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Today, 365th day without an EU Special Rapporteur on
freedom of religion or belief!

One year after the end of the mandate of the last EU Special Rapporteur on
FoRB, Ursula von der Leyen goes on turning a deaf ear to calls from MEPs and
civil society associations, the last one being the Humanists International.

By Willy Fautré, Director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (30.11.2025) - 365 days after the end of the mandate of the last EU Special
Envoy on FORB and almost 1 72 year after the last elections of the European
Parliament, Ursula von der Leyen has still not filled in the vacant position despite growing
impatience inside the European Union and in countries outside the EU where believers of
all faiths and non-believers are persecuted.

Moreover, there was no public call for candidacies and therefore any appointment will
fail to meet one of the most basic principles of democracy that EU citizens can expect from
an EU institution: transparency.

In China, Egypt, India, Iran, Nigeria, Pakistan, Russia, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Vietnam...
believers of all faiths and non-believers are in urgent need of concrete acts of an EU Special
Envoy on Freedom of Religion or Belief.

Vain calls from MEPs

Concerning an urgent request of MEPs Bert-Jan Ruissen and Miriam Lexmann co-
chairing the European Parliament Intergroup on Freedom, Ursula von der Leyen answered
about 7 months ago:

Dear Honourable Members,

Thank you for your letter regarding the European Union ’s role in protecting the right to freedom of
religion, belief and conscience and the appointment of the Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom
of religion or belief outside the EU.

I would like to reaffirm my commitment to defending and promoting freedom of religion or belief
both within and outside the EU. As you rightly point out, at a time where hate speech and intolerance
are on the rise, we are witnessing an increasing number of violations of these fundamental freedoms,
in many regions of the world. The work of the Intergroup on the Freedom of Religion, Belief, and
Conscience is more vital than ever, and I highly appreciate your dedication to ensuring that these
issues remain a priority on the EU agenda.

The Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of religion or belief outside the EU has made an
important contribution. During his mandate as Special Envoy, Mr Frans van Daele brought significant
advances, particularly in addressing the situation of religious minorities in the Middle East and
Pakistan. I remain committed to continuing this important work and intend to renew the position of
Special Envoy.

Out of the 200 words of this letter, only ten words are related to the question of the MEPs
about the urgently needed appointment of a new EU Special Envoy on FoRB: “I intend to
renew the position of Special Envoy.” Since then, the MEPs have not got any further
news. Radio silence.

On the occasion of the UN International Day Commemorating the Victims of Acts of
Violence Based on Religion or Belief (22 August 2025), MEPs Bert-Jan Ruissen (Co-Chair
of the European Parliament Intergroup on Freedom of Religion, Belief and Conscience) and
MEP Carlo Fidanza (Vice-Chair of the Intergroup) urged the European Commission to
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immediately reappoint an EU Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of religion or
belief outside the EU, a position kept vacant since December 2024.

Criticizing the delay despite Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s written pledge
on 5 May 2025 to renew the position, Bert-Jan Ruissen stressed:

"We welcome President von der Leyen’s commitment, but what we need now is concrete
action. The longer this post remains vacant, the more the EU’s credibility suffers in its
efforts to stand up for freedom of belief.”

Carlo Fidanza concluded:

“"Every day without a Special Envoy is a missed opportunity to defend those suffering for
their faith. Europe must show that it takes its promises seriously — words are not enough.”

Since the mandate of EU Special Envoy was created in 2016, the position has repeatedly
been kept vacant for long periods without any convincing explanation despite numerous
calls from members of the European Parliament and civil society organisations in the EU to
appoint a new Special Envoy.

EU Special Envoy on FoRB (2016 - 2025): 5 years out of 10 without activity

In a February 2016 resolution on Daesh atrocities, the European Parliament “called for
the EU to establish a permanent Special Representative for Freedom of Religion
and Belief” outside the EU. In response to this resolution, the President of the European
Commission Jean-Claude Juncker swiftly created the function of the Special Envoy for the
promotion of freedom of religion or belief outside the European Union (in short, EU Special
Envoy on FoRB).

Three months later, in May 2016, the first Special Envoy on FORB was appointed. It
was Jan Figel, former EU Commissioner (2004-2009) and former Slovak Minister of
Transport (2010-2012). His mandate was first limited to 12 months and afterwards
extended until it expired with the end of term of Juncker Commission on 30 November
2019. During those three years, Jan Figel was very active as it can be seen from his 13-
page report of activities, in particular his country visits in Africa, the Middle East and Asia.
It was the golden age of the function.

Elections at the European Parliament took place in May 2019 and in the process new EU
Commissioners were appointed. For 1 year 1/2, the position of EU Special Envoy on
FORB remained empty.

On May 5, 2021, the European Commission appointed Christos Stylianides as EU
Special Envoy on FoRB). Christos Stylianides had previously served as the European
Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid and Crisis Management between 2014 and 2019 and
as the European Union’s Ebola Coordinator.

He left the European Commission after four months for a more attractive and prestigious
position of Minister of Climate Crisis and Civil Protection in Greece’s government in which
he was sworn in on 10 September 2021. Needless to say that due to the poor conditions
of his mandate he could not achieve anything during those summer months.

For one more year and three months, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB remained
empty. In fact from 1 December 2019 to December 2022 when a new EU Special Envoy
was appointed, 3 years passed without any activity under the mandate of the EU
Special Envoy for freedom of religion or belief in the world!

On 7 December 2022, three years and a half after the previous EU parliamentary elections
and one year and half before the next ones, Baron Frans van Daele (75), a Belgian
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retired diplomat and former King Filip’s chief of staff, was appointed as the new EU Special
Envoy on FORB. After such a long delay, it cannot be said that the EU had rushed to
promote freedom of religion or belief in the world.

This last mandate only lasted for two years and came to an end six months after the EU
parliamentary elections of June 2024 which were to be followed by the appointment of new
EU Commissioners. During the second part of his mandate, only limited political follow up
of the EU Special Envoy’s initiatives and activities was therefore to be expected due to the
political transition.

As of early June 2025, the position of EU Special Envoy on FoRB has again remained empty.

In conclusion, during the 10 years of the existence of the post of EU Special Envoy
for freedom of religion or belief in the world, the mandate has only been carried
out for 5 years. This is the reality of the facts.

Lack of transparency

Again, there has obviously been no political will since the end of the mandate of Baron
Frans van Daele to swiftly appoint a successor.

Noteworthy is that there is never any public call for candidates and appointments are
opaque.

President von der Leyen would be well advised to follow the good practice of the United
Nations in its appointment of Special Rapporteurs on Freedom of Religion or Belief. Another
source of inspiration in terms of transparency for President von der Leyen is the
appointment procedure of the “Representative on combating racism, xenophobia and
discrimination, with a special focus on discrimination against Christians and members of
other religions” of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). In the
meantime, several EU member states (Netherlands, Germany, Slovakia...) and the UK have
appointed their own Special Envoys on FoRB...

Last but not least, opacity also prevails concerning the financial management of the
function of EU Special Envoy and the report of activities of the last EU Special Envoy on
FORB is at least not publicly available, if it exists. Only EU Special Envoy Jan Figel provided
a report of activities with recommendations which was made public a few days before the
the end of his mandate.

No report of activities has been published by the last Special Envoy before the end of his
term.
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Discrimination and intolerance in Europe raised at IRF
Roundtable on FORB in Washington

IRF online roundtable on religious freedom on 25 November with US State Dept
and USCIRF representatives

By Hans Noot & Willy Fautré , directors of Human Rights Without Frontiers

Sweden persistently and willfully trying for 20 years to discriminate against
Jehovah’s Withesses

HRWF (25.11.2025) - In Sweden, Jehovah’s Witnesses have been victims of relentless
discrimination by the State for a long time.

State funding has been purposefully denied to them on spurious reasons for 25 years.

Indeed, it was on 1 January 2000 that Sweden adopted the “Support for Religious
Communities Act” offering state funding to dozens of faith communities, except Jehovah’s
Witnesses despite that they, too, were legally entitled to benefit.

Two months ago, the head of the Agency for Financial Support for Faith
Communities, the SST, stated in a radio interview that the legislation had been
revised explicitly to prevent Jehovah’s Witnesses from qualifying for its benefits.
Over the years, several regulatory adjustments have been introduced with the aim of
excluding that religious community.

A similar statement was also made by a former Secretary of State for the Ministry
of Culture, during a program of the Swedish Television, when she said:

“The current legislation [on state grants] has obviously not worked [since Jehovah’s
Witnesses are eligible to receive state grants]. Therefore, we will also turn to the
parliament with new legislation in this area to correct this.”

This public admission makes clear that the political authorities of Sweden have persistently
and willfully tried for 20 years to discriminate against Jehovah’s Witnesses on this issue.

After more than twelve years of litigation and four Supreme Court rulings in favour of
Jehovah’s Witnesses, Sweden was ultimately compelled to comply with the consecutive
judicial decisions. The State was thereby, required to acknowledge that Jehovah'’s
Witnesses “met all statutory criteria” for access to public grants, just as roughly forty other
recognised religious communities did. This occurred in 2019.

I publicly raised this serious instance of state discrimination at the OSCE’s Warsaw Human
Dimension Conference in early October this year.

Human Rights Without Frontiers FORB Newsletter | European Union lm



It is to be regretted that the European Union has not called to order one of its member
states for this intentional discrimination.

Hans Noot, Associate director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

France: MIVILUDES condemned 6 times by the Administrative Court of Paris

HRWF (25.11.2025) - France is a source of major concern in Europe with regard to its
treatment of religious or belief minorities as it finances state agencies and civic associations
spreading hostility, fake news and hate speech towards them. Such practices have been
condemned on six occasions by French courts this year.

