  nerally have in place constitutional and legal protections for

freedom of religion or belief, some have also enacted laws and pursued p olicies that

systematically violate religious freedom and have a serious and disproportionat e impact

on the ability of re  ligious minorities to live in accordance with their beliefs. Importantly,

the continuation of such policies at an official level likewise encoura ges discrimination at

a societal level and contributes to an environment that has seen continued violent
attack s on pla ces of worship and members of religious minority communities,

encouraging increased emigration from Europe.”’
While the European Union commendably protests when re ligious liberty is violated
outside its borders, it is no w greatt ime foritto putit s own house in order. The European

institutions own credibility is at stake.

The EU Guidelines on FORB discussed at the plenary
session of the European Parliament

MEPste IEU Co mmi s s i o n e rJouNVa that actions to protect religiou s
freedom are far fr om enough
MEPs Hoélvényi and Bert -Jan Ruissen tell EU Commissioner Jourova that actions

to protect religious freedom are far from enough
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The European Times (13.07.2023) - This Friday afternoon, th e plenary session of the
European Parliament  addressed the issue of the EU involvement in the promotion

of freedom of religion or belief outside the EU . The particip ants included
Commissioner V & r auro¥a and Members  of the European Parliament (MEPS)

V N r dourova speaks at a debate on implementation of EU guidelines on FORB

Commissioner Jourova, who is responsible for values and transparency, presented the
views an d actions of the Commission in this regard, highlig  hting the importance of
respecting and p romoting religious f reedom. She emphasized that the EU is committed to
protecting the rights of individuals to practice their religion freely and withou t
discrimination. MEPs from various political groups took part i n the debate and shared
their perspectives  on the issue. The  most critical ones for the lack of proper action were

MEP Gyorgy Holvényi and MEP Bert  -Jan Ruissen.

Others emphasized the importanc e of dialogue and cooperation in promoting religious
freedom bot h within the EU and externally. They hig hlighted the need to engage with
religious communities and civil society organizations to address religious discrimination

and intolerance.

Gyobrgy Hoélvé nyi: Asi nce 2021, peopl e have been killed or
cou ntries of the world because of their fait ho

The free exerci  se of religion is primarily a human rights issue. Unfortunately, as

the majority of EU decision -makers do not recognize the importan ce o f this
fu ndamental right for individuals and society, stated Gyorgy Hoélvényi, Christian
Democrat MEP in the European Par Il i ament 6s debate on Thursday, or

the occasion of the 10th anniversary of the EU Guidelines on Freedom of
Religion or Belie f.

The vice -president of KDNP Hungary and Member of the European Parliament, reminded,

various reports, sc ientific researche s and field experiences show that we live in a time of
unprecedented religious intol erance gl obal ltion. About
identifi es with some religious community. Meanwhile, since 2021, people have been killed

or kidnapp ed in 40 countries o f the world because of their faith. We have to underline

that the most persecuted religion in the world today is Christianity. Durin g th e last year,

according to international surveys, 5,621 Chris tians were killed because of their faith,

90% of the murders took place in Nigeria.

According to the EPP Group’s ©politician, the EU is
problem: despite th e dr amatic si tuation, the protection of religious freedom is sti Il not

fully ©part of t h etiok Désgte thexit mcreasiad persecution, the European

Commission, for example, hesitated for three years to re -appoint the EU Special Envoy

responsibl e for religious freedom outside the EU.

Real milestones are need ed in the dialogue with religious communit ies active in the EU
and in third countries. Although the legal framework is in place, no structural dialogue

actually takes place before substantive EU decisions are made. MEP Gyoérgy Holvényi
pointed out that the joint action against increasing religiou s intolerance around  the world
cannot be delayed any longer.
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Bert -Jan Ruissen: A EU acti ons on religious freedom must

ground “
The SG P wants the EU to finally take real action on religious freedom. The EU guidelines
on freedom of religion have been in exist ence for 10 years now but have barely been put

into practice.

“That we have these guidelines is of course a good thing. But | have s erio us doubts
about the implementation there , BJam Ruissen (SGP) said Thursday in an MEP
debate he had requested.

In 10 vyears, the European Commission has never presented the promised reports or held
consultations. The position of EU Envoy for Religio us Freedom remained vacant for 3
years and support has always be en very minimal.

“More really needs to be done, because reli gious persecution is only increasing
worldwide , ” Rui ssen sai d. “Look at a country |ike
been ki lled in the | ast 20 years because of their faith. Or look at the Indian state of

Manipur where many chur  ches have beendestr oyed and Chri stians ki

On Thursday, the SGP therefore made three concrete requests to the European
Commissio n:

1) Come up with a solid implementation report of the guidelines in the short term.

2) Give the EU Envoy for Religious Freedom a permanent mandate and provide additional
staff so that he can do his job properly.

3) Come up with proposals to designate Jun e 24, the date on w hich the guidelines were
adopted, as the European D ay for Combating Religious Persecution.

“We cannot leave the oppressed Church with millions of believers out in the
c ol dRuissen concluded. “I hope and pray that it does not drag on fo r anot her 10
years! o

Some thoughts about public diplomacy for religio us
freedom
By Willy Fau  tré, director of Huma n Rights  Withou t Frontiers
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eleb ratlng 10 Years of the EU Gu de Inos on thePromotlon

Reviewing its Implementation and Efficacy

Mr. Frans van Daele

Follow us @EPRID4FORB / Tweet with #euguidelines10

Conference organizedby EPRI D at t ICentrdB im Brasé els with the participation of
EU Special Envoy on F  oRB, Frans van Daele (on  theright), and UN S pecial R apporte ur on
FoRB, Nazila Ghanea (in the middle). EPRID was represented by Francesco di Lillo (on
the left) 1 Photo: HRWF

HRWEF (0 3.07.2023) - In Europ e, freedom of religion or be lief is generally treated as a
poorer relation of the human ri ghts family, even tho  ugh its protago nists consider it to be
the mother of all other freedoms: freedom of thought, consci ence and religion; freedo m
of expression; free dom of association; freedom of assembly; freedom to share and
spre ad one's beliefs and to make new members. All these f reedoms are not specific to
the right to hold beliefs, whether they are theistic, non -theistic or philosoph ical. The y are
concomitantand  intim ately intertwined with other human rights.

At a conference organized at the end of June to mark the 10th anniver sary of the EU
Guidelines on Freedom of Religion or Belief at the Baha'i Centre in Brussels , the recently
appointed EU Special Envoy on F reedom of Religion or Belief  outside the European Union,
Frans van Daele, stated that, on the one hand, the def ense and promot ion of religious
freedom faces some major obstacles in Europe: indifference and ignorance.

On the other ha nd, EU institutions a re fragmented, have their ow n agendas and must
follow their own pr  ocedures, which makes it difficult to promote freedom of rel igion or
belief in a consistent and coordinated way or to denounce violations of tha t freedom, let
alone take steps to remedy them

The UN also has its own i nstitutions and mechanisms but collabo ration between the EU
and the UN is both poss ible and comple mentary, according to Nazila Ghanea, UN Special
Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief who took part in the same conference
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organized in Brussels by the European Platform against Religious In tolerance and
Discrimina tion.

In some coun tries, t here ar e tensions between well -established majority religions and
newly established ones bu t sometimes also with his  toric religious minor ities because the
state is i dentifying itself with the contemporar y dominant religion. In such conditions, the
European Union's public diplomacy has to promote tolerance, respect and non -
discrimination through education, appro priate sc hool and public educa tion, according to
EU Specia | Envoy on FORB Frans van Daele. This EU vigilance strategy is  already in place
in countrie s such as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, with varying degrees of progress. The EU

strategy is t o promote a more inclusiv e society and to purg e negative stereotypes
conce rning religious and ethnic minorities from the schoolbooks.

Another aspect of publ ic diplo macy in volves prioritizing the countries to be targeted,
according to certain criteria. Frans van Daele con tends tha t confrontation shoul d be
avoided with the select ed country, as it is unproductive and even counterproductive.
Priority should be gi ven to ¢ ountrie s whose centers of power can be considered open to

the EU's message and which are re ady to move in the right direction. Most count  ries t hat
harshly repress th e freedom of religious minorities and their members lack the p  olitical
will to alig n themse lIves wi th international standards despite their formal commitments

and are not priorititegped i n the EU’ s stra

The EU's public diploma cy is therefore highly compl icated since it has to operate both
within its own internal co  mplex fragmented arch itecture and ex ternally, through the
political and social arcanes of the target countries where it has to identify potential
leverages to be acti vated with some chance of su  ccess, or at least progress.

