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From the mid-1960s to the mid-2010s, thousands of adult converts to the Unification Church (UC)
 in Japan were victims of abduction, confinement periods of various durations (days, weeks, months or even years) and forceful attempts of de-conversion by non-state actors during their forceful confinement
. 

According to the UC, the phenomenon started in 1966 and experienced a peak between 1987 and 1995. Within the first decade of the 21st century, the occurance sharply declined and by 2014 it completely disappeared after Human Rights Without Frontiers (HRWF) was successful in activating the complaint mechanism of the UN Human Rights Committee in Geneva in 2013 and after Toru Goto won a civil case in November 2014 in Tokyo. 
During the years of rampant practice, the UC victims’ fellow believers largely encountered ignorance from state and law enforcement officials. It was unlikely that police officers would come to the aid and rescue of abductees. When victims were released by their abductors or managed to escape and wanted the perpetrators to be held accountable in criminal proceedings, their complaints were systematically disregarded by officials. 

No criminal case was ever opened to investigate alleged perpetrators of abduction or forced confinement for the purpose of religious de-conversion in Japan. 
Civil courts dealt with only five kidnapping cases in 50 years’ time. Although they acknowledged in each case that the plaintiffs had their freedom of movement restricted against their will, some courts found that no unlawful act had taken place. In all cases where parents were the perpetrators, the courts expressed considerable understanding for their actions and either awarded no damages to the plaintiffs or set a relatively small amount, which was not commensurate to the harm suffered. 

In all civil complaints, total impunity prevailed
.

Human rights violations that occurred in the context of abductions, deprivation of liberty, and forced attempts of de-conversion by non-state actors in Japan have been fully disregarded by national and international human rights organizations since the first case in 1966. HRWF was the only international NGO to investigate the issue. Over two weeks, I interviewed victims of deprogramming attempts in Tokyo in 2011 and a 114-page report was published under the title "Japan: Abduction and Deprivation of Freedom for the Purpose of Religious De-conversion." It is available on Amazon
.
The issue has largely been a taboo in Japan, as media have only reported about it on rare occasions, and domestic human rights groups have not addressed the issue. 
None of the relevant special mechanisms or treaty bodies of the United Nations (UN) had taken up the issue until HRWF and the Japanese Victims' Association Against Religious Kidnapping, Confinement & Forced Conversion made submissions ahead of the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of Japan in 2012. Although they were included in the summary prepared by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, no government delegation mentioned the topic during the Review.
 In 2012, the report that the government of Japan submitted to the UN Human Rights Committee to inform the upcoming review did not address this issue, nor did any of Japan’s previous reports. 
The U.S. Department of State was the only international institution that regularly monitored and documented this issue, though cautiously, in its annual reports about freedom of religion and belief around the world between 2000 and 2011. 
Noteworthy is that the U.S. Department of State blamed Japan for inaction in religious oppression cases such as Mr. Toru Goto's abduction and confinement for over 12 years. In its 2010 International Religious Freedom Report, it read: "In 2008, an adult member of the Unification Church was released after reportedly being held against his will by family members and a professional deprogrammer for over 12 years. Prosecutors did not pursue the case citing insufficient evidence. The case was on appeal at the end of the reporting period."
The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF), an independent and bipartisan U.S. federal government commission created in 1998 drew attention to the issue in its Annual Report issued on 30 April 2013 and pointed out that although “Japan is a thriving democracy with an advanced judicial system, both of which have generally promoted and protected the freedom of religion and belief [...] over the past several decades, thousands of individuals belonging to [...] new religious movements (NRMs) have been kidnapped by their families in an effort to force them to renounce their chosen beliefs.“