A month ago, the French anti-cult state agency MIVILUDES whose official name is
“Interministerial Mission for Monitoring and Combating Cultic Deviances” was ordered,
after years of proceedings by the Administrative Court of Paris, to pay 1800 EUR to the
Church of Scientology in France.

The charge was defamation of the Church of Scientology in two annual reports, in 2020
and 2021. MIVILUDES was also ordered to delete the disputed statements from its reports.

This is the 6th time this year that the state agency MIVILUDES is condemned by the
Administrative Court of Paris.

On 11 July 2025, the MIVILUDES lost another case against Jehovah’s Witnesses and had
to pay them as well 1800 EUR for financial compensation. The court also ordered to delete
11 defamatory statement from its annual report in 2021.

On 21 January, the MIVILUDES was sentenced again to pay 1800 EUR to the association
“Kibbutz of Malrevers” and to delete the defamatory statements from its annual report.

In May, two other cases were lost by the MIVILUDES in cases filed by an NGO with ECOSOC
consultative status at the United Nations.

The reason was that the MIVILUDES was denying the legal right of access to its
administrative documents by the said NGO which wanted to investigate alleged suspicious
practices in its distribution of grants to anti-cult civic associations regularly prosecuted for
defamation.

An Evangelical Church has also filed a complain this year against the MIVILUDES on
defamation charges in its annual report.

These are the reasons why we are concerned abour religious freedom in France and why
we are busy drafting a petition to be addressed to President Macron of France for a review
of the functioning of this controversial state agency.

Willy Fautré, Director of Human Rights Without Frontiers
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COMECE reiterates need to appoint EU coordinator to
combat anti-Christian hatred

COMECE (19.11.2025) - The Commission of the Bishops’ Conferences of the
European Union (COMECE) intervened at a meeting of the European Parliament’s
Intergroup on Freedom of Religion or Belief on Tuesday, 18 November 2025. The
event was organised in cooperation with the Observatory on Intolerance and
Discrimination against Christians in Europe (OIDAC) and the European Christian
Political Party (ECPP). Adviser Calcagno reiterated COMECE’s encouragement to
the EU institutions "not to be afraid to take bold steps to protect Christian faithful
in Europe from intolerance, discrimination, hatred and ignorance”. Download the

Speech

The event, held at the European Parliament in Brussels, brought together several MEPs
from various political groups to discuss the current topic of “"Discrimination of Christians in
Europe”. COMECE was represented by Alessandro Calcagno, Assistant General Secretary
and Adviser for Fundamental Rights.

In his address to the audience, Calcagno praised the work carried out by the Observatory
on Intolerance and Discrimination against Christians in Europe, whose 2025 report has just
been published. The report records more than 2,000 anti-Christian hate crimes in in Europe
in 2024, including a significant rise in personal attacks — which increased to 274 incidents
— and a sharp spike in arson attacks targeting churches and other Christian sites.

Alessandro Calcagno reiterated COMECE’s call for the appointment of an EU Coordinator
on combating anti-Christian hatred. "We would like to see the European Union embracing
the fight against this phenomenon with more conviction and the appointment of such
Coordinator would be a very concrete step that the Union could take to tackle the issue”,
he said.

"While acknowledging and not questioning the specificity of Jewish and Muslim
communities — which can already rely on an EU Coordinator — more and more reports are
clearly showing the presence of crimes against Christians and of hatred, intolerance and
discrimination towards them within the European Union. For COMECE, it is essential that
means of protection are provided for the faithful and the sacred places of different religious

denominations, regardless of whether they belong to a ‘majority’ or ‘minority’”, Calcagno
explained.
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The COMECE representative also encouraged MEPs to include an explicit mention of
Christian communities in the AgoraEU Programme, so as to allow funding of initiatives
aimed at combating hatred, intolerance and discrimination.

Calcagno also called on the EU institutions to promote religious literacy as a way to tackle
religious intolerance and discrimination and to decrease polarisation of EU societies. He
also addressed the issue of the protection of places of worship in the EU. "Protecting places
of worship is important not just for security reasons — or for their symbolic value - but
especially in view of safeguarding freedom of religion”, he stated.

Earlier this week, COMECE Vice-President Mgr. Czeslaw Kozon participated in the annual
high-level meeting of EU and religious leaders hosted by EU Commissioner Magnus
Brunner. On that occasion, Mgr. Kozon also called on the EU to tackle religious illiteracy
and to appoint an EU Coordinator on combating anti-Christian hatred.

Download the Speech

A 52-page report about anti-Christian hostility, hate
crimes and violence in Europe

Intolerance and Discrimination against Christians in Europe/ Report 2025. A
call to action by the EU and its Fundamental Rights Agence (FRA)

HRWF (18.11.2025) - On Tuesday 18 November, MEP Bert-Jan Ruissen hosted the
presentation of a documented report of 52 pages about anti-Christian hostility, hate crimes
and violence in Europe in the European Parliament.

The most affected countries in 2024 were France, the United Kingdom, Germany, and
Spain.

In 2024, a total of 2,211 anti-Christian hate crimes were recorded by governments and
civil society organisations across Europe, including 274 personal attacks, compared to 232
in 2023.

These figures were revealed by Anja Tang, director of the OIDAC European Observatory,
at the SGP (Reformed Political Party) conference in the European Parliament.

And Anya Tang summarized the global issue as follows: "Not only are we seeing an increase
in the number of incidents against Christians or churches, but intolerance in general is also
on the rise. There is less room to promote Christian values. There are various examples of
this. The best known is the case against Finnish politician Paivi Rasanen, who has been
prosecuted for years for tweeting a Bible verse. As far as the Netherlands is concerned, we
can mention the unfounded arrests of vigilantes at abortion clinics."

In November, a 76-year-old monk was killed and several others injured during an attack
on a Spanish monastery. In January, one man was shot dead in an ISIS-related attack
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during Sunday mass at a Catholic church in Istanbul. In September, a historic church in
Saint-
Omer, France, was almost completely destroyed in an arson attack.

Recent surveys from Poland and Spain indicate significant underreporting of aggression
against clergy. In Poland nearly half of surveyed priests reported experiencing aggression
in the past year—yet over 80% did not report the incidents to the police.

SGP MEP Bert-Jan Ruissen commented: ‘Violence against Christians and discrimination
against Christians in Europe receive little attention, but the figures are alarming. I call on
the EU and Member States to finally take action.’

The actions he proposed were:

e To ask EU Member States to collect and report data on violence and discrimination
against Christians;

e To provide EU funding for projects to combat violence and discrimination against
Christians, as it is done to combat anti-Semitism and Islamophobia.

Since its creation in 2007 in Vienna, the EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) has never
published any report about anti-Christian hostility in EU Member States where the OSCE
appointed a Special Representive on those issues. (*)

(*) Representative on combating racism, xenophobia and discrimination, with a special focus
on discrimination against Christians and members of other religions” of the Organization for
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)
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Beware of Archbishop Markell Michaescu of the Moldovan
Orthodox Church

Moscow'’s Holy Diplomacy: How the Kremlin Uses Religion to Undermine
Moldova’s EU Path”

By Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (03.11.2025) - At the OSCE Conference titled “Warsaw Human Dimension
Conference” on 6-17 October 2025, Archbishop Markell of the Moldovan Orthodox
Church (MOC) accused the Moldovan authorities of disrupting pilgrimages and he also
complained of having been prevented from leaving the country on three occasions. This
needs to be analyzed in a broader context.

Indeed. Who is Archbishop Markell Michaescu (also written Marchel) of Balti and Falesti of
the Orthodox Church of Moldova? Is he only a religious hierarch?

Archbishop Markell’s lobbying activities

According to Balkan Insight, Archbishop Marchel of Baltsy and Falesti is one of the most
politically active priests of a Church which has deep ties with Moscow and pro-Russian
political circles. He is known for his hardline views about foreigners, other religious
confessions and women. He is also one of the most influential priests in the Moldovan
Orthodox Church (MOC) - or Metropolis of Chisinau and All Moldova - which is canonically
subordinated to the Russian Orthodox Patriarchate.

His international activities clearly show that he has been mandated by the Russian
Orthodox Church to achieve a political agenda: the defence of the interests of the Orthodox
Churches directly linked to or in communion with the Moscow Patriarchate in Ukraine,
Moldova and other European countries.

His activities at the UN as a lobbyist on 23 September 2025 were hailed on the website of

Moscow Patriarchate.
Human Rights Without Frontiers FORB Newsletter | European Union lm


https://balkaninsight.com/2018/09/26/marchel-mihaescu-kremlin-key-ally-in-moldovan-church-09-24-2018/
http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/381906.html
https://mospat.ru/en/news/93588/

Archbishop Markell of the Moldovan Orthodox Church and his religious itinerary

Archbishop Markell is a prominent religious lobbyist used by Moscow to thwart Moldova’s
EU membership. He can be seen in any event of internationational institutions such as the
UN or the OSCE to implement the political agenda of his masters.

According to the website of the Russian Orthodox Church, Archbishop Markell (Nikolai
Vladimirovich Miheescu) was born on 18 August 1959 in the village of Pyrlitsa of the
Faleshti district of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Moldova in a family of Moldovan
peasants.

He graduated from high school in 1974. In 1974-77 he studied car mechanic. In 1978, he
was drafted into the Soviet Army. After demobilization, in 1980, he entered the Ascension
Zhabsky Convent as a worker.

In 1981-85 he studied at the Odessa Theological Seminary.