Human Ri ghts Without Frontiers ¢ onsiders that, if the EU want s to do more and more
efficiently, it needs to staff and to fund appropriately the EU Special Envoy on FORB , the
EEAS unit in charge of F  oRB issues, the Intergroup o  n Freedom of Religion or Belief at
the European Parliament, ju st to name a few of i ts advoc acy mec hanisms, but political

will has been missing after the end of the mandate of the fir st EU Special Envoy.
10 " Anniversary of the EU Gui delines on Freedom of
Religion or Belief celebrated at the E uropean Parliament
On 29 June, MEPs Peter van Dalena nd Carl o Fidanza, co -chairs of the
Intergroup on Freedom of Religion or Belief at the European Parliament, hosted
a conference at the Eur op ean Parliament to commemorate the 10 th anniversary
of the EU Gui  delines on Freedom of Religion or Belief. The FORB Ro undtabl es

Brussels -EU and Netherlands as well as HRWF contributed to this event.
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Photo cr edit: EU Brussels FORB  Roundtable i THIX Photo. & 10th Anniversary of the EU
Guidelines on FORB co -organized by the Eu Parliament  Interg roup on FORB&RT, with
HRWF, EU Brussels FORB Roundtable and Netherlands FORB Roundtable. Photo: HRWF

By MEP Peterva n Dalen

Dear honourable speakers, d ear guests,

On behalf of the European Parliament Intergroup on Freedom of Religion or Belief and
Religious Tolerance, | want to welcome you here today. Last Saturday, the 24 th of June,
marked the 10th anniversary of th e EU Guidelines on the promotion and protection of
freedom of religion or belief. This is a very joyous occasion, as it show s that the fight for

religi ous freedom has its rightful place on the European agenda.

Since this day in 2013, we h ave seen some imp ortant d evelopm ents. One highlight, i n
my regard, is the appointment of the EU Special Envoy for freedom of religion or beli ef,
and th e growing n umber of national envoys in the EU. Also, over the years we did

manage to get some vital references to religiou s fre edom in ke y reports of the Europ  ean

Parliament, such as the annual human rights report.

Yet, we have also been challen ged. The utterly slow  condu ct of the European Commission
when appointing the Special En  voy shows that religious fre ~ edom does not rem ain ont he
Euro pean agenda without a  fight. That is why | am glad that you are here. There is a big

and professional communi  ty here in Brussels d evoted to advocating the cause of those
that are put under pressur e or even persecuted for what they believe, o r don’ telieve .
Your work is very im portant to us, MEPs, but more so to the people that you are
advocating for.

The EU Gui delines that are the  centre of attention today form a good foundation for EU
action in defence of religious freedom . However, over t he years we hav e also heard
signals t hat their implementation sometimes leaves something to be desired. Therefore |

am grate ful that w e can have this event today, to discuss how the use of the Guidelines

can be further enhanced in EU external action. We ha ve a num ber of great speakers, all
with considerable experience in the field of religious freedom, human rights and

diplomac v.
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An OSCE /ODIHR point of view of the EU Guidelines on

FoRB
Paper presented atthe conference held on 29 June at the European Pa rliament
to com memorate the 10 hanniversary of the EU Guidelines on Freedom of
Religion or Belief. The FORB Roundtables Bru ssels -EU a nd Netherla nd sas well
as HRWF contributed to this event hosted by MEPs Peter van Dalen and Carlo
Fidanza .

By Kishan Man ocha, Head oft he Tolerance and Non -Discrimination Department at the
OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Right s (ODIHR) in Warsaw

Photo credit: EU Brussels FORB Roundtable i THIX Photo. & 10th Anniversa ry ofthe E U

Guid elines on FoRB co -organized by the Eu Parliament Intergroup on FORB&RT, with
HRWF, EU Brussels FORB Round table an d Nethe rlands FORB Roundtable. = Photo: HRWF

| ntroduction
Counteri ng hate crime based on religion or belief
Interfaith and inter religious dialogue an d part nerships

Introduction

The European Union’'s (i)l uGdivcee luinndeesr s t adimeénsmogal o f

nature of freedom of religion or belief, grounded in t he key principles of universality,
dignity, freedom, equality and non -discrimination, isin line with how freedom of religion
or belief is framed in th e political commitments agreed consensually b y OSCE

particip ating States.

Further , these 57 countries hav e also committed to combat anti - Semitism, intolerance
and disc rimination against Mu  slims, Christians, and members of other religions, and on
preventi ng and responding to hate crime based on reli gion or belief. In pursuance of the
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mandate given to it by t he participating States, the OSCE Office for Democratic
Instit utions and Human Rights (ODIH R), the principal human rights institution of the
OSCE, help s States implement these two distinct yet ove rlapping and mu tually
reinforcing comm itments, namely to advan  ce freedom of religion or belief for everyone

and to advancet olerance and non -discrimina tion.

The EU Guidelines identify diPremoittiynamd tre®lspreancd’™ora
area of action in rel ation to creating environments conducive to t he promotion and

protection of freedom of religion or belief f or everyone. Inlight of ODIHR' s experi ence i
helping to advance tolerance and non -discrimination in the OSCE region, | would like t o]

share some th oughts on two areas tha t are integral to effort s to promote respect for

religious diversity and tolerance, na mely countering hate crime based on religion or

belief, and promoting interfaith and in terreligious dialogue and partnerships.

Coun tering h ate cri me based on religion or belief

Hate crimes — including acts of violence, threats and property damage — thr eaten the
security of t he individuals and communities affected. Hate crimes are message C rimes .
The message is of inequality and rejec tion. Th ey also carry wider security ¢  hallenges
because of their potential to undermine social cohesion, create divisions, a nd foment

discord; if left unchecked, they can lead to wider conflict.

Hate crimes ba sed on religion or belief are serious obstacl es to th e enjoy ment by all
persons of the right to freedom o f religion or belief. The fear and anxiety they instil
among i ndividuals can also aff ect th e manifestation of their religion or belief, eg wearing

reli gious attire, attending places of worship, an d celebr ating r eligious holidays and
festivals.

According to ODIHR's 20 2 56%o4dll ecidentsirepatedr e paooitrby civil
society or intergovernmental organizations (3605 out of 6391 incidents) const ituted anti -
religious hate crimes, be t  hey anti -Semiti ¢, anti -Christian, anti -Muslim, or hate crime s
based on other religions or beliefs . While most of these inc  idents have targeted pr operty ,
such as places of worship, community centres or facilities , Or c emeteries, 475 were
violent attacks aga inst ind ividual s or threats. What we k now is just a tip of the iceberg
since the vast majority of hate crimes are never repo rted to State authori ties or to any
other third party. Research has shown that it is th e lack of trust towards the State
authorities and the ir capa cities to respond to hate crimes effectively that partly explains
such under -reporting.

It is therefore i mp ortant that Statesta ke hat e crime based on religion or belief seriously.

A comprehensi ve approach is required to effectively tackle this pr oblem. States should
enact and enforce hate crime legislation that recognizes different grounds o f religious
intoler ance as prohibited bi as motivations and that is clear, concrete and easy to
understand. Because religious intolerance is often expre ssed thr ough co ded expressions,
particularly in the case of anti - Semitic and anti -Muslim hate crimes, it is recommended
that a clear set of indic ators for identifying bias motivation be employed by law
enforceme nt; this should be kept under constant review in ligh t of th e nature of the
inciden ts reported. States should also put in place systems, routines and training to
ensure that relevant officia Is recognize religion or belief -related hate crimes and record
the m as such.