The complaint filed by Toru Goto with a civil court in Tokyo paired with actions initiated by HRWF at the UN in Geneva was however to lead to a landmark victory in this dramatic issue.
A landmark civil court decision in Toru Goto’s case 
Kidnappers and deprogrammers to pay dozens of million yen for attempted forceful change of religion
· Toru Goto confined by relatives for 12 years and 5 months for ‘deprogramming’ by an Evangelical pastor and another person
· Brother, sister-in-law and sister to pay 22 million yen (150,000 EUR)

· Deprogrammer Takashi Miyamura to pay 11 million yen (75,000 EUR)
· Deprogramming Evangelical pastor Yasutomo Matsunaga to pay 4.4 million yen (30,000 EUR)
· Japanese media totally silent as usual about such cases

Abduction and confinement of Toru Goto for 12 years and 5 months 
 

In 1986, Toru Goto, then twenty-three years old, became a member of the Unification Church. 
In 1987, the first attempt of kidnapping and confinement by his father and other relatives was unsuccessful, as he managed to escape about a month later. In order to avoid another similar experience, he cut off all the links with his family.

 

Eight years later, in September 1995, Mr. Goto’s parents, his elder brother and his sister-in-law kidnapped him from their home in Hoya City (currently West Tokyo City). They carried out his kidnapping under the instructions of a deprogrammer, Takashi Miyamura, and an Evangelical minister, Pastor Yasutomo Matsunaga. Mr. Goto was then confined in an apartment in Niigata City for approximately one year and nine months. During this period, Pastor Matsunaga regularly came to this apartment to urge him to leave the Church.

 

In June 1997, Mr. Goto was taken to an apartment in Ogikubo (Tokyo) where he was confined for five months. Then, he was transferred to another apartment (Flower Home) in Ogikubo where he was detained for approximately ten years. Deprogrammer Miyamura regularly visited this last confinement site together with former members of the Unification Church (UC) in order to convince him to leave the Church.

During his confinement, Mr. Goto attempted to escape several times but every time he was caught and held by his relatives. Even when he had influenza and developed a high fever, he was not allowed to visit a clinic.

 

Fearing that he would not be released from confinement in his lifetime, Mr. Goto held three hunger strikes of twenty-one days,  twenty-one days, and thirty days.    

 

Around November 2007, it looked seemed as though the family members had started arguing about whether to continue his confinement or not due to the financial burdens it imposed.

 

On 10 February 2008, at around 4:00 PM, his brother, sister-in-law, mother, and sister suddenly ordered him to leave the apartment. He was then emaciated and suffering from a serious state of starvation. Dressed in his lounge wear, he was thrown down on the floor of the concrete corridor in front of the entrance without any belongings or identification documents.

 

On his way to the Unification Church headquarters, he came across a member of his church who gave him money so that he could take a taxi to reach a safe haven.

 

That evening, he was diagnosed with malnutrition and admitted to a hospital. For a while, he could barely stand on his feet.
In a 2011 interview with Human Rights Without Frontiers, Mr. Goto stated: 
"I can never pardon their actions. They deprived me of my fundamental human dignity as well as the most precious period of my life. Yet, my family members and deprogrammer Miyamura have not yet shown any remorse or offered an apology. Miyamura even tried to divert the blame from himself by saying that he never knew that the entrance door of the Ogikubo Flower Home was padlocked," he said to HRWF in 2011. 
Mr Goto’s legal fight
 

In April 2008, Mr. Goto submitted a criminal complaint to the Ogikubo Police Station. However, the police did not conduct any serious criminal investigation and turned the case over to the Tokyo District Public Prosecutors Office in February 2009.

 

On 9 December 2009, the prosecution decided to waive the indictment of the criminal complaint on the grounds of insufficient evidence.

 

On 23 June 2010, Mr. Goto appealed to the Tokyo Committee for the Inquest of Prosecution with the hope of reopening the criminal case.

 

On 6 October 2010, Mr. Goto's appeal was rejected by the Tokyo Committee for the Inquest of Prosecution on the ground that there were too many doubts to consider the case as an attempt of compulsion, capture, confinement and injury.