In 1985, he was ordained a deacon and three years later, he was successively elevated to
the rank of a hieromonk, a hegumen and an archimandrite.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the independence of Moldova on 2 March 1992,
he went on climbing the ladder of the Moldovan Orthodox Church hierarchy.

In 1997, he studied at the Faculty of Law of the branch of the Moscow University of
Management and Law in the city of Baltsy (Moldova/ Bessarabia).

In 2003, he studied (in absentia) at the Kyiv Theological Academy, then under the authority
of the Russian Orthodox Church.

In 2007, Patriarch Alexy II of the Russian Orthodox Church led the religious service
consacrating him Bishop of Balti and Falesti (Moldova).

On 16 May 2021, Patriarch Kirill of the Russian Orthodox Church elevated him to the rank
of archbishop in the Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow.

From 1988 to 2025, he received numerous awards from Russian religious institutions.

In short, he was trained by Moscow to keep Moldova in the bosom of Russia.

'Pilgrimages’ in Russia, Moscow’s holy diplomacy

On 26 September 2025, one week before the OSCE Conference in Warsaw, Reuters
published an article based on interviews of MOC priests invited to one-week ‘pilgrimages’
in Russia.

Apart from visiting holy sites of the Russian Orthodox Church, which supports Putin’s holy
war on Ukraine, they were invited to “lectures from theologians and historians that stressed
that Russia and former Soviet state Moldova were bound by centuries of tradition and a
shared faith and must stick together against a morally corrupt West.”

Quite often, such ‘pilgrimages’ fully financed by Russia were organised before democratic
consultations of the Moldovan population (referendum or elections).

According to Father Mihai Bicu, one of the clerics, he and others received debit cards from
Russian state lender Promsvyazbank, later loaded with about $1,200 in exchange for
campaigning against closer ties between Moldova and the EU, establishing parish Telegram
channels to discourage voters from supporting Moldova’s pro-Western government.
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Nearly 90 new channels appeared after the pilgrimages, pushing synchronized messages
warning that European integration would erode “traditional family values” and threaten
religious freedom.

In February 2025, Moldova's government had already appealed to the country's clergy to
"tell the truth" about the war, saying that Moscow's military actions had destroyed some
500 places of worship: churches, mosques and synagogues.

More reading

Three hundred Moldovan priests went on a “free pilgrimage” to Russia (The European
Times, 2024)

Today, 330th day without an EU Special Rapporteur on
freedom of religion or belief!

More and more major voices are loudly being raised but the EU goes on turning
a deaf ear and persists in not listening to the calls for help of victims of religious
repression

By Willy Fautré, Director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (27.10.2025) - 330 days after the end of the mandate of the last EU Special Envoy
on FORB and 15 months after the last elections of the European Parliament, Ursula von
der Leyen has still not filled in the vacant position despite growing impatience.

On 6 October, the European bishops issued a press release urging the re-appointment of
an EU Special Envoy for Religious Freedom and addressed a letter to the President of the
European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, advocating the reinstatement of an EU
Special Envoy for Freedom of Religion or Belief outside the European
Union. Statement [EN - FR - DE - IT - ES - HU - PL - SK].

In their letter, the COMECE bishops called on President von der Leyen to appoint a Special
Envoy for Freedom of Religion or Belief outside the EU. One year into the mandate of the
von der Leyen II Commission, COMECE notes that this key figure, considered crucial for
advancing the protection and promotion of freedom of religion on the global stage, is still
absent.

For the bishops, such an appointment is essential considering today’s context, marked by
rising religious discrimination and persecution faced by individuals, religious minorities,
and faith communities - the majority of whom are Christians - in many countries around
the world.

In their letter, the COMECE bishops urge that, in addition to appointing the new Special
Envoy, the position should be endowed “without further delay” with a strong mandate and
provided with adequate human and financial resources to ensure the effectiveness of the
Envoy’s mission.

Vain calls from MEPs
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On the occasion of the UN International Day Commemorating the Victims of Acts of
Violence Based on Religion or Belief (22 August), MEPs Bert-Jan Ruissen (Co-Chair of the
European Parliament Intergroup on Freedom of Religion, Belief and Conscience) and MEP
Carlo Fidanza (Vice-Chair of the Intergroup) urged the European Commission to
immediately reappoint an EU Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of religion or
belief outside the EU, a position kept vacant since December 2024. One month later, their
request has still not been fulfilled.

Criticizing the delay despite Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s written pledge
on 5 May 2025 to renew the position, Bert-Jan Ruissen stressed:

"We welcome President von der Leyen’s commitment, but what we need now is concrete
action. The longer this post remains vacant, the more the EU’s credibility suffers in its
efforts to stand up for freedom of belief.”

Carlo Fidanza concluded:

"Every day without a Special Envoy is a missed opportunity to defend those suffering for
their faith. Europe must show that it takes its promises seriously — words are not enough.”

Since the mandate of EU Special Envoy was created in 2016, the position has repeatedly
been kept vacant for long periods without any convincing explanation despite numerous
calls from members of the European Parliament and civil society organisations in the EU to
appoint a new Special Envoy.

Current victims of religious persecution in urgent need of concrete acts from the
EU

A few countries where the action of the EU Special Envoy would be needed:

Azerbaijan: Jailing of a conscientious objector to military service

China: China detains dozens of underground church pastors in crackdown

Egypt: Security crackdown on atheists and unrecognized religions

India: Attacks follow new anti-conversion bill in Rajasthan

Iran: Five Christians sentenced to prison on ‘propaganda’ charges

Mozambique: More than 30 Christians beheaded by ISIS terrorists

Pakistan: Terrorist attack on Ahmadi mosque in Rabwah leaves five Ahmadis injured

Russia: In Timashevsk, the prosecutor's office is trying to liquidate the Baptist
community

EU Special Envoy on FORB (2016 - 2025): 5 years out of 10 without activity

In a February 2016 resolution on Daesh atrocities, the European Parliament “called for the
EU to establish a permanent Special Representative for Freedom of Religion and Belief”
outside the EU. In response to this resolution, the President of the European Commission
Jean-Claude Juncker swiftly created the function of the Special Envoy for the promotion of
freedom of religion or belief outside the European Union (in short, EU Special Envoy on

FoRB).
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Three months later, in May 2016, the first Special Envoy on FORB was appointed. It
was Jan Figel, former EU Commissioner (2004-2009) and former Slovak Minister of
Transport (2010-2012). His mandate was first limited to 12 months and afterwards
extended until it expired with the end of term of Juncker Commission on 30 November
2019. During those three years, Jan Figel was very active as it can be seen from his 13-
page report of activities, in particular his country visits in Africa, the Middle East and Asia.
It was the golden age of the function.

Elections at the European Parliament took place in May 2019 and in the process new EU
Commissioners were appointed. For 1 year 1/2, the position of EU Special Envoy on
FORB remained empty.

On May 5, 2021, the European Commission appointed Christos Stylianides as EU
Special Envoy on FoRB). Christos Stylianides had previously served as the European
Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid and Crisis Management between 2014 and 2019 and
as the European Union’s Ebola Coordinator.

He left the European Commission after four months for a more attractive and prestigious
position of Minister of Climate Crisis and Civil Protection in Greece’s government in which
he was sworn in on 10 September 2021. Needless to say that due to the poor conditions
of his mandate he could not achieve anything during those summer months.

For one more year and three months, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB remained
empty. In fact from 1 December 2019 to December 2022 when a new EU Special Envoy
was appointed, 3 years passed without any activity under the mandate of the EU
Special Envoy for freedom of religion or belief in the world!

On 7 December 2022, three years and a half after the previous EU parliamentary elections
and one year and half before the next ones, Baron Frans van Daele (75), a Belgian
retired diplomat and former King Filip’s chief of staff, was appointed as the new EU Special
Envoy on FORB. After such a long delay, it cannot be said that the EU had rushed to
promote freedom of religion or belief in the world.

This last mandate only lasted for two years and came to an end six months after the EU
parliamentary elections of June 2024 which were to be followed by the appointment of new
EU Commissioners. During the second part of his mandate, only limited political follow up
of the EU Special Envoy’s initiatives and activities was therefore to be expected due to the
political transition.

As of early June 2025, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB has again remained empty.
In conclusion, during the 10 years of the existence of the post of EU Special Envoy

for freedom of religion or belief in the world, the mandate has only been carried
out for 5 years. This is the reality of the facts.

Lack of transparency

Again, there has obviously been no political will since the end of the mandate of Baron
Frans van Daele to swiftly appoint a successor.

Noteworthy is that there is never any public call for candidates and appointments are
opaque.

President von der Leyen would be well advised to follow the good practice of the United
Nations in its appointment of Special Rapporteurs on Freedom of Religion or Belief. Another
source of inspiration in terms of transparency for President von der Leyen is the
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appointment procedure of the “Representative on combating racism, xenophobia and
discrimination, with a special focus on discrimination against Christians and members of
other religions” of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). In the
meantime, several EU member states (Netherlands, Germany, Slovakia...) and the UK have
appointed their own Special Envoys on FoRB...

Last but not least, opacity also prevails concerning the financial management of the
function of EU Special Envoy and the report of activities of the last EU Special Envoy on
FoRB is at least not publicly available, if it exists. Only EU Special Envoy Jan Figel provided
a report of activities with recommendations which was made public a few days before the
the end of his mandate.

Beware of Putin’s Moldovan lobbyists misusing religion
in Brussels

In his hybrid war against the EU, Putin is using religion and ‘holy’ diplomacy to
undermine Moldova’s aspiration to EU membership

By Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

The European Times (22.10.2025) - At the United Nations and the Organisation for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), Moldovan lobbyists in cassock - or without - used by
President Putin and Patriarch Kirill leading the Russian Orthodox Church in Moscow (ROC)
have recently loudly accused the Moldovan State of grave violations of religious freedom.