There are, of course, other prac tical st eps tha t States, particularly through their law

enfo rcement agencies, can take to meet the securi ty needs of at -risk religious or belief
commun ities, including in relation to their places of worship and religious sites. In so
doing, it is important law enf orcemen t invest in building tr  ust on the part of religious or
belief communities targeted by hate crime.
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ODIHR has found that creating regular spaces for dialogue and exchange between

communities and | aw enforcement where security needs can be id entified and
ap propriate measures discussed helps build this trust as does the selection of dedicated
liaisons or focal po ints for religious comm unity engagement within law enforcement and
enhancing religious li teracy among law enforcement officials. It is also im portant that
communities are t reated as respected partners in the provision of their own security and
that security measures are designed , impl emented and reviewed in close consultation
with the communit ies themselves. This will hopefully ensure ad equate p rotecti on for
individuals and communities but also m itigate against the potential risk of over -
securitizing religi ous spaces, particularl y places of worship and sites, with the adverse
impact this may ha  ve on the overall enjoyment of freedom of rel igion or belief .

Interfaith and inter religious dialogue and partnerships
Paragraph 34 of the Guidelines stipulate that the EU wiehcburage s tate and other
influential actors, whether religious or non -religious ... to support pertinent
pro mote an atmosph ere of respect and tolerance between all pers ons regar dless of their
religion or belief?”

Although not ex plicitly spelt out int he Guidelines, it is only reasonable to assume that
interfaith and interreligious dialogue and partnerships wou Id be in cluded in this category
of ¥tpenent initiatives”

Interfai th and interreligious dialogue activities at all levels have emerged in many

countr i es. I n 1ight of these and ODI BuRigdo efionsnto ex per i en

initiate and strengthen interfai th and interreligious dialogue and partnerships in t he OSCE
region, | suggest that the following points should be borne in mind when we ¢ onsider
how State and other actors can best support such efforts.

One , the reciprocal, potentially mutually re inforcin g relat ionship between interfa ith
dialogue and freedom of rel  igion or belief.  Greater respect for freedom of religio n or
belief createst he conditions for interfaith and interreligious dialogue, and such initiatives,
in turn, can facilitate greater respect for fr eedom of religion or belief and other human
rights. Al low me to develop both these points.

Dialogue across religious and belief b oundaries— basically, any interreligious
communication - falls wit hin the scope of freedom of religion or belie f (as we Il as
freedom of expression).

Dialogue initiatives should t herefore be approached and carried out in a human right S
perspective and gui ded by principles of inclusiveness and non -discrimination. Lesson
learned from a diverse range of efforts sugge st that regular encounters between
individual and groups bel onging to different religions and beliefs, if broad -based,
inclusive, and conducted o0 n equal footing, foster greater levels of understanding and

tend t o endure.

Open encounter and dialogue are o f crucia | impor tance for creating unde rstanding,
combating intoleranc e and negative stereotypes based on religion or belief, establishing
common ground , and building relationships of trust and productive co - oper ation between
people of different religions a nd belie fs. The se conditions are conducive to the
advancemen t of free dom of religion or belief. Even where partnership ini  tiatives between
people of different religions and beliefs do not explicitly focus on pro moting freedom of
religion or belief, they wi I do so anyway by promoting the mutua | respect and
understanding nee ded to sustain it.
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Two , the role of the State. States do not have a monopo ly on organizing or sponsoring
interfaith and interreligious dialo gue processes. Interfaith and interreligious initiati ves
can and should flourish outside state control or involvement. What States certainly can

and should doist o create the conditions for ~ meani ngful interfaith efforts to take place by
ensuring that the  human rights of all are safeguarded, to promo te such initiat ives, and to
support th em through an adequate and sustained allocation of resources.

If dialogue is 0 rganiz ed or otherwise facil itated by the State, then attention should be
carefully paid to ac commodating the full diversity of religious a nd belie f commu nities,
including non -believers, in society, not only those which are long -established,
numerically lar ge, or well -known. At the s ame ti me, States should scrupulously respect

the voluntary nature of participation by religious or belief commu nities i n inter faith and
interreligiou s processes.

Three , t here is no set format for interfaith and interreligious initiat ives. They can take
place in a range of settings and levels within a country (local, re gional, national), be
formal or informal in n  ature, t ime-limited or open -ended in duration. While formal
interfaith dialogue initiatives taking place at the level of r eligious leadership or  involving
community representatives are quite numerous and well -established in many parts of the
world, the rol e of gra ssroots , informal dialogue in promoting religious div  ersity and
tolerance and respect for freedom of religion or bel ief has been less sys temati cally
explored.

By informal dialogue is meant communicatio n across different groups or involving people

that is not or ganized explicitly along religious or belief lines; this may include, for
example, informal settings in mul ti-cultural and multi  -religio us neighbourhoods, schools,
and clubs. Relevant actors — State, civil society, religious or belief commun ities — should
consider how best they can support and strengt  hen spaces for informal dialogue and
encounter across religious and belief boundarie s (the so-cal | ed “ di al osgtha
they have a realistic chance of achieving a sufficient depth of co nversati ons and
relationships favourable to fostering religi ous tolerance and understanding.

Four , in light of their pot ential to make a distin ctive and important contribution to
interfaith and interreligious dialogue processes, the active participation of women and
youth must be a priority for the organizers of s uch initiatives.

Women from various backgrounds are often inv olved in interfaith d ialogu e efforts at the
local or community level; however, they fac e various obstacles in accessing and being a
part of more fo rmal activities at the national level, where participants are usually senior
religious leaders who are pred om inantly men.

Young persons of faith, regardless of whether they occupy leadership rol es, have a
critical contribution to make to i nterfait h dialo gue efforts; they are o ften very credible
and effective communicators with their peers in local communities.

Clearly, the autono my of religious or belief communities to choose their representati ves
in formal dialogue activities must be res pected. However , as pointed out, these are not

the only spac es in which meaningful interreligious communication and encoun ter take
place. Therefo re, wh en organizing informal dialogue efforts careful attention sh ould be
paid to engaging the equal participat ion of m enand women.

Creative effor ts also need to be made to systematically engage youth in interfaith and
interreligiou s work; religious and belief communities and other relevant stakeholders
should activel y invest in developing the confidence and cap acity of young people to
participate meaningfully in such in itiatives,  whether in activities alongside older
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individuals o r in spaces specificall y created for young people from different religious and
belief bac kgrounds, including non  -believers.

Fromthe EU Gui delines onFoRBto fA Rel i g ifreedosis
not a second -classright 0

Paper presented at the conference held on 29 June at the European Parliamen t
to commemorate the 10 ™ anniversary  of the EU Guidelines on Freedom of
Religion or Belief. The FORB Roundtables Brusse Is-EU and Netherlands as well
as HRWF contrib uted to this event hosted by MEPs Peter van Dalen and Carlo

Fidanza.
By Andrea Benzo , Spec ial Envoy of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
Int ernational Cooperation for FORB Protection  and Interr  eligiou s Dialogue.

l ‘;ropurl.eu (
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HRWF (29.06.202 3) - | would like to thank our co -hosts — the Honor able MEPs Carlo

Fidanza and Peter Van Dalen, along with Mr. Willy Fautré — for their kind invitation.
T o d a y vest preovides us with a much timely and needed opportunity to discuss how to
strengthen our common commitment to the protection and the p romoti on o f freedom of

religion or belief  as this universal right  is under increasing pressure globally.

Last week, th e Itali an Embassy to the Holy See hosted the presentation of the 16 th

Report on religious fr eedom i n t he world by the Aidtoehelutchion al NGO
N e e d In.her message for that occasion, Prim e Minister Giorgia Meloni made a very

powerful statem entand st r e s s e deligionsafreeddm is not a second -class right " .

There are a number of considerations that we should draw from the se illuminating
remarks.

First, we are remind ed of the interrel atedness, interdependence, indivisibility and
univers ality o f human rights. If FORB is restricted, the whole set of human rig hts a
person is enti tled to willbe consequently under pressure. Such view allows us to grasp all
possible forms of religious discr imination, both visible and hidden ones.

Secondly, t he prom otion of FORB is a universal value and a common heritage of all
humanity, not a Western concern , as some try to portray it . Theref ore, FoRB should not
become hostage of a “ We s n. Ratlser, it ib ene of ¢he t " funplanierttaé r
prerequisites  for st able and prosperous societies, which is the ultimate goal of any
country across cultu res, religions, and geographic boundaries

Given the importance of FORB as a crosscutting  and universal goal, there is a need to

increase FORB literacy across sec tors, i ncluding governments and civil society. The EU
FoRB Guidelines se rve this purpose effectively and they should be implemented more and
mo re widely .