  
On 31 January 2011, he filed a civil lawsuit against his family members and the two deprogrammers.

During the trial, Mr. Goto submitted evidence such as the kidnapping and confinement instruction manual created by Pastor Matsunaga, an instruction video.
In a first ruling in January 2014, the Tokyo District Court ordered the three defendant members of the family a total payment of 4.83 million yen in damages, and Mr. Miyamura was to jointly pay 960,000 yen. The charges against Mr. Matsunaga and the Japan Alliance Christ Church, to which he belongs, were then dismissed. Mr Goto and his lawyer were not pleased at all about the modest compensation amounts.
At a press conference held on the evening of 28 January 2014, Mr. Goto, who had established the Japanese Victims' Association Against Religious Kidnapping, Confinement & Forced Conversion, said:

“We can commend to an extent the fact that the ruling recognized the liability of my brother and sister and the defendant Miyamura. However, I regret very much that the responsibility of Pastor Matsunaga was not recognized. 
 

In particular, we highly appreciate the fact that the liability of the deprogrammer defendant Miyamura was recognized. When we think about the numerous Unification Church members who were kidnapped, confined and suffered under the instructions of defendant Miyamura, I believe that they would also be happy. Kidnapping and confinement, forcible conversion continues. My heartfelt wish is that the victory this time will be of help in eradicating kidnapping, confinement and forcible conversion.”
 

Mr. Goto’s lawyer, Mr. Nobuya Fukumoto, commented:
“The fact that the court recognized the liability of Mr. Miyamura is a huge step forward. Nevertheless, it is very regrettable that the liability of Pastor Yasutomo Matsunaga was not recognized and this is unjustified. We are now considering to appeal the ruling.”
Mr. Goto did appeal the ruling. On 13 November 2014, Tokyo High Court  confirmed that Mr. Goto had been victim of abduction, confinement and attempt of forceful de-conversion, dramatically aggravating the fine imposed on the accused.
Final judgment
On 13 November 2014, Tokyo High Court issued a ruling ordering five people to pay additional substantial damages to Toru Goto, then fifty-one years old.
In the civil suit filed by Mr. Goto against three family members and two professional ‘deprogrammers’, Judge Noriaki Sudo of Tokyo High Court acknowledged the reality of this situation. Up until then, courts had systematically dismissed the illegal nature of abduction and attempted forceful religious de-conversion in confinement conditions and had usually ruled that such cases were “mere talks between parents and children.” 
The first three trial defendants - his elder brother, his sister-in-law, and younger sister - were ordered to pay a total amount of twenty-two million yen (about 150,000 EUR).  
The professional deprogrammer, Mr. Takashi Miyamura, was ordered to pay eleven million yen (about 75,000 EUR). 

Another ‘deprogrammer’, Pastor Yasutomo Matsunaga of the Niitsu Evangelical Christian Church (Niigata City), was ordered to pay 4.4 million yen. It was determined that he not only gave ‘tacit consent’ and ‘encouragement’ to Mr. Goto’s family’s unlawful actions, but he “aided and abetted in restricting his freedom and persuading him to change his religion.” The charges made against the Japan Alliance Christ Church, to which Pastor Matsunaga belonged, were dismissed.

The decision of Tokyo High Court clearly had a deterrent effect on any potential organizer of abduction as no new case has been reported since 2014. 

Conclusions
The phenomenon of abduction, confinement, and attempts of forceful de-conversion has massively affected the Unification Church in Japan and, to a limited extent, Jehovah’s Witnesses as well. 