One of their objectives is to block Moldova’s path to EU membership. Their main

propagandist is Rev. Marchel Michaescu, the Archbishop of the Moldovan Orthodox
Church (MOC) subordinated to Patriarch Kirill.

The European Parliament is also a target of Moscow’s propagandists. Recently, two
Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) have lent them their voice: MEP Fernand
Kartheiser and MEP Barbara Bonte.

MEP Fernand Kartheiser is the sole representative of the Luxembourg “Alternative
Democratic Reform Party” (ADR) in the European Parliament. In June 2025, he was
expelled from the European Conservatives and Reformists political group (ECR) for
visiting Russia despite the political line of the ECR.

MEP Barbara Bonte (Patriots for Europe Political Group of Viktor Orban and Marine Le
Pen) was sitting in the Flemish Parliament from 2014 to 2015 as a member of the Belgian
extreme-right and separatist Vlaams Belang.

MEP Fernand Kartheiser, a target of Putin’s lobbyists in the Parliament

On 7 May 2025, MEP Fernand Kartheiser addressed the following question to the
Commission:

"On 17 April 2025, the Moldovan authorities prevented Archbishop Marchel, of the
Moldovan Orthodox Church linked to the Moscow Patriarchate, from travelling to
Jerusalem for the the Holy Fire Ceremony. He was detained at Chisinau airport without any
official explanation, raising concerns about respect for religious freedom.
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As the EU has opened accession negotiations with Moldova, the country is obliged to fully
respect the fundamental principles of the Union, such as the rule of law, human rights and
religious freedoms. Any failure to respect these values could jeopardise its future within
the European Union.
In light of the above:

1.What is the Commission’s view of this incident? Does the Commission view this as an
infringement of religious freedom in Moldova?

2.Does the Commission intend to raise this issue with the Moldovan authorities and
warn them that they must avoid the kind of abuse in Moldova that we have seen
perpetrated in Ukraine, namely against Orthodox Christians belonging to the Moscow
Patriarchate or Russian-speaking citizens?”

No doubt that these questions had been whispered in his ear, in one way or another, by
Moldovan propagandists.

On 21 August 2025, the European Commission answered:

"The Commission notes the concerns regarding the alleged incident involving Archbishop
Marchel of the Moldovan Orthodox Church.

The 2024 Enlargement Report (*) highlights that Moldova largely upholds the
freedom of religion and belief, with no documented violations reported.

The country has implemented a national strategy aimed at cultivating tolerance to address
issues such as racism, anti-Semitism, xenophobia, and other forms of intolerance, in
accordance with the Commission’s guidance. A new enlargement report for 2025 is
anticipated to be released in the fall of 2025.

The Commission remains committed to upholding the principles of rule of law, human rights
and fundamental freedoms, including the freedom of religion or belief, as core EU values.
These principles are central to Moldova’s EU accession process.”

Belgian MEP Barbara Bonte, another target of Putin’s lobbyists in the Parliament

On 3 October 2025, MEP Barbara Bonte asked the European Commission the following
written parliamentary question:

In a letter to the UN, the NGO 'Zmogaus Teisiu Apsauga’ reports several cases of
discrimination on grounds of religion against members of the Orthodox Church of Moldova
(59th session of the UN Human Rights Council, ref. A/JHRC/59/NGO/115). Among other
things, travel restrictions, confiscation of personal property, financial sanctions and
revocation of property rights in favour of another Church are said to be taking place with
the support of the government.

However, as a candidate country, Moldova is required to comply with Article 10 of the
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU.

1.Is the Commission aware of these violations of religious freedom in Moldova?
2.Has the Commission raised this issue with the Moldovan Government?

3.What concrete steps is the Commission taking to monitor the situation in

Moldova?
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As of the publication date of this article, it was too early to expect an answer but the
strategy of Putin concerning Moldova is clear: to hire Orthodox clerics and other
propagandists to approach ‘marginal’ MEPs and others of far-right and extreme-right
parties in the European Parliament to achieve a political agenda aiming at blocking the
access of Moldova to EU membership.

MEPs need to look for reliable sources of information before asking parliamentary questions
when they are approached by lobbyists.

EU and international assessments of religious freedom unanimously in favor of
the Moldovan State

The most recent assessment of the EU was its Enlargement Report, dated 30 October 2024,
saying : “The right to freedom of religion or belief in Moldova is generally
respected. There were no reports of breaches of freedom of religion or belief.
Moldova has in place a national action plan promoting the memory of the Holocaust and
the culture of tolerance to combat racism, anti-Semitism, xenophobia and other forms of
intolerance in line with the Commission’s recommendation.”

In the last 10 years, there has not been any court decision against Moldova about
freedom of religion or belief (FORB) at the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg
and there are no FORB prisoners in the country, while there are a lot in Russia,
especially Jehovah’s Witnesses.

The current and previous UN Special Rapporteurs on FORB have not expressed specific
concerns about the situation in Moldova.

The last annual report of the U.S. State Department mentions some disputes between
the Bessarabian Orthodox Church (BOC) and the Moldovan Orthodox Church (MOC) but no
FoRB violations by the State.

According to the 2025 World Report of Aid to the Church in Need (ACN
International) hailed by Pope Leo XIV, the war in Ukraine has particularly strained the

relations of the MOC with both the BOC and the State because the MOC Metropolitan
Vladimir reaffirmed its full allegiance to the Russian Orthodox Church. This led to internal
dissent in the MOC and the split then resulted in a shift with over 60 priests deciding to
wilfully join the Metropolis of Bessarabia by December 2023. Since then, the internal
secessions from the MOC and transfers to the BOC jurisdiction have continued. This has
led to ongoing and increasing disputes between the two Orthodox Churches over property
and jurisdiction. The Catholic ACN report clearly distances itself from the narrative and
accusations of the MOC Archbishop Marchel.

Most Orthodox adherents (approximately 90 percent) belong to the MOC, which is subordinate
to the Russian Orthodox Church; the remaining 10 percent belong to the BOC, which falls
under the Romanian Orthodox Church.

(*) "The “Enlargement Report” is a comprehensive assessment by the
European Commission of a country’s progress and readiness to join the European Union,
based on defined political, economic and legal criteria.”

Anti-Semitism in Europe, Warsaw Conference 2025

Presentation to the Warsaw Human Dimension Conference,
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by Rabbi Andrew Baker (*)

OSCE (13.10.2025) - Two weeks ago on Yom Kippur, the holiest day on the Jewish
calendar, two people were killed and several were wounded in an attack at a synagogue in
Manchester, England carried out by a man known to be a supporter of Hamas, radicalized
and angry over Israel’s war in Gaza. A few days earlier, across the Continent in Vilnius,
Lithuania, a group of pro-Palestinian activists chose to show their support for a Palestinian
state by demonstrating in front of the city’s one functioning synagogue.

Since the Hamas terrorist attacks on Israel two years ago and the war that followed, we
have seen an exponential increase in antisemitic incidents in the OSCE region and around
the world. People see the death and destruction in Gaza, and they are angry and distraught.
But why do they make Jews their targets?

We have ample evidence that wars in the Middle East trigger an increase in attacks on
Jews elsewhere. This was so during Israel’s previous and more limited wars in Gaza in
2009 and 2014. By now most people consider this inevitable and even normal, something
akin to a natural disaster. If you live along a fault line, you're more likely to experience an
earthquake. If you live on a coastal plain in these times of global warming, you’re more
likely to see flooding. But, if you're fearful of these natural disasters, you can always move
somewhere else.

How does that apply to Jews? By all accounts, the British Jewish Community has one of
the oldest and best security systems in place, a professional organization with support from
the government and close cooperation with the police. But even this was not enough.

So, should Jews move to get away from antisemitism? Twenty-five years ago, who would
ask this question? Now it is regularly a part of surveys conducted by the EU Agency for
Fundamental Rights and others. And a significant and growing percentage of Jews surveyed
say yes, they are considering emigration because of their fears of antisemitism.

The only problem is that no one knows where to go.

It's been two decades since we have had a Working Definition of Antisemitism, first
developed by the European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC) and since
2016 known as the IHRA definition.

It offers examples of antisemitism relating to Israel, something back then that was not
widely understood. Yes, there were debates then and now. Is being anti-Zionist the same
as being antisemitic?

Can I criticize Israel without being accused of hating Jews? Sure, there are gray areas
where the dividing line may not be finely drawn. But too much of what we see and hear
today requires no highly skilled forensic examination.

When “Free Gaza” means a synagogue is an appropriate target. When “From the river to
the sea” means no Jewish State anywhere at all. This is antisemitism.

The war in Gaza has gone on for two years. Meanwhile, the war in Ukraine has gone on
even longer. Many people are similarly angry at Russia’s incessant bombing of civilian
targets, at its kidnapping of tens of thousands of Ukrainian children. But have you heard
of any Russian Orthodox Church being attacked? Do Orthodox Christian worshippers need
security guards when they go to pray?

For Jews it is different.

Surveys tell us that Jews are increasingly more likely to hide their Jewish identify in public.
This is now true for upwards of 80 percent of European Jews and over a third of Jews in
America. They are fearful that it could lead to verbal or even physical harassment. This
defensive strategy also extends to work situations and school and social environments,
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where they are hesitant to say much about their personal background and particularly their
views on Israel.

They also report experiencing discrimination and social exclusion, being barred from school
clubs for being Jewish or “Zionist” and facing unequal treatment at restaurants, hotels, and
even job applications. By way of example, a recent survey conducted by the Danish
Institute for Human Rights found 17 percent of Danish Jews reported this, something that
barely registered a decade ago.