We should also recall that FORB issues can onl y be tackled if we raise collective

awareness on FORB violat ions on a global scale. Similarly, a wareness -raising cannot be
successful without FoRB literacy. For too long, religion has been k ept at the margins of
public life on the wrong assumption that it is a purely private issue. At the same time ,
religiou s freed om is often confused with freedom of worship while it has a much broader
nature. FoRB is made up of two layers. The first layer re fers t o the core of FORB as
enshrined in article 18 of the Univers al Declaration of Human rights, i.e. the freedom to

have, no t to have, to change and to manifest a religion or a belief. The s  econd layer
refers to the right not to be discriminated on relig ion or belief grounds. This is a much
broader dimension, as it pot entially involves all fundamental rights that may com e under
threat because of religious discrim ination. It is a direct consequence of the
interrelatedness, interdependence, indivisibility a nd uni versality of human rights. Without
a correct understanding o f all the ramifications of FORB violations, our respo nse can not
be affective.

FoRB promotion i s a collective effort that rel ies significantly o n partnerships involving
Governments, parliam ents, academia, religious actors, and civil society . Therefore, FoRB
should not be advanced only on a purely inter -gove rnmenta | level but through a multi -
stakehol ders approach, where all potential  players contribute to this common goal, in line
with the un iversal nature of FoRB, which benefits all , without distinctions . We need both
a whole -of-society and a whole -of-govern ment ap proach in this regard.

Based on this multidimensional nature of FoRB, there is also a need to streamline FORB
within our daily  policy making activities, especially with in development cooperati on. FORB
violations constitute obstacles to growth , st ability , and development.  There are studies
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showing that there is a positive correlation between the respect of FORB and growth. If

some people or even entire communities are kept at the margins of soci ety, unable to

fully take part in the social and econo mic lif e of their own countries on account of their
religious or belief a ffiliation, such ex clusion will entail a loss of resources, both human
resources as such and ideas. On the political and security level, religious discrimination

may fuel resentmentt  hat, in turn, may lead to instability and undermine growth

| would like to conclude by a reference to the broader Mediterranean regio n, our common
region and the cradle of the three monotheistic rel igions. Thisarea i s not only

strategic neighb orhood but al so one of the world’'s most e&el

this rich legacy, the Mediterranean region is beset by growing tensions that require the
utmost commitment of all players — religious, p olitical , and economic ones - to avoid
escalation an d provide people with the foundations for a more prosperous future. The
region’s historic religious ppressuinithe lastdeades. aHes o
rise of Daesh, the shrinking of Christian communities, and the spreading of hate spee ch
all point out to the  need to increase our efforts to advance inclusive citizenship and
equality as a political, social and cultural pr iority for the future of our common region.

With this in mind, in 2018 the Italian Parliament established a fund to su pport C hristian
communit ies in crisis areas. Through this fund, which has a yearly budget of 4,4 million
euros, we support projects run b y NGOs in several countries, mostly in the broader
Mediterranean r egion, with a view to improving the economic conditio n of th e
beneficiaries, foster social inclusion, and reduce inequalities. In other words, we  target
the nexus between FORB and equality t o dire ctly address those forms of exclusion that
stem from religio us or belief discrimination. Such interventions are m  eant to support
interfai th cooperation - as a means to foster mutual knowledge and understanding - and
to improve the protection of relig ious freedom by empowering individuals and enabling

them to enjoy their rights in full.

Once again, | am grateful to t he co-organizers for this opportunity and deeply
appreciative of their pe  rsonal commitment t o the advancement of FORB globally and |
look forwa rd to keep ing engaging with them on this common goal

Some reflections about the 10th Anniversary of the EU
Gui delines on F reedom of Religion or Belief

Paper presented at the conference held on 29 June at the European Parliament
to commemorate the 10™ anniversary of the EU Guidelines on Freedom of
Religion or Belief. The FORB Roundtables Brussels -EU and Netherland s as we Il
as HRWF contributed to this event hosted by MEPs Peter van Dale n and Carlo
Fidanza

By José Luis Bazan, Legal adviser, COMECE ( Commis sion of Catholic Epi scopal
Conferences of the EU)

HRWF (29.06.2023) - On 24 June 2013, the Foreign Affairs Counc il adop ted the EU
Guidelines on the promotion and protection of freedom of religion or belief. Three years
later, in May 2016, the Presid ent of the Commission Jean -Claude Juncker adopted the
decision to create the function of Special Envoy for the promotio n of th e freedom of
religion or belief outside the EU. Again, th ree yea rs later, on 6 of Sep tember 2019,
Federica Mogherini, High Represe ntativ e of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security

Policy annou ncedanewEU -sponsored “ Gl obal Ex cih 8ocigge yon (R&1Li dgifon

were not a coincidence, | would say that every t hre e years, the EU has got us used to
seeing an institutional proj ect co ncerning religious freedom outside the EU. | understand,
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unless | am mistaken, that in the coming months we shoul d, perh aps, await something
new in this area.

Expectations were  high in 2013 with the EU G uidelines, which were hailed by many as a

good first step in the right direction, disregarding certain limitati ons. Just to mention a

couple of examples: the lack o f expli cit recognition of the right of parents that their

childre n are educated according to their moral and religious believes that goes beyon d

Aithe right of parents to t e a cshoftheihrrligion ochelieff dT e62) n t he
and of the fundam ental r ight to conscientious objection beyond military service, i n area s

such as health or e ducation. (3)

The appointment of Jan Figel' as the first EU Special Envoy for Religious Freedom, despite

the s carcity of human and financial resources provided for the po st - which was also

criticized by the European Parliament — (4), was a success thanks to the commitment of

the appointee, which cr  eated a school, and paved the way for the proliferation of "Specia I
envoys” and “representativemEU oneambérsstaesi om of r el i gi o

However, the good prospects for the EU's e ngag ement in the promotio n and protection of

religious freedom have be en progressively dimmed. First, there are many doubts about

the ac tual implementation of the EU Guidelines in EU delega tions a round the world: there

is a perception that in some cases th ey are not even properly known by the staff in those

delegations, ast he European Parliament’s I ntergroup onutRel i gi o
in its 2021 report (5). The fact that no informati on is p ublished or shared on their actual

implementation does not h elp to dispel these doubt s. We are aware of training activities

that t ry to increase the knowledge and awareness of EEAS staff in this a rea, but

knowledge does not seem to be enough to reac h a suf ficient level of commitment.

Secondly, after the end of the Jan Figel s mandate in 2019, the EU di
appetite in appo inting his successor, and, except for the brief period in 2021, th e Special

Envoy position was left vacant for almost t hree ye ars (again), until December 2022,

when the senior Belgian dip lomat Frans van Daele wa s appointed. But, once more,

enjoying very li  mited margin of maneuver and with little resources at disposal.

Regarding the “Global E x ¢ h an g, & caonrbe Rusdful igsirumentto n Soci ety
reach the attempted goal it o ca civilsociety practitioners inside and outside Europe

working on faith and soci al @)nitit is properly done and the au tonomy of

religious communities is respected. However , this would be more on the side of
“prevention” t han thogersuféeriagereligi oaus freemdm violations. Looking at

the report s about religious freedom worldwide, the threats and trends that a re

endangering this fundamental human right, and the biblica | proportion of the number of

victi ms, t he EU @ pesthet cosmatic moaamécdotalbthe response to these

massive viol ations, where Christian are the most persecuted religious communit y as

highlighted by the European Parliament (7), shou Id be f irmer and more explicit.

The credibility of the EU's commitmen t depends on it acting  with determination to protect

and promote re ligious freedom. More resources are needed, greater awareness of t he
importance of religious freedom outside the EU as an esse ntial factor in understanding

the society and politics of the ¢ ount ries with which the EU has relations. But also, a
firmness that is lacking in many cases: for example, responding to the massacre s of
more 50,000 Christians in Nigeria, at the hands of radi cal Islamists (8); or implement the

EU's own rules for the rene wal of the GSP+ system  with Pakistan, currently under
negotiation.

Moreo ver, the external discourse cannot be detached from the real ity in Europe of
flagrant and, unfortunately, increas ingly f requent violations of religious freedom and
other fundamental ri ghts of believers: for example, their possibility to educate their
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child ren according to their convictions or not to be forced in th eir professions to perform
acts against their conscie  nce. We cannot be critical without being self - critical: any moral
autho rity derives frominc oherence.