The Unification Church was targeted right from the beginning of its mission in Japan. The reasons were multi-fold but some of them were decisive: 1) the new religious movement was coming from Korea, a country arousing hostility in the Japanese society for historical reasons; 2) it was claiming to be Christian and was therefore perceived as a dangerous heresy by Protestant Churches; 3) the movement had controversial practices colliding with the Japanese family culture, such as the usurpation of the biological parents’ consent in the choice of a fiancé(e) through mass marriages celebrated in South Korea and the United States by Reverend Moon and his wife, who would claim to become the new True Parents of the converts; 4) a number of court decisions concerning the so-called ‘spiritual sales’
 and ‘lost youth compensation’ were largely covered by the media, painting the UC in a negative light; 5) their methods of recruitment of new members on university campuses and on the streets; 6) their fundraising practices.   

Additionally, a general mistrust towards religions and a pervasive climate of social hostility toward new foreign religious movements
 in Japan did not play an insignificant role in the persistence of the issue. 

Interreligious competition also contributed to the phenomenon and the fight against a ‘heretical’ group by Evangelical and Pentecostal pastors was at least tolerated, if not encouraged behind the scenes, by the leaders of their denominations. 
Cultural habits can explain individual and social attitudes but cannot justify them, certainly not in light of international human rights law. The abduction, the confinement or deprivation of freedom of movement, the so-called ‘family discussions’ or ‘protective custody’ imposed on adult converts, and attempts of forceful de-conversion in Japan had to be unambiguously condemned as incompatible with human rights principles and eradicated.

Freedom of thought and conscience, freedom of religion or belief, and freedom of movement were grossly violated by non-state actors with the passive complicity of the police and the judiciary. The official denial of any problem and judicial impunity largely contributed to the persistence of the phenomenon.  With citizens denied protection against such crimes, they were thus treated unfairly and ignored, based on their religion.  The issue is thus also one of religious discrimination.

The decision of Tokyo High Court on 13 November 2014 had an obvious deterrent effect on Protestant pastors and other potential organizers of abductions as no new case has been reported since 2014. 

Last but not least, the Concluding Observations by the UN Human Rights Committee played an important role in conveying to the authorities a strong message: abductions, confinement and attempted forceful change of religion constitute human rights violations and the lack of appropriate action by police and impunity of the perpetrators cannot be tolerated. 
� The UC, founded by the Korean Reverend Sun Myung Moon, started its activities in Japan in 1959 and was incorporated on 16 July 1964. The UC estimates that around 4,300 members have become victims of abduction and forced confinement for the purpose of religious de-conversion since 1966. According to a UC leader in Japan, this figure includes all those cases where “someone suddenly [got] out of contact without any precursor, his/her parents were opposed to the church, and he/she later sent a memo to announce their leaving from the church.” Human Rights Without Frontiers was not able to independently verify these figures. The task of establishing reliable figures is complicated by the fact that numerous people have recanted their faith during forced confinement and, in retrospect, usually have no interest in providing information about the coercive nature of their de-conversion. The UC estimates that in one third of all 4,300 cases the people remained in the UC or later returned to it: some 80 per cent of all abduction victims were women. 





� Another religious movement that was severely affected by the same phenomenon in Japan was the Jehovah’s Witnesses. According to the Japanese branch of the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society that HRWF visited in 2011, and to the independent Japanese journalist Kazuhiro Yonemoto, between 150 and 180 adult Jehovah’s Witnesses were subjected to similar treatment by non-state actors from 1992 to 2001. 





� Article 220 of the Criminal Code of Japan provides for prison terms from three months to seven years for “unlawfully arresting or confining other individuals.” Article 223 provides for prison terms of up to three years for “compulsion.” 





HRWF knows of 24 cases between 1980 and 2008 where UC members, who became victims of abductions and forced de-conversion, filed criminal complaints. In 1980, Mitsue Tashiro, Tomoko Ohkubo and Hideo Mima filed a complaint against the mental hospital where they were confined, and a ‘deprogrammer’. In all other cases, criminal complaints were filed against the perpetrators of abduction and confinement and/or the ‘deprogrammers’. The most recent cases were those of Rie Imari (1997), Hiroko Tomizawa (2000), Kozue Terada (2002), Emiko Motoki (2002) and Toru Goto (2008).