There is present today what some researchers have termed an “ambient antisemitism”—
something Jews experience hovering above them as they go about their day-to-day life. It
is easy to recognize, but not so easy to measure, and truly difficult to combat.

As I write this, there is hope that a new peace proposal from President Trump may lead to
the release of the remaining hostages and a permanent cease fire. That would truly be a
blessing first and foremost for the hostages and their families and for the war-ravaged
civilians in Gaza.

We might also see a reduction in the number of antisemitic incidents that have only risen
since October 7, 2023, which would be a good thing. However, in those previous situations
when fighting in the Middle East ended the surge in antisemitism lessened, but never as
low as it was prior to the conflict. It only plateaued, and a new and higher baseline was
established. This is likely to be true this time as well.

Today we also face a new challenge that was not there a decade ago, namely the outsized
role of social media. These platforms, which by design will amplify the emotions and
prejudices of users, can easily spread antisemitism and disinformation. The problem is
exacerbated by the millions of fake accounts created by malign actor such as Russia and
Iran. Some of these companies are making efforts (or at least paying lip service) to address
the spread of antisemitism, but rarely with impact and not all of them.

A survey of X carried out by the Center for Countering Digital Hate looked at the year from
February 2024 to January 2025. It identified 680,000 antisemitic posts that were viewed
193 million times. X tells us that it now relies on a system of community notes to correct
them. Yet, this survey found that of the top 100 most viewed antisemitic posts, only one
percent had notes attached to them.

It remains to be seen whether the EU Digital Services Act will be successful in countering
the problem.

As it is unlikely that the US Congress will amend Section 230, which currently frees these
platforms from being held responsible for their content, we shouldn’t expect help from
across the Atlantic.

Every year at this Warsaw gathering this particular plenary session is one of the most
oversubscribed. It is heartening that so many participating States and civil society
organizations want to address the problem of antisemitism and other forms of intolerance,
to offer advice and to share what they are doing. But the cause for concern may have
never been greater. We must do better.

(*) Rabbi Andrew Baker, Personal Representative of the OSCE Chair-in-Office on
Combating Anti-Semitism
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Conference at the EU Parliament about radicalisation in
Western Europe

European Parliament conference examines youth radicalisation; detailed case
studies from France and Belgium

Gary Cartwright (EU TODAY)

EU TODAY (25.09.2025) - The conference, held at the European Parliament, "Bridging
Divides: Addressing Polarisation & Radicalisation Among Europe’s Youth,” brought together
MEPs, practitioners and officials to assess drivers of youth radicalisation and to propose
responses spanning education, civil society and platform accountability. The meeting was
co-organised with the International Movement for Peace & Coexistence (IMPAC).

Opening frame: education and enforcement

Host MEP Sabrina Repp said online extremism was spilling into schools. "*What happens on
social media does not stay there. The same values and boundaries must apply as in real
life,” she told delegates, calling for enforcement against hate speech and for platform
accountability. Co-host Antonio Lopez-Istliriz White urged an education-first approach:
“Our first line of defence is education... Democracies have won before; we can do it again.”

European Commission official Francisco Gaztelu Mezquiriz set out institutional work under
way: renewal of the EU’s anti-radicalisation agenda by end-2025 and contributions to a
Pact for the Mediterranean with a “people” pillar focused on youth opportunities, education,
media independence and fact-checking.

Nigel Goodrich — findings from Shaping Minds, Shaping Society

Education specialist Nigel Goodrich presented IMPAC'’s review of classroom resources in
Belgium. “Antisemitic incidents in Belgium have surged by more than 1,000% since 7
October 2023... and fully 42% of Belgian Jews consider emigrating,” he said, explaining
why the team audited 57 items used by teachers and pupils.

According to Goodrich, the supply chain for classroom content includes publicly funded
NGOs, media outlets and portals for teachers. “There’s a direct line of funding between the
government and the providers of educational material,” he said.

The review found a “huge disproportion” of materials on Israel-Palestine and, within that,
"100% of the resources were critical of one party”. He described resources that failed basic
evidence tests and discouraged critical thinking. “Texts without context are surely
pretexts,” he argued.

Goodrich set out six recommendations: avoid politicised “global citizenship” packs aimed
at mobilising pupils; scrutinise public funding for ideologically driven content; prevent
early, binary framing of conflicts at primary level; require media producers to separate fact
and comment in school packs; establish independent evaluation of providers for neutrality;
and review state funding to political NGOs. “What’s happening in schools? That’s what we
wanted to find out,” he said, adding that strengthening analytical skills should take
precedence over activism.

Imam Mohammad Tawhidi — network analysis and a three-pillar response
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Imam Mohammad Tawhidi characterised current trends as a coordinated, long-term
strategy by Islamist networks. “This is a patient, strategic, and increasingly dangerous
campaign... to infiltrate and subvert the institutions that hold European democracy
together,” he said, identifying the Muslim Brotherhood as the central actor.

He described four vectors: (1) the NGO and charity sector as conduits for indoctrination
and foreign money; (2) political access via proxies claiming to represent communities; (3)
influence in universities, unions and social-justice causes; and (4) narrative control through
broadcast and social platforms. He warned of routine rebranding to evade scrutiny:
“Another logo, another name.”

Tawhidi called for “full transparency” for organisations receiving public funds or institutional
access; a Europe-wide inquiry to map networks; and support for independent Muslim
organisations that reject political Islamism. “When a terrorist is in broad daylight using
democracy to weaken democracy... it's a matter of enacting existing laws and applying
them,” he said. “"Complacency is no longer an option.”

Shannon Seban — street-level intimidation and a law-and-education track

French politician and activist Shannon Seban, Shannon Seban, speaking on behalf of
Combat Antisemitism Movement, linked radicalisation to antisemitism experienced during
a campaign. She described being abused in the street—"move from here, dirty Zionist”"—
and subsequently targeted online. "Because I am Jewish... I was [said to be] supporting a
genocide, and... a killer of babies,” she said, noting that 40% of her district’s population
is under 25. “On a daily basis... hate, radicalisation, extremism is coming from
ignorance.”

Seban urged authorities “to denounce, to punish, and to privilege free education”. She
proposed a bright-line test for public discourse: "When you deny the very right of the
people to have his own territory... the red line is crossed.” Alongside enforcement, she
emphasised inter-faith contact and routine school visits to dismantle stereotypes. She
warned against political incentives that reward polarisation: “There is an assumption that
to be effective in politics you must be extremist. We should show there is a path for
tolerance and coexistence.”

Erik Van Den Berghe — classroom practice: critical thinking and ethics

Brussels educator and local councillor Erik Van Den Berghe presented a practitioner model
focused on early prevention through dialogue and ethics. “Freedom of speech is the
cornerstone of European democracy, but inciting to violence or hatred has no place within
it,” he said.

He recounted a pupil who called democracy “a Western trick.” Instead of punishment, the
class engaged in structured debate and source analysis. “"Dialogue, trust, education,” Van
Den Berghe said; months later the pupil led an inter-faith project. His approach rests on
two pillars: (1) critical thinking—pupils deconstruct propaganda in videos, posts and
slogans; and (2) ethics—recognising the dignity of people of all faiths and none. Scaling
this requires teacher training “to navigate conflict,” curricula that include philosophy, ethics
and cultural literacy, and regular intercultural exchanges. A pupil once told him she finally
felt she belonged "“in this classroom”. “"That is where de-radicalisation begins,” he said—"in
relationships, recognition, dignity.”

Additional perspectives
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Belgian educator Mohamad Wehbe described sessions after 7 October that combined brief
historical context with discussion of Islamic teachings on peace for majority-Muslim
cohorts, plus systematic source-checking of material pupils brought to class. UAE analyst
Sara Al-Hosani addressed social-media dynamics: “The algorithm did not care... it just
pushed what got clicks. And unfortunately, what got clicks was hate,” she said, proposing
values-based messaging, embedded digital literacy and support for youth-led initiatives.
German political scientist Glilden Hennemann urged prevention anchored in democratic
values and warned against partnering with groups "“that themselves stand for
fundamentalist ideology”.

Said Oujibou — theological clarity and a civic compact

The most detailed country case came from Said Oujibou, a Franco-Moroccan socio-
religious mediator who has worked for two decades between municipal, community and
faith actors. Speaking in French, he began with a personal disclosure: “One of the terrorists
of the Bataclan... is a member of my family.” He said he spent hours in an anti-terror cell
on the night of 13 November 2015 and undertook “a whole work on reparative justice for
a year.” He cautioned against “simplistic and binary” explanations of radicalisation.

Oujibou argued that pathways into violent extremism were multi-factor. “The reasons are
multiple... historical, political, socio-economic, identity... [and] also religious,” he said. In
France, he described “a deficit of history and an excess of memory,” and a pattern of policy
missteps—on integration, immigration and secularism—that left some young people feeling
“humiliated, rejected, ostracised,” and susceptible to ideologies “that legitimise... violence.”

He challenged the claim that Islamist violence is wholly separate from religious sources.
“We cannot accept... statements... according to which Islamists [have] nothing to do with
Islam. This denial is intolerable,” he said. In his view, some Qur'anic verses and certain
readings of hadith are cited by violent actors as justification. He listed examples that
extremists “use as a religious base”—including references in Surah 9 and Surah 47 that,
taken out of historical context, are deployed to justify attacks and decapitation—adding
that groups such as Daesh have invoked hadith to legitimise sexual slavery. “These
atrocities... are all rooted in existing texts,” he said.