We should recognize that some EEA S staf f members (as well as others in the European
Commission and the EU Parliament) show a laudable openness and commi tmentt o the
cause of freedom of religion and offer the opportunity to religious and non -religious
actors to engage in conversations and bring their respective concerns to the attention of

the institutio n. However, the commitment should come also from the leaders of all EU
institutions. It is in the interest of the EU to unde rstand better the wor Id, which is
massively religious, and to avoi d the temptation to consider as a universal paradigm that
religion is purely a private matter.

| hope that the EU won 't wthreet more years to take the decision to avoid the
progressive postponement of religious freedom to a de facto status of a second -class
human right, which must always yield to others, or to artif icially promote non  -consensual
new “ co-umnitdbreakin g the natural harmony of the human rights ecosystem, as
recogniz ed by the internation al community in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
and the 1966 New York Pacts.

Thank you for your kind attention.
Footnotes

Ihttps://ww __ w.e eas.europa.eu/eeas/towards -global -exchange -religion -society en

2 Paragraph 40.
3 Paragraph 41.

4 European Parliament resolut  ion of 15 January 2019 on EU Guidelines and the manda te of t he EU
Special Envoy on the promotion of freedom of religion or b elief outside the EU:

https://www.europarl.europ a.eu/doceo/document/TA ~ -8-2019 -0013_EN.html

5 P. 24: http://www.religiousfreedo m. eu/w p-content/uploads/2022/03/Intergroup -FoRB-Report -
Final -2021. pdf

6 https://www.eeas.europa.eu /e eas/towards -global -exchange -religion -society _en

7 European Par liamen t resolution of 14 December 2016 on the Annual Report on hum an rights and
democracy in the world and the European Un i @& pdlicy on the matter 2015 (2016/2 219(INI)),
paragraph 146:

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/documen t/TA -8-2016 -0502_EN.pdf?redirect

8 htt ps://i ntersociety -ng.org/5068 -citizens -massacred -for -being -christi ans-in-nigeria -in-2022 -
1041 -slaughtered -in-first -100 -days - of-2023/

10th Anniversary EU Freedom of religion or belief
Guidelines: a Dutch CSO viewpoint
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Event organized under auspices of ME Ps P eter van Dalen and Carlo Fidanza at
the European Parliament on 29 June.

By Hans Noot, Round Table on Freedom of Religio n or Belief

HRWF (29.06.2023) - As we celebrate the 10 ™ Annivers ary of the EU Guide lines on
Freedom of Religion or Belief, | am thrill ed to be able to add my voice in the form of a

both congratu latory and analytical remark. As all EU member states signed up to the
Unite d Nations Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, they showed their commitment to a

list of formulated human rights. They signed up to acknowledge dignity to all human
beings by prote cting their natural rights by law.

As the EU developed ove r the past few decades it became time to prescribe a united

intent to promote freedom  or religion or belief on EU level. In 2013 i t came down to
these EU Guidelines on Freedom of Religion or Belie f. And now, as we celebrate 10 years

of its existence, it is time to take stock.

How it was before é

In the days of its creation, | remember participating in the EU Fundamental Rights

Agency’ s lanping meetings in Vienna. | was then completely caught off guard to find out
that of the myriad of human rights topics that were discussed, not one word was spoken
about freedom of rel igion or belief, fr eedom of conscience or freedom of speech.
Moreover, when | suggested that this was a topic to take seriously, s ome organizations
reacted with the oversimplifi ed argumentt hat there were much more important topics to

tackle and that religions were specifically the root cause of many wars and most othe r
trou bles in Europe. | was shocked that such a viewpoint could ex ist amongst policy
makers. Since that time the EU Guidelines for Freedom of Religion or Belief have been
adopted, and | hear | itt le of this ignor ant comment regarding the alleged danger of s o-
call ed warmongering religions in Europe.

Why Freedom of religi on or belief  ?

Freedom of religion or belief, free dom of con science and freedom of expression are not
only a matter of acceptance of human dignity but they lie at the core of good governance

and d emocracy. Without freedom of conscience and expression, fair elections are not
possible. And without freedom o f religion or belief, there is no freedom of conscience, or

the expression t her eof. Without fre edom of conscience, people fall back into the role of
robots and puppets in a feudal system. We currently see t he consequences of this
ignorance in states where this is th e case and where, in war time, people become mere

gun fodder. Individuals are then at the mercy of the state, and they become a me ans to
an end. The three aforementioned human rights are intertwin ed and they form the core

of a healthy society. Re  search poi nts out the relationship between freedom of religion or

belief and societal indicator s in a nation:

1 Equality and Non -Discriminati  on : Fr eedom of religion or belief is closely linked
to the princip les of equality and non  -discrimination. Ensuring th  at indivi duals can
freely live according to their conscience without fear of persecution or

discrimination is essential for upholding human right s and promoting equal
opportunities for all.

1 Peaceful Coexis tence : Societies that respect and protect freedom o f religio n or
belief often experience greater levels of peaceful coexistenc e between religious
groups. When religious or belief -based tensi ons are managed through legal
frameworks, safe and fair dialogue, it can help prevent conflicts and foster a more

har monious s ociety.
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1 Social Cohesion : Freedom of religion or belief can contribute to social harmony
and inclusiveness by fostering a climate o f tole rance and respect for diversity.
Allowing individuals to pra ctice their religion or belief freely, helps promot e
underst anding, dialogue, and cooperation among different religious and no n-
religious groups  within a society.

1 Development and Progress : Studies have suggested that societies with higher
levels of religio us freedom tend to experience greater economic deve lopment,
political stability, and social progress. When individuals are free to follow their
conscience and participate fully in society, i t can lead to greater innovation,
creativity, and contributions to the overall well -being of the community.

Societal advantage s for freedom of religion or belief require a free market for free dom of
conscience, speech and religion with as few restrictions as possible. All voices need to be
treated with equal weight and r espect, in so far as they also uphold human dignity and
huma n rights.

Positive trends

It is my take that since the adoption of the EU Freedom of Religion or Belief Guidelines ,
we have seen some areas of progress. Here are some positive elements at least:

1 There is more talk about the importance of freedom of reli gion or belief in the EU.

A social debate on this topic is crucial .Onlyafewdaysa g o, on 24 June,
Giorgia Meloni suppor ted Freedom of religion or belief with the following

st at e meReligious freedom is not a second -class right; it is not a fr eedom that

comes after others or can even be set aside for the benefit of new, so -called
freedoms or rights ", a mReligiotis liber ty forms part of the essential core of

human rights " . We h o pgrgends to gorotect all religions and beliefs equally,

and no t just Christians.

1 Increasingly, more cases on the topic are at le ast going to court in the EU
member states. It means that there is mor e awareness of legal protection.
Howeve r, their number atth e European Court of Human Rights is not diminishing.
Therefo re, much work still needs to be done on state level in the EU.

1 We have had great success with Jan Figel as EU Special Envoy for Fre edom of
Religion or Belief outside the EU, and we praise ourselve s fortunate to have Frans
van Daele as the current Special E nvoy. Amongst their duties they see to

o enhancing the visibility, effectiveness, coh erence and accountability of
the E U 6freedom of religion or belief polic ;

0 providing an annual progress report and a comprehensive report on
the Special Envoy 6 snandat ;

o and working in close cooperation with the Council Working Group on
Human Rights (COHOM ;

1 In the EU several governments have allot ted s ome FTE for Special Envoys, such
as in the Netherlands with Bea ten Tusscher, who is connected to us through the
internet.  Also in other countries there are representatives dealing with fre edom of
religion or belief, such as the UK, Denmark, Slovakia, Germ any, Italy, Poland, and
others.

1 In many countries there is a h ost of freedom of religion or belief in NGOs. I,
myself, am active in Belgium and in the Netherlands. One of the initiatives that
we initiated here in Brussels was to create a Round Table on fr eedom of religion
or belief open to all faiths and beliefs or n on-beliefs for discussion.
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1 | see an increase in NGOs collabo  rating together to tackle big issues of common
interest. Together, th ey stand much st ronger, as they exchange information and
share t he load.