To HRWF’s knowledge, when investigating the alleged crimes, police did not obtain warrants in any of these cases, and limited themselves to gathering only evidence that was given to them on a voluntary basis by alleged suspects and eye-witnesses. Subsequently, the evidence was passed on to the prosecutor’s office in order to decide whether charges should be brought against any of the alleged perpetrators or whether the case needed further investigation by the prosecution before deciding on further steps.





In all 24 cases where victims had filed criminal complaints the prosecution decided not to open criminal proceedings against any of the alleged perpetrators. The reasons cited in most cases were “suspension of prosecution” or “insufficient evidence.” 





Article 248 of the Code of Criminal Procedure of Japan states that “where prosecution is deemed unnecessary owing to the character, age, environment, gravity of the offense, circumstances or situation after the offense, prosecution need not be instituted.“ The internal rules of the Ministry of Justice, named Kunrei, give some further information on reasons not to institute criminal proceedings. According to these rules, “suspension of prosecution” applies to cases where the fact of a crime is clear but no prosecution is needed due to the specific circumstances of the case. The circumstances can, among others, be related to the character or age of the suspect, the gravity and circumstances of the crime or the circumstances after the crime. A leader of the Universal Peace Federation of Japan told HRWF on 23 April 2013 that none of the UC members who had filed criminal complaints against perpetrators of forced confinement and unsolicited “exit counseling” ever asked the prosecution to drop the case. They were disappointed when the prosecution eventually informed them that none of the alleged perpetrators would be indicted and the prosecution would be suspended. The prosecution did not specify in any of these cases why it had decided that the circumstances of the case warranted a suspension of the prosecution. 





� See (� HYPERLINK "http://www.amazon.fr/Abduction-Deprivation-Freedom-Religious-De-conversion/dp/147763911X" �htp://www.amazon.fr/Abduction-Deprivation-Freedom-Religious-De-conversion/dp/147763911X�. 


See Annex I for an executive summary of the report.


� Summary prepared by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in accordance with paragraph 5 of the annex to Human Rights Council resolution 16/21, Japan, UN doc. A/HRC/WG.6/14/JPN/3, (� HYPERLINK "http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G12/155/80/PDF/G1215580.pdf?OpenElement" �http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G12/155/80/PDF/G1215580.pdf?OpenElement�). 


� Annual Report of the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, April 2013, Covering 31 January 2012 to 31 January 2013, p. 302. 


� HYPERLINK "http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001mJ-gSu7bwqjplD3n1bp4GqBfnXg6WMI-9BRi3I-OqJmzr94NIQrIH_sRrJCmmfq7cjib7nvF1avdFhSBmA8Vi4g5E28gTUA5zdbmbJ4ywuXICbg2gU-kbFyzoMSQktFSK9L4lQbM5YEE-RLJSObkp6tJGFengtxFF1l2nGv-AxhxLlgTYOFKwiFj4YaAkJ8xIoNmpcGYBaPQBYb6en89rPAS9CLcmj7FZ-qh0xR7fdTnAFqOFbNKgTiazjIItCwj&c=4hHgmVQ_Kg4LuGB-5rp3r2beRLCDajTwJZ6WOd-nQ9femu4AMtNC5A==&ch=-4jda0YoCN1hHeKUbB150TyeuN9Q86jfA1iHLQxwx0VD90CwBbb1CQ==" \t "_blank" ��http://www.uscirf.gov/images/2013%20USCIRF%20Annual%20Report%20(2).pdf�   


� These so-called “Spiritual sales” are a practice where UC members sold to the public so-called Hanko (sealed stamps), a rosary or other items, to allegedly free people from the fateful destiny of their ancestors, sometimes referred to as indulgences with promises.


� The gas attempt of Aum Shinrikyo and the controversial activities of the Soka Gakkai contributed to the creation of such a climate.