His remedy combined theological reform with civic obligation. “There must be an essential
reform... a critical and contextual reading of the Qur'an [and] hadith and a clear distinction
between spiritual faith and the... warrior context [of] the 7th century,” he said. Without
this, “Islamists will continue to grow,” aided by “a silent West” deterred by fear or economic
interest. He urged an end to “victimisation stories” and called for accountability within
Muslim communities: “In France, being a Muslim is not enough. You have to be of France.”
He framed integration as embracing national history and republican principles: “France has
duties towards its citizens, but the residents also have duties towards France.”

Oujibou also criticised foreign state influence, arguing that strands of Islamism had been
“actively... spread” by funding networks and radical preaching across several countries,
while some regimes exploited the threat—"work with me, it will save you from jihadism”—
to secure a free hand. He said ignoring these realities left youths “mentally and
psychologically violated,” and pressed for a “collective mea culpa” within Islamic thought
alongside a rules-based civic settlement in Europe.

His overarching diagnosis was that durable prevention rests on three pillars: honest
engagement with texts where they are misused; consistent public standards that avoid
double-speak; and a renewal of the social contract—rights matched by duties—grounded
in France’s republican order. “Let’s be serious,” he said. “Looking back... there has been no
[sufficient] responsibility or internal questioning... To benefit without contributing is

untenable.”
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Abdulaziz AIMarzoogqi - the role of education beyond mere academics.

The conference concluded with an insightful address from Abdulaziz AlMarzooqi, Director
of Global Offices at Trends Research and Advisory, a prominent UAE-based think tank
specialising in strategic studies and counter-extremism efforts. Referring to the IMPAC
Report ‘Shaping Minds Shaping Society’.

AlMarzoogi outlined the core challenge of polarisation and radicalisation among Europe’s
youth, emphasising that it requires urgent collective action to avert deeper societal divides.
He pinpointed key drivers of division, notably extremist groups such as the Muslim
Brotherhood and their affiliated NGOs, which manipulate narratives, exploit communities,
and often mask their intentions under progressive ideologies.

AlMarzoogi explored the mechanisms of influence at play, detailing how financial backing,
strategic partnerships, and radical propaganda drive youth radicalisation while obstructing
integration across the continent.

Stressing the need for exposure, he advocated for identifying the power sources and
funding streams of extremist networks as a critical step in countering their sway and
preserving European unity.

AlMarzoogi also underscored the role of education beyond mere academics, calling for
programs that equip young people with critical thinking, open-mindedness, and resilience
to withstand extremist ideologies.

On international collaboration, he highlighted promising initiatives like Brussels
roundtables and deradicalisation curricula designed to foster dialogue, tolerance, and
counter-indoctrination. AlMarzooqi presented case studies from the UAE’s deradicalisation
models, illustrating effective ways for governments and communities to collaborate in
combating extremism.

Reflecting on lessons from setbacks, he cited regions where Brotherhood-linked NGOs have
intensified polarisation, highlighting the necessity of evidence-based policies.

In closing, AlMarzoogqi issued a call to action, framing the fight against radicalisation as a
global challenge that demands ongoing cooperation, vigilance, and dedication to peace,
tolerance, and integration to ensure Europe’s stability.

Through-lines

Across contributions, three themes recurred: education as the principal long-term tool;
transparency and governance standards for publicly funded organisations; and the role of
attention-driven platforms as accelerants, strengthening the case for digital literacy and
consistent enforcement online.

Repp closed by thanking participants for a “very good exchange of views”. Moderator
Patricia Teitelbaum said the effort would continue through practical cooperation: “We have
to work all together. It's a global problem and we will have only a global answer.”

Programme: European Parliament, co-organised with IMPAC — "“Bridging Divides:
Addressing Polarisation & Radicalisation Among Europe’s Youth.”
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Today, 300t day without an EU Special Rapporteur on
freedom of religion or belief!

The EU does not care about victims of religious repression
By Willy Fautré, Director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

The European Times (25.09.2025) - The EU continues to remain deaf to repeated calls of
members of the European Parliament, to desperate voices of victims of religious violence
and persecution worldwide, to scholars in religious studies and human rights defenders
about the persistent non-appointment of a new EU Special Envoy on FoRB, 300 days after
the end of the mandate of its last representative and 15 months after the last elections of
the European Parliament.

On Monday 22 September, Prof. Lucian Leustean, an expert on freedom of religion in
countries of the EU neighbourhood (Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia, Serbia...) deplored the
continuous absence of an EU Special Envoy on FoRB when he analyzed the religious
situation in the aforementioned countries at the invitation of the European Parliament to a
meeting of the Special Committee of the European Democracy Shield.

Vain calls from MEPs

On the occasion of the UN International Day Commemorating the Victims of Acts of
Violence Based on Religion or Belief (22 August), MEPs Bert-Jan Ruissen (Co-Chair of the
European Parliament Intergroup on Freedom of Religion, Belief and Conscience) and MEP
Carlo Fidanza (Vice-Chair of the Intergroup) urged the European Commission to
immediately reappoint an EU Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of religion or
belief outside the EU, a position kept vacant since December 2024. One month later, their
request has still not been fulfilled.
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Criticizing the delay despite Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s written pledge
on 5 May 2025 to renew the position, Bert-Jan Ruissen stressed:

"We welcome President von der Leyen’s commitment, but what we need now is concrete
action. The longer this post remains vacant, the more the EU’s credibility suffers in its
efforts to stand up for freedom of belief.”

Carlo Fidanza concluded:

“"Every day without a Special Envoy is a missed opportunity to defend those suffering for
their faith. Europe must show that it takes its promises seriously — words are not enough.”

Since the mandate of EU Special Envoy was created in 2016, the position has repeatedly
been kept vacant for long periods without any convincing explanation despite numerous
calls from members of the European Parliament and civil society organisations in the EU to
appoint a new Special Envoy.

Current victims of religious persecution in urgent need of concrete acts from the
EU

A few countries where the action of the EU Special Envoy would be needed:
Azerbaijan: Jailing of a conscientious objector to military service

China: Tsang Monastery: one Tibetan monk arrested, a leader commits suicide

Congo Democratic Republic: At least 34 killed in attack on church by Islamic State-
backed rebels

Egypt: Hidden epidemic of violence against Coptic girls and women

India: Mob attack Christian prayer meeting in Odisha

Iran: 38 years and 11 months of imprisonment for six Baha'i women

Nicaragua: A 50-page report about the persecution of Christians in Nicaragua

Nigeria: Musician challenges blasphemy law that put him in prison

Pakistan: Violence against minorities in Pakistan: Conversions, blasphemy Kkillings on the
rise

Sudan: At least 70 people killed in Rapid Support Forces attack on Darfur mosque

There is no EU Special Envoy on FORB to help those and other victims of violence based on
religion or belief with concrete actions. How long will the EU turn a deaf ear to them?

EU Special Envoy on FORB (2016 - 2025): 5 years out of 10 without activity

In a February 2016 resolution on Daesh atrocities, the European Parliament “called for the
EU to establish a permanent Special Representative for Freedom of Religion and Belief”
outside the EU. In response to this resolution, the President of the European Commission
Jean-Claude Juncker swiftly created the function of the Special Envoy for the promotion of
freedom of religion or belief outside the European Union (in short, EU Special Envoy on

FoRB).
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Three months later, in May 2016, the first Special Envoy on FORB was appointed. It
was Jan Figel, former EU Commissioner (2004-2009) and former Slovak Minister of
Transport (2010-2012). His mandate was first limited to 12 months and afterwards
extended until it expired with the end of term of Juncker Commission on 30 November
2019. During those three years, Jan Figel was very active as it can be seen from his 13-
page report of activities, in particular his country visits in Africa, the Middle East and Asia.
It was the golden age of the function.

Elections at the European Parliament took place in May 2019 and in the process new EU
Commissioners were appointed. For 1 year 1/2, the position of EU Special Envoy on
FORB remained empty.

On May 5, 2021, the European Commission appointed Christos Stylianides as EU
Special Envoy on FoRB). Christos Stylianides had previously served as the European
Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid and Crisis Management between 2014 and 2019 and
as the European Union’s Ebola Coordinator.

He left the European Commission after four months for a more attractive and prestigious
position of Minister of Climate Crisis and Civil Protection in Greece’s government in which
he was sworn in on 10 September 2021. Needless to say that due to the poor conditions
of his mandate he could not achieve anything during those summer months.

For one more year and three months, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB remained
empty. In fact from 1 December 2019 to December 2022 when a new EU Special Envoy
was appointed, 3 years passed without any activity under the mandate of the EU
Special Envoy for freedom of religion or belief in the world!

On 7 December 2022, three years and a half after the previous EU parliamentary elections
and one year and half before the next ones, Baron Frans van Daele (75), a Belgian
retired diplomat and former King Filip’s chief of staff, was appointed as the new EU Special
Envoy on FORB. After such a long delay, it cannot be said that the EU had rushed to
promote freedom of religion or belief in the world.

This last mandate only lasted for two years and came to an end six months after the EU
parliamentary elections of June 2024 which were to be followed by the appointment of new
EU Commissioners. During the second part of his mandate, only limited political follow up
of the EU Special Envoy’s initiatives and activities was therefore to be expected due to the
political transition.

As of early June 2025, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB has again remained empty.
In conclusion, during the 10 years of the existence of the post of EU Special Envoy
for freedom of religion or belief in the world, the mandate has only been carried
out for 5 years. This is the reality of the facts.