Some thoughts about the future of freedom of religion or belief

As a conclusion, | will share some remarks and su ggestions to improve the
collaboration between states and civil society organizations:

1 Freedom of religion or belief protection is not just a matter for courts or policy
makers. Civil society need s to be motivated, even empowered to deal with the
topic. G overnments can help facilitate that. And there is a need for incre ased and
effective  collaboration between governments and non -governm ental agencies.
Think of conferences, such as the Ministerial, academic f orums, and communal
building initiatives. In the Netherlands we have a semi  -annual platform with the
Foreign Ministry and relevant NGOs that work on Freedom of religion or belief
issues, and it is highly appreciated. | am also aware of many munic ipalities that
sponsor inter -religious and local communal i nitiatives. This can be a source of
inspiration for more cities.

i Government and poli tical leaders can help by talking openly abo ut fr eedom of
religion or belief, freedom of conscience and freedom of speech in a free society.
Gi orgia Mel oni ' s freedpne ef celigioradr balief this week is a good
example.

91 Curtail government agencies that make unfounded statements stigmatizin g so-
called dangerous religious cults and let the judiciary fulfil i ts role on alleged
criminal activities of religious groups or their leaders. There should not be a
difference in the treatmen t or acceptance of minority religions and major
religions.

1 Develop freedom of religion or belief literacy for MEPs and diplomats, both on EU
level as well as for each country specifically.

1 As we negotiate on trade, cooperation, and safety between nations and global
power blocks, it is increasingly necessary to remain fait hful to the values that the
EU stands for. L et ous The &t was al$olbuiltt on éwsnan rights
values, not jus t on economic issues.

T Let’'s dare to not onl y vitlationk aceds o hunawa orderd, lguh t s
in our own back yards as well . That would create credibility when pointing our
fingers.

Than k you very much for your kind attention.

HRWEF cal Isupon the UN, EU and OSCE to ask Turkey to
an nul a deportation order to 103 Ahmadis

By Willy Fautr é, Human Rights Without Frontiers

The European Time s (29.0 5.2023) - Today, a Turkish court has re leased a deportation
order concerning 103 memb ers of t he Ahmadi Religion of Peace and Lig ht fro m s even
countr ies. Many of them, especially in Iran, will face imprisonme nt and may be exe cuted
if they are sentb ack tot heir country of origin.

Human Rights W ith out Frontiers (HRWF) in Brussels calls upon
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https://www.europeantimes.news/2023/05/hrwf-un-eu-osce-turkey-stop-deportation-ahmadis/

1 the U nited Nations and in particular the UN Special Rapporte ur on Freedom of
Religion or Belief, Ms Nazila Gh  anea
91 the European Union and in particular the EU Sp  ecial En voy on Freedom of Religion

or Belief, M r Frans Van Daele, as well  as the European Par | i a me Imtergroup on
Freedom of Religion or Be lief
1 the Speci al Envoys on Freedom of Religion or Belief appoin ted in the United

Kingdom a nd in a number of EU Mem  ber Stat es
1 the OSCE/ ODIHR

to urge the Turkish aut horities to cancel on ap pepoatdtiontThed ay ' s de.
deadline for the app ealis Friday 2 Jun e.

Media outlets all over Europe are raising the issue as an emergency situ  ation as it can be
seen in afew of many more articles in

Global Voice s

Metro

The Sofia Globe

La Fonte Libera

La Dama Deelche

The European Times

Human R ights Without Frontiers

Moreover, a petition is being circu lated.

The advocate and spokesperso  n of the 103 Ahmadi s is Hadil Elkhouly. She is the author
of the art icle hereafter published in Global Voices on 27 May and can be joined at the
following phone numbe  rf orinterviews: +44 7443 106 804

Persec uted Ahmadi Religion of Peace and Li ght m ino rity denied
asylum in Europe amidst escalating violence

Mi nority religious members fe ar death at home for all eged he resy

Hadil Elkhouly

HRWEF (24.05.2023) - On the May 24, 2023, over 100 members of the Ahm adi Religion of
Peace and Light , a persecuted religio us mi nority, were denied entry and face d violent
treatment while seeking a sylum at the Turkis h—Bulgarian bord er. Women, children, and
elderly were among those targeted b y aggressio n, gunshots, threats, and the
confiscation of their possessi  ons.

Among those individuals was Seyed Ali Seyed Mousa vi, a 40-year -old real estate agent

from Iran. A few ye ars ago, he attended a private wedding where his life took an
unexpected tur n. Seyed Mo usavi found h imself at the mercy of undercover police office rs
who abruptly grabbed him, forced him down, and subj ected him to a severe beating. He

was leftt o bleed for 25 minutes befo re someone finally sought medic al assistance.

Seyed Mousavi * s o nl yne " c w a affilidtidn svith this religious minority, which ledto
his persecution by the a  uthorities in Iran. Th e incident forced him to make a diff icult
decision to | eave his homeland behind, abandoning everything h e knows in order to

preserv e his life.
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The Ahmadi Religion, not to be confused with the Ahmadiyy a Muslim Community , is a
religious commu nity that was founded in 1999. It received _chruch st atus in the USA on 6
June 2019. Today, this re ligion is practiced in _more than 30 countries around the
world . Itis headed by  Abdullah Hashem Aba A I-Sadiq and follows the teachings of Imam
Ahmed al-Hassan as i ts divine guide.

State sponsored persecution

Since its inception in 1999, t he Ahmadi R eligion minor ity has been subjected to
persecution in numero us nations. Countries
including Algeria , Moroc co, Egypt, Iran ,Irag , Malaysia , and Turkey have systematicall y
oppressed them, imprisoned, threatened, and e ven tortured their members. This
targeted discriminati on is based on a belief that they ar e her etics.

In June 2022, Amnesty | nternational called for the rel ease of 21 member s of the Ahmadi
Religion in Algeria who were charged with offenses including “partici pati on
unaut horized grmiugr atainmg “Ildsl aindudls rel teivesl ®@ne iyen dr prison
sentences, while the remaining were s ent enced to six months in prison along wit h fines.

Similarly, in Iran, in December 2022, a group of 15 follo wers of the same religion,
including minors and women, were detain ed and trans ferred to the notorious Evin
Prison, where the y were coerced to denounce their faith and defame t heir religion,
despite not committing any crime s, nor preaching their faith openly. The ¢ harges broug ht
against them were based on their oppositio n  tWilayat Al Fagih.,” ( tghaedianship of
the Islamic jurist) which gran ts authority to jurists and scho lars who s hape and
enforce Sharia law in the country. The Iranian authori ties even aired a propaganda
documentary against the religion on national tel evisi on.

Ahmadi Rel igion members ha ve also _repo rted violence and threats by state -sponsored
militias in Ir  aq, leaving them vulnerable and unprotecte d. These inc idents involved armed
attacks target ing t heir homes and vehicles, with assailants openly declaring they are
considered apostates de serving dea th, effective ly denying them of any form of
protection.

The persecution of the Ahmadi Religion stems from its core teachings that diverge from
certain tra ditional beliefs within Islam . These tea chings includ e the _acceptance of
practice s such as co nsuming alcoholic beverages and reco gnizing the choice of women
regarding the w earing of t he headscarf . Additionally, members of the religion questio n
specific prayer rituals, including the n otion of man datory five daily prayers, and hold the
belief that the month of fasting (R amadan) falls in December each year . They also
challenge th e traditional location of the Kaaba , |slam's holiest site , asserting it is
in modern -day Petra, Jorda n, ratherthan Mecca.

The persecution of this re  ligious minority has escalated signi fican tly following the release
of “The Goal of t h e Wi tbeeofficial gospel of their faith. The scriptu re was authored by
Abdullah Hash em Aba Al -Sadig, the r eligious leader who asserted to fulf ill t he role of the

promised Mahdi awaited by Muslims to appear tow ards the end of times.
Braving the unknown tow  ard s freedom

Having gradually traveled to Turkey, over 100 members of the Ahmadi Religion recei ved
support fr om fellow member s who had already settled there , fostering a sense of unity
through the ir online con nections. Despite the challenges th ey faced, th ey persevered in
their questto  find a persecution -fre e home amidst their shared experienc es of trauma.
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Faced with this dire situation, they turned to the Un ited Nations High Commissio  ner for
Refugees (UNHCR) in Bulgaria, the State Agency for Refugees (SA R), and the Bulgarian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in t he hopes of securing a safe haven. U nfort unately, their plea
for humani tarian visas was met with disap pointment as all avenues prov  ed unfruitf ul.