Lack of transparency
Again, there has obviously been no political will since the end of the mandate of Baron

Frans van Daele to swiftly appoint a successor.
Noteworthy is that there is never any public call for candidates and appointments are

opaque.
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President von der Leyen would be well advised to follow the good practice of the United
Nations in its appointment of Special Rapporteurs on Freedom of Religion or Belief. Another
source of inspiration in terms of transparency for President von der Leyen is the
appointment procedure of the “Representative on combating racism, xenophobia and
discrimination, with a special focus on discrimination against Christians and members of
other religions” of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). In the
meantime, several EU member states (Netherlands, Germany, Slovakia...) and the UK have
appointed their own Special Envoys on FoRB...

Last but not least, opacity also prevails concerning the financial management of the
function of EU Special Envoy and the report of activities of the last EU Special Envoy on
FoRB is at least not publicly available, if it exists. Only EU Special Envoy Jan Figel provided
a report of activities with recommendations which was made public a few days before the
the end of his mandate.

Parliament deeply concerned about Russia’s interference
through Orthodox clergy in EU neighbourhood

Watch HERE the video of a very informative one-hour meeting at the European
Parliament

By Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

The European Times (23.09.2025) - “Russia is instrumentalizing the clergy of some
Orthodox Churches in the EU neighbourhood to destabilize countries which are candidates
to EU membership, especially on the eve of elections,” said two experts invited by
the Special Committee on the European Democracy Shield at the European Parliament in
Brussels on Monday 21 September.

The first keynote speaker was Prof.Thorniké Gordadze, a Franco-Georgian academic from
the Jacques Delors Institute. He covered the issue in Georgia and Armenia. The next one
was Prof. Lucian Leustean Lucian Leustean, a Reader in Politics and International Relations
at Aston University where he has been teaching since 2007. He spoke about Putin’s concept
of spiritual security and the influence of pro-Russian clerics in Ukraine and Serbia, two
candidates for EU membership, as well as two EU member states, Romania and Bulgaria.

The meeting was opened by the chair of the Special Committee, French MEP Nathalie
Loiseau (France/ Renew Political Group) who started with a quote of President of Moldova,
Maia Sandu, saying at the last plenary session of the EU Parliament “The intervention did
not start and end on the day of the election. This is a permanent effort dividing us over
the long term, like a virus looking for weak points in our organisms.”

Moldova: Online pro-Russian disinformation discrediting pro-European
government

A week before the upcoming the parliamentary elections on 28 September, the authorities
carried out 250 raids and detained dozens of people as part of an investigation into an
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alleged Russia-backed plan to incite "mass riots" and destabilise the country in the run-up
to critical parliamentary elections.

The raids targeted more than 100 people and took place in multiple localities across the
country, police said. Seventy-four people were detained for up to 72 hours.

In the Russian propaganda conveyed by Russia through Orthodox clerics, MEP Loiseau
pointed at a gross fake news saying that if Moldova joins the EU, the EU will destroy the
Orthodox churches.

In 2024, more than three hundred Moldovan priests went on a “pilgrimage” to Moscow,
with all their expenses covered. The priests then travelled with their wives and parishioners
in three groups over oever 100 people each in August and September.

“These were luxury trips with financial incentives to try to influence the referendum on EU
membership,” MEP Loiseau commented.

Questions and reactions of some MEPs
Tomas Zdechovsky (Czechia/EPP)

“In the Czech Republic, we also have interferences of the Russian Orthodox Church in
Karlovy Vary, Prague and other cities. We have tried to put an end to such unwelcome
influence through the Orthodox Church of Karlovy Vary with our own Magnitsky law but
this year they quickly transferred the ownership of their assets to Hungary to avoid their
confiscation.”

“It is becessary to say openly that the intrusions of Russia in our internal affairs are the
work of the FSB (Russian Federal Securtity Service) and the GRU (Foreign Military
Intelligence) and we are really stupid not to recognize that Russia misuses the Orthodox
Church in his hybrid war.”

“Putin goes to church, not because he is a religious person but because he wants to have
the clergy on his side in his war on Ukraine. My conclusion is that we have to stop the
Russian infiltration in our society”

Vasile Dincu (Romania/S&D)

MEP Dincu insisted on the importance of the upcoming elections in Moldova, a crucial and
decisive battleground. As a sociologist, he said that the Orthodox Church is by nature
conservative and fits very well with Russian propaganda. In Eastern countries, Orthodox
Churches are trusted by 70-80% of the population, he said, and Putin capitalizes on this.

The Republic of Moldova is in great danger today, he insisted, saying that there are two
main Orthodox Churches and the main one is linked to Moscow.

Helmut Brandstitter (Austria/ Renew)

"My question is about the Russian concept of ‘Holy War.” How do people feel in Moldova
and Georgia about a church which talks about a holy war?”

And he asked his colleague V. Dincu to what extent they agree to this concept in each of
the countries mentioned during the debate: Moldova, Georgia and Russia. He also
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questioned the attitude of the Russian Orthodox Church which praised the re-education
and russification of the thousands of Ukrainian children forcefully sent to Russia.

"It is a genocide. The Russians killed Ukrainian children and they do not want to have any
more Ukrainian children on their soil. They want to make Russians of them,” he added. His
final proposal was to investigate the activities of the Orthodox priests in the EU and to
deport them if they spy for Russia.

Alexandra Geese (Germany/ Greens)

She asked questions about the creation of an autonomous Orthodox Church by Ukraine,
the relations between the conservative American Evangelical churches and conservative
Orthodox churches, the position of the EU concerning the political role played by Orthodox
Churches in a number of its member states.

P. Volgin (Bulgaria/ Europe of Sovereign Nations)

He was the voice of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) formerly closely linked to the
Russian Orthodox Church and under threat of sanctions by the Ukrainian government
despite the revision of their bylaws and their distancing from Moscow. He also voiced the
complains of the UOC saying they were persecuted by the government and the Orthodox
Church of Ukraine (OCU).

Other MEPs raised questions. They can be watched in the video of the meeting.

Watch more HERE

MEPs call for urgent appointment of EU Special Envoy on
Freedom of Religion or Belief

On the occasion of the United Nations International Day Commemorating the
Victims of Acts of Violence

ECR (22.08.2025) - Based on Religion or Belief, ECR MEPs Bert-Jan Ruissen (Co-Chair of
the European Parliament’s Intergroup on Freedom of Religion, Belief and Conscience) and
Carlo Fidanza (Vice-Chair of the Intergroup) urged the European Commission to
immediately reappoint the EU Special Envoy for the promotion of freedom of religion or
belief outside the EU, a position left vacant since December 2024.

Bert-Jan Ruissen said:

"This is a day for reflection, but also for action. The Commission must urgently fill the post
of EU Special Envoy and make every cooperation agreement with third countries
conditional on their commitment to respecting freedom of belief.”

Carlo Fidanza said:

"Today, we remember all those who are still persecuted — and all too often killed — for
their faith. Millions of people worldwide, many of them Christians, are being violated,
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executed or murdered simply for refusing to submit to political totalitarianism, religious
nationalism or Islamist extremism.”

Criticising the delay despite Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s written pledge
on 5 May 2025 to renew the position, Bert-Jan Ruissen stressed:

"We welcome President von der Leyen’s commitment, but what we need now is concrete
action. The longer this post remains vacant, the more the EU’s credibility suffers in its
efforts to stand up for freedom of belief.”

Carlo Fidanza concluded:

“"Every day without a Special Envoy is a missed opportunity to defend those suffering for
their faith. Europe must show that it takes its promises seriously — words are not enough.”

EU does not care about victims of religious violence &
persecution in the world

15 months after the European elections, still no EU Special Envoy appointed.

No political will and no transparency, a recurrent disregard. MEPs Bert-Jan
Ruissen and Carlo Fidanza are getting impatient.

By Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (10.09.2025) - Fifteen months after the European elections, there is still
no appointment of an EU Special Envoy on Freedom of Religion or Belief.

Since the mandate of EU Special Envoy was created in 2016, the position has repeatedly
been kept vacant for long periods without any convincing explanation despite numerous
calls from members of the European Parliament and civil society organisations in the EU to
appoint a new Special Envoy.

EU Special Envoy on FORB (2016 — 2025): 5 years out of 10 without activity

In a February 2016 resolution on Daesh atrocities, the European Parliament “called for the
EU to establish a permanent Special Representative for Freedom of Religion and Belief”
outside the EU. In response to this resolution, the President of the European Commission
Jean-Claude Juncker swiftly created the function of the Special Envoy for the promotion of
freedom of religion or belief outside the European Union (in short, EU Special Envoy on
FoRB).

Three months later, in May 2016, the first Special Envoy on FORB was appointed. It
was Jan Figel, former EU Commissioner (2004-2009) and former Slovak Minister of
Transport (2010-2012). His mandate was first limited to 12 months and afterwards
extended until it expired with the end of term of Juncker Commission on 30 November
2019. During those three years, Jan Figel was very active as it can be seen from his 13-
page report of activities, in particular his country visits in Africa, the Middle East and Asia.
It was the golden age of the function.

Human Rights Without Frontiers FORB Newsletter | European Union lm



https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2016-0051_EN.html
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/document/download/1a41f417-2ae4-447c-be93-31277c0d225c_en?filename=jan-figel-final-report-mandate-2019_en.pdf
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/document/download/1a41f417-2ae4-447c-be93-31277c0d225c_en?filename=jan-figel-final-report-mandate-2019_en.pdf

Elections at the European Parliament took place in May 2019 and in the process new EU
Commissioners were appointed. For 1 year 1/2, the position of EU Special Envoy on
FORB remained empty.

On May 5, 2021, the European Commission appointed Christos Stylianides as EU
Special Envoy on FoRB). Christos Stylianides had previously served as the European
Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid and Crisis Management between 2014 and 2019 and
as the European Union’s Ebola Coordinator.