In ligh t of their challenging circumstance s, the group decided to gather at the
offici al Kapikule border  crossing , the gateway between Turkey and Bulgar ia on
Wednesday, May 24, 20 23, to requ est asylum di rectly from the Bulgarian Border Po lice.
Their course of action aligns with the provisions set forth in Article 58(4) of the Law on
Asylum and Refugees (LAR) which affirms that asylum can be soug ht by presenting a
ver bal statement to the border police.

The Border Violence Monit oring Network ., along with 28 other or ganizations, issued
an open letter urging the B ulgarian authorities and to t he European Border and C oast

Guard Agency (Frontex) to fulfill their ob ligations under European Union | aw, and
international  human rights law. These laws includ e Article 18 of the EU Charter o f
Fundamental Rights , the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating t o the Status of Refugees,

and Article 14 of the Univer sal Declaration of Human Rights.

In Bulgaria, several human ri_ghts organizations have coordinated to  grant protection to
the group and allow them an opportuni ty to lodge an appl ication for international
protection at the Bulga rian border, an effort that was spearheaded by the _Association on
Refugees and Migrants in Bulga ria. Many other organiz ations in Bulgaria have endorsed
this statement , such as Mission Wing s and the Centre for Legal Aid, Voices in Bulgaria

Their desperate bid for safety was encountered w ith oppression and violence , as they

were forcibly blocked by the Turkish au thori tie s, subjecte d to beatings wit h batons , and
threatene d with gunshots . Now detained, their fut  ure remains uncertain. Their greatest
fear is to be depo rted back to their homes, wh ere death mig ht be waiting for them . due

to their religious  beliefs.

The perilous journey undertaken by this min ority group raises crucial questions about the
integrity of borders and the commitment of EU member sta tes to uphold human
rights. Their strugg les serve as a reminder of the need for solidarity to protec t basic

human rights and preserv e the dignity of ever yone, regardless of their religious
affili ati on.

Over 10 0 Ahmadi asylum -seekers beate  n at the Turkish
bo rder with Bulgaria

Here is some footag e oft he viol ence at the border . https:/lyoutu.be/ZkdkB_9HCFY-
https://youtu.be/g®EqywMiko - https://youtu.be/EJEdgpST _Rdhttps://youtu.beM70SYmX4QKk -
https://youtu.be/hmxDg06SWFQ

By Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers
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Turkish -Bul

gar ian Bofd( Credit: Sofia Globe)
HRWF (25.05.2023) - Over 100 Ahmadi s i wom en, children and elderly people i
from seven countries presente d themselves at the Turkish -Bulgarian border on
24 May to lodge a claim for asylum wi th the Bulgar ian Border Police but they
were denied access to it by the Turkish authorities

On the T urkis h side, they were stopped and faced extreme violence . Gunshots were

fired, they were threa tened and their belongin gs were thrown away . They were
beat en and dragg ed away by bus to the police station of Edirne, a city situated 7 km
from the Greek and 20 km f rom the Bulg arian borders . This all happened on TV live as
the Ahmadis were broadcasting.

This morn ing, | talked with their spokesperson, a lady from Iran, who said “l1t is wvital
us not to be sent back to our c ountry because we would risk being e xecut ed. Getting
asyluminthe EU willbeourpas sport to |ife.?”

In February 2023, HRWF had pu blished a news about the ongoing detenti on of 13
Ahmadis, eight weeks after their arrest in Iran

Addition ally, an open letter by the European Border Violence M onitoring Network (BVMN)
was sent o n Tuesday 23 May to the General Dir ectorate of Bo rder Police (Bulgar ia),
The Executive Directo r of the Eu ropean Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) and
The Funda men tal Rights Officer of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency .

The letter which was  endorsed by huma n rights organizations , includin g Human Rights
With out Frontiers , was urgingt he said aut horities to p rotect the group of Ahmadis and
theirrightto  claim asylum atthe  border in accordance with internat ional law.

Letter by the European Bo rder Vio lence Mon ito ring Network
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fiwe, the undersi gned, are writingt o urge you to fulfil the fu ndamental r ights obligat ions
Bulgaria are bound by under the Law on Asy lum and Refugees, Article 18 of the EU
Charter of Fund amental Rights, Directive 2013/32/EU , the 1951 Geneva Convention
Relating to the Stat us of Refugees and  Article 14 of the Universal Declaratio n of Human
Rights, namely the right to asylum and to a full and fair individualised assessment with

the right to a ppeal for a group of 103 members of the Ahmadi Religi on of Peace and
Light . We reiter ate that all person s should be guaranteed acce ss to EU te rritory to ap ply
for international protection, regardless of th eir individual claim.

There is currently a group o f 103 members of the faith who have gathe red in Turke y

after having fled persecution in their home count ries - Algeria, Iran, Iraq, Azerbaijan
Jordan, Tha iland, and Palestine. Members of the Ahmadi rel igion have been labelled a s
O6hereticsd aimdnany counfriesddeel ta their belie fs, a trend they report has
worsene d since the re lease of their gosp e | , 60The Goal ioDecambeer 2022.s e 6,
Membe rs of the faith report that a number of the cla ims written in the book ar e
consi der ed 0 hhattheytare camdidéredicontrary to othe r r eligious beliefs. These

views, the group  state, have led to  their persecution through a ccusations of &édend gr atii
Il sl améb. | nAlgdria artd, Irani members have faced arrest and pri son sentences for

exactly th is, being forbidden for exercising t heir rig hts to re ligious freedom, a nd in Iraq

they have suffered gun ned attacks on their homes by armed mi litias, and s cholars have

called for them to be killed.

For th e above reasons, many m  embers of the group decided to flee their home countries
and pur sue t heir rightt o seek protection and freedom to practise their rel igion. They do
not feel saf e to lodge an applicatio n for international protection in Turkey due to the
consistently document ed violations of religious f  reedoms , including the criminalisati on of
blasphemy o r e xpressions deem ed insulting t o religious b eliefs. Although Turkey is a

secular country , President E rdo gan has close ties to the Muslim Brotherhood and, In fact,
a 2022 rep ort from the European Parliament warns that, in Turkey, religiou S minorities
face f astained legal and administra tive pressure O . Furthermore, tohef cri min.

blasp hemy under Articl e 216(3) of the Turkish Penal Code shrinks any space for views

thatare different to the country®6s maiaah Twykistpsingceri sed Su
Sezen Aksu received massive b acklash for lyrics that describe Adam and Eve, considered

holy figures in | s | am, as O6ignorant &, jawprontisingPto e $rip coig h he Er d o
tongues 0 of those who insult religious figures. This event has been pointed out by the

Ahmadi group as one reason for their fear that their beliefs would be persecuted and
considbeedtodécal 6 in Turkey.

In light of this, the group do not feel safe t o lodge their applications for international
protection in Turkey as they fear they will be faced with similar persecutio n to that which
they have fled in their own countries. As a result , they have tried to seek legal pathways

to Bulgaria and have contact ed the UNHCR in Bulgaria, the State Agency for Refugees
(SAR), and even the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to request a visa on humanitarian
grounds. All these efforts have been unsuccessful . As a result, they are planning to
present themselves at the officia | Kapikule border crossing point between Turkey and
Bulgaria next week, to request asylum in front of the Bulgarian Borde r Police. We, the
undersigned, urge that this request be respected , In line with the Art, 58(4) of the Law

on Asylum and Refugees (LAR) which states asylum can be applied for with a verbal
statement submitted in front of the border police. We further urge the Bulgarian
authorities to respect Article 279(5) of the Bulgari an Criminal Code which denotes that
border crossing is not a criminal offence if you are crossing to seek asylum.

The above information has demonstrated that the group have a well -founded f ear of
religious persecution, and risk their right to freedom of e xpression, if they are forced to
return to their home countries or to remain in Turkey. Therefore we, the undersigned,

call for their applications for international protection to be register ed/lodged and treated
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with full, individualised assessments in Bul garia in line with national law, European Union
law and international human rights law. 0

Signatories:
Border Violence Monitoring Network

Mobile Info Team
Northern Lights Aid
Collective Ai d

Mission Wings Foundation

Centre for Legal Aid, Voices in Bulgar ia
bnonumodcdem (Bibliofem)
Association on Refugees and Migrants in Bulgaria
Sea-Watch e.V.

Europe Cares

Hope and Humanity Poland

Project ELPIDA

Mobile Info Team

Africa Working Group IRF Roundtabl e Washington DC
Bitter Winter Magazine

Human Rights Without Fro  ntiers

Samos Volunteers

Be Aware and Share

Network Anthropia

Inte rEuropean Humanitarian Aid Association

We Are Here

SolidariTee

Set My People Free (Sweden)

Solidarity With Migrants

Voice For Ju stice

Legalise Apostasy

United Macedonian Diaspora

Aria Razfar, Professor of Linguistics & Education, University of lllinois Chi cago Abdullah
Hashem, The Ahmadi Religion of Peace and Light

Does the EU have hijab bans?

As women around the world mark Worl d Hijab Day, people are calling on the
European Union to create safer spaces fo  r conversations about the Muslim
headscarf.

DW (31.01.2023) - https://bit.ly/3SYw ~ DHUu - Across the European Union ,
the headscarves worn by some Musli m women have been hotly contested for
years. Some nations claim hijab bans would tackle religious oppression and terrori sm,
while others argue bans would discriminate against wom en's rights and hamper
integration.
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Some EU countries have already imposed strict bans on the burga, a full body
covering with mesh aro und the eyes so a woman can see; and the nigab, a face ve il
that only leaves the eyes free.

Meanwhile, outright or parti al bans on the h ijab headscarf in edu cational institutions, the
workplace and public spaces have also been imposed in some EU countries.

According to a March 2022 report by the Open Society Justice Initiative — a group of
lawyers advocati ng for human rights — such bans came into force after US policy makers
declared a global war on terro r in the wake of the 9/11 terror attacks, giving rise to
suspicions around Muslims due to their attire.

"The idea that Muslims as a group were the new '‘enem y within,” with beliefs and
practices reflecting values and nor ms inferior to t hose of Europe, acqui red legitimacy
across the political spectrum," the authors of the report wrote.

Rumki Chowdhury, ed itor of the blog for the World Hijab Day Organization, sh ared a

similar sentiment.

"l had a tough time because | grew up in America and after 9/11 it was re ally difficult for
me to even think about wearing a hijab because of all the propaganda that was goi ng on
around about how Muslims were the ones behind the b ig terror attacks. So | was scared

of being discriminated again st for wearing a  hijab,"” said Chowdh ury, who is now based in
Stockholm, Sweden.

"But in reality, it is a misconception because according to the Quran, if you kill one man,

it's like killing man  kind and | realized that what people were claiming about Muslim s was
not true. People were just loo  king for someone to blame. They were angry, sad and took

it out on us and what we wore," she told DW .

"I eventually got over what people thought about me wea ring a hijab because to me, it
has always been something that b rings me closer to my lord, Allah,”  she added.

Does the EU  ban hijabs?

After the 9/11 terror attacks in the United States, France becam e the first EU country to
impose a ban on the burga and n igab in public places in 2010, calling them a sign of
oppressio n.

Austria, Belg ium, Bulgaria, Denmar Kk, Italy (in some localities), the Netherlands (in public
places) and Spain (in some parts of Catal onia) followed suit. Germany on the other
hand, re mains divided on burgas and nigabs, with some states banning them in
schools and public places, and others fearing bans could hinder integration.

In July 20 21, the European Court of Justice ruled that women could be fired from their
jobs for refusing to remove their hijab if they work in a job that deals with the public.

"A prohibition on wearing any visible form of expression of pol itical, philosop hical or
religious be liefs in the workplace may be justified by the employer's need to present a

neutral image toward cu  stomers or to prevent social disputes," said the ECJ judg es. Their
ruling came in response to a request from German judg es who had uphel d the right of
two em ployers to fire two women who insisted on wearing their headscarves to work.
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But in October 2022, t he ECJ ruled that EU companies may need to justify bans o n
wearing religious symbols. The court was responding to a case about a Muslim woman in
Belgium who was told that she could not wear a hijab to work. The firm said the decision

was part of a neutrali ty rule seeking to foster equality among employees.

Asm aa el Idrissi, a lawyer and anti -discrimination consultant base d in Bochum, Ger many,
told DW that su ch rules do not help companies grow and are discriminatory.

"I had to deal with the the workplace hijab ban while | was at the Hessian Ministry of

Justice i n Germany, which told me | would be prevented from doing any pr actical
exercise s as a part of my cou rt internship because of my headscarf,” she said. "That
meant | was not allowed to sit next to the judge and was not allowed to see any
witnesses from the f ront. | was also not allowed to participate in certain prosecut orial
tasks, nor step into the role o f a prosecutor or publicly represent the state prosecutor's
office.”

"But the hijab is a sign of id entity and a tool of empowerment for me, so | took action

against it and my case went up to the Federal Constitutional C ourt in Germany.  The court
ultimately found the ban to be constitutional — that doesn't help me, nor will it help
companies pursuing div  ersity," she said.

El Idrissi said companies in Euro pe ne ed to do more than just provide "lip service" when
it comes to diversity polici es. "If we want to ch  ange structural racism, then we must
employ and support people from all backgrounds and not discrim inate against them
based on what they wear," she said.

According to the report by the Open Society Justice Initi ative, in most EU

countries bans and rules on face veils and he adscarves have b een promoted primaril y by
nationalist and far -right political parties. The report also noted that five EU states —
Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, Poland and Portugal — have never publ icly debated bans on
head or face coverings.

'It's part of our individuality. | t's fashion. This is what | want to wear'

To counteract such attitudes, New Yorker Nazma Khan initiated the idea of mar  king
February 1 as World Hija b Day (WHD) back in 2013, in recognition of the millions of
Muslim women who choose to wear the hijab and live a life o f modesty.

"The whole point of marking this day in Europe and in the USA is to kind of say this is our
choice and we sho uld be able to ¢ hoose what kind of clothing we want to wear. It's part

of our individuality. It's fashion. This is what | want to wear," said World Hijab Day blog
editor Chowdhury.

"I know ther e's that fear of what it could represent. You know, according t 0 mains tream
med ia representation after 9/11, Islamophobia has been on the rise constantly, nonstop.
So by acknowledging this day, we ai m to counteract such rhetoric," she added.

But while the hijab is viewed as a sign of religious freedom and identity for some women,
in Iran, for instance, many women view it as a sign of religious oppression.

Last year, when 22 -year old Jina Mahsa Amini d ied in police custody after she was
arrest ed by Iran 's so-called morality police for the way she was wearing her hijab,
protests erupted in lran and across the world, with people condemning Iranian
authorities' strict dress code for women.
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"Whatever is ha ppening in Iran is very unfortunate and as women who wear the hijab,
we support their cause because ultimately their pro test is also for women to have the
freedom of choice to wear what they want and express their individuality,” said
Chowdhury.

EU needst o 'show support and solidarity’

Saye Skye, a human right s activist from Iran who shuttles between Toronto and Berlin,
told DW that the EU also needs to do more when it comes to creating safe spaces for
people to have conversations about wearing the hijab.

"The hijab is a hot topic here in the West but there is a lack of understanding about what
it means to women who wear i t. In Iran, for  the past 43 years, people have lost their
lives for not wearing a hijab. In Afghanistan, the Taliban are imposing strict headscarf

rules on Afghan women. So in the se places it i s a form of oppression for women.
Meanwhile, there are also wom en who feel it i s a part of their identity and a way to
express themselves," said Skye.

"So within the EU, a safe space to hear every part of the hijab debate is needed. It is
im portant for gov ernments to develop spaces where people can share their knowled ge
and experienc e of wearing the hijab," said Skye.

"There is trauma on all sides,” said Skye, referencing the people fighting for their
freedom in Iran and Afghanistan, where th e hijab can era se identity, and those who have
fought to be able to wear a hij ab to express th eir identity. "So Europe needs to embrace
this complexity and show suppo rt and solidarity, rather than impose bans without
understanding the concept of the hijab. "

Chowdhury ech oed a similar view.

"It's the 21st century and individuality is basically the n ew cool. So whether it's wearing
the hijab, not wearing the hijab, Europ ean countries need to embrace people for who
they are and give them the freedom of choice to wear what th ey want and express
themselves freely,"  she said.

Human Rights Without Frontiers FORB Newsletter | European Union m