He left the European Commission after four months for a more attractive and prestigious
position of Minister of Climate Crisis and Civil Protection in Greece’s government in which
he was sworn in on 10 September 2021. Needless to say that due to the poor conditions
of his mandate he could not achieve anything during those summer months.

For one more year and three months, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB remained
empty. In fact from 1 December 2019 to December 2022 when a new EU Special Envoy
was appointed, 3 years passed without any activity under the mandate of the EU
Special Envoy for freedom of religion or belief in the world!

On 7 December 2022, three years and a half after the previous EU parliamentary elections
and one year and half before the next ones, Baron Frans van Daele (75), a Belgian
retired diplomat and former King Filip’s chief of staff, was appointed as the new EU Special
Envoy on FORB. After such a long delay, it cannot be said that the EU had rushed to
promote freedom of religion or belief in the world.

This last mandate only lasted for two years and came to an end six months after the EU
parliamentary elections of June 2024 which were to be followed by the appointment of new
EU Commissioners. During the second part of his mandate, only limited political follow up
of the EU Special Envoy’s initiatives and activities was therefore to be expected due to the
political transition.

As of early June 2025, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB has again remained empty.

In conclusion, during the 10 years of the existence of the post of EU Special Envoy
for freedom of religion or belief in the world, the mandate has only been carried
out for 5 years. This is the reality of the facts.

FoRB defenders desperately knocking on the door of the European Commission

Since the end of the first mandate of the EU Special Envoy under Jean-Claude Juncker in
2019, the Intergroup on Freedom of Religion or Belief at the European Parliament, the
COMECE and civil society organizations such as ADF International, Aid to the Church in
Need, Christian Solidarity Worldwide and Human Rights Without Frontiers, just to name a
few, have relentlessly pressed the European Commission to diligently appoint the
successive EU Special Envoys, and to equip them with sufficient staff and financial
resources. It never seemed that it was a priority for the EU decision-makers and this has
not remained unnoticed by the media.

On 3 July 2023, MEP Jean-Paul Garraud asked if the European Commission could provide
details of the resources made available to the Special Envoy for the performance of his
duties (office, human and financial resources) and could indicate how the Special Envoy
reports on his activities?
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In the official answer of Vice-president Margaritis Schinas on the name of the Commission
on 23 October 2023, there was no data about the financing of the mandate and no detail
about an official report of activities. The MEP’s crucial questions remained unanswered,
undoubtedly on purpose...

In the last few months, MEP Bert-Jan Ruissen and MEP Miriam Lexmann have sent two
letters to Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, about the
persistent non-appointment of a new EU Special Envoy on FoRB. In her last answer, her
only commitment was "I intend to renew the position of Special Envoy.”

One year after last European elections, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB
has still not been fulfilled and there has been no call for candidates.

Lack of transparency

Again, there has obviously been no political will since the end of the mandate of Baron
Frans van Daele to swiftly appoint a successor.

Noteworthy is that there is never any public call for candidates and appointments are
opaque.

President von der Leyen would be well advised to follow the good practice of the United
Nations in its appointment of Special Rapporteurs on Freedom of Religion or Belief. Another
source of inspiration in terms of transparency for President von der Leyen is the
appointment procedure of the “Representative on combating racism, xenophobia and
discrimination, with a special focus on discrimination against Christians and members of
other religions” of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). In the
meantime, several EU member states (Netherlands, Germany, Slovakia...) and the UK have
appointed their own Special Envoys on FoRB...

Last but not least, opacity also prevails concerning the financial management of the
function of EU Special Envoy and the report of activities of the last EU Special Envoy on
FORB is at least not publicly available, if it exists. Only EU Special Envoy Jan Figel provided
a report of activities with recommendations which was made public a few days before the
the end of his mandate.

The Muslim Brotherhood’s challenge to French
democracy runs deeper than the current political
jockeying

Version francaise

By Willy Fautre, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers (Brussels)*
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HRWF (26.07.2025) - Observing France from Brussels, it would be easy to dismiss the
summer flurry of activity around the Muslim Brotherhood as mere jostling by the political
elite for electoral advantage by seeing who can appear the toughest. There may indeed be
some politicking going on here, but the threat of Muslim Brotherhood “entryism” is
real enough, both in France and beyond.

President Emmanuel Macron wants new laws drafted by the end of the summer to tackle
the Muslim Brotherhood. Gabriel Attal wants to ban the veil for under-15s. Marine Le Pen
demands the "searching for, denouncing, flushing out, cutting funding, and banning
publications" of this "totalitarian ideology”. Certainly there is a turf war over who will
best defend French valuesand the Republic against the threat of the Muslim
Brotherhood. And for sure, the French electorate welcomes a tough approach; nearly nine
out of ten citoyens are in favour of banning the Muslim Brotherhood, according to a CSA
poll for CNews, Europe 1, and the JDD.

However, just because there is political advantage to play for does not mean that the threat
is not serious and action justified. The recent French government report identified 139
places of worship affiliated with the Musulmans de France Federation (formerly UOIF),
considered the French branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. Another 68 that are close to it—
in effect, 7% of France’s 2,800 mosques, with an estimated 91,000
worshippers among France’s 7.5 million-strong Muslim population.

Small numbers, perhaps, but numbers are not the point. As the European Centre for Law
and Justice reports, “the core concern lies in the Brotherhood’s proselytizing efforts and its
growing influence.” Or, as the French government report describes it, Muslim Brotherhood
ideology is “a threat that spreads insidiously and progressively” and
which undermines national cohesion through a discreet and methodical strategy of
entryism. This government report identifies 280 associations linked to the Muslim
Brotherhood, and active across many sectors of Muslim daily life in France.

This is particularly evident in education and sports. Twenty-one schools with a total of
4,200 students are identified as connected to the Brotherhood. Questioned about such
affiliations, Amar Lasfar, president of Musulmans de France and founder of
the Averroés High School in Lille, said in 2017: “We are not part of the Muslim
Brotherhood. However, we align with their school of thought.” In 2020, 127 sports
associations were identified as having ties to separatist movements—18 Salafist
and five Brotherhood-affiliated—representing more than 65,000 members, whose coaches
and directors emphasise Arab-Muslim identity and promote religious practices.

Foreign fundingisa critical enabler of the Muslim Brotherhood’s activities in
France. Foreign money has flowed indirectly into mosques, educational centres, and
religious institute - in particular the Institut Européen des Sciences Humaines (IESH).
These funds promote an international strategy that includes religious training, lobbying
efforts, and the development of parallel financial and educational networks. The
transactions may technically be legal, but what about the long-term ideological influence
and institution-building? The concern is less about the legality of funding than about its
ideological alignment.

Here in Brussels, there is_additional insight to be had into the Muslim Brotherhood’s long-
term strategy of influence and entryism. The Council of European Muslims (CEM), based in
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Brussels since 2007, manages the Brotherhood’s influence strategy across European
countries and institutions. Another of its key instruments is the Forum of European Muslim
Youth and Student Organisations (FEMYSO), which is actually registered in the EU’s
Transparency Register. In other words, they are operating in plain sight, here at the heart
of Europe, but without adequate challenge or scrutiny.

Around Europe, security services are deeply concerned about the Muslim Brotherhood’s
influence, as detailed in a report from George Washington University’'s Program on
Extremism. Belgian authorities are scrutinising several associations over suspected links
to the Muslim Brotherhood. A confidential intelligence report dated late April and cited by
La Derniére Heure (DH) on Wednesday, July 9, describes the Collective for Inclusion and
Against Islamophobia in Belgium (CIIB) as a “pressure group with Brotherhood
tendencies”. A 2015 UK report on the Muslim Brotherhood, led by Sir John Jenkins, found
that its ideology and tactics contradicted UK values and national interests, and enjoyed
an influence in the UK that was disproportionate to its size. The UK government committed
to continued monitoring of the Brotherhood’s activities and statements, as well as
increased scrutiny of its fundraising efforts in the UK.

As Youssef Ayed wrote for the European Centre for Law and Justice, “this is not about
banning Islam, but about resisting the political instrumentalization of the Muslim faith,
which poses a direct threat to the foundations of our democracy”. In
short, France must tackle this threat, to protect the vast majority of its 7.5 million
Muslims, and the ideals of the French Republic itself.

(*) This article was first published in French by the author in Atlantico.

EBCO Annual Report on Conscientious Objection in
Europe

Press Release: A Call to Safeguard the Right to Refuse to Kill and Resist Wars

EBCO/ BEOC (05.06.2025) - The European Bureau for Conscientious Objection
(EBCO) announces the publication of its Annual Report “"Conscientious Objection
to Military Service in Europe 2024.” It is available online on the EBCO website
(www.ebco-beoc.org).

Executive Summary

EBCO’s 2024 Annual Report on Consciencious Objection to Military Service in Europe is
released at a time of escalating global militarisation. From the revival of conscription
in Europe to the devastating impacts of ongoing wars, the protection and
empowerment of conscientious objectors is more urgent than ever.

This year’s report documents persistent violations of conscientious objectors' rights -
particularly in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Tiirkiye, Cyprus and Greece - and emerging
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threats to the right to conscientious objection under the Council of Europe framework.
Notably, EBCO and its partners took legal action through a collective complaint to the
European Committee of Social Rights regarding Greece, reflecting a broader push to
enforce protections under the European Social Charter.

As armed conflicts persist in Ukraine and elsewhere, the European Union's push for
rearmament - including the proposed 800 billion EUR increase in military spending -
threatens peace, democracy, and social equity; the Resolution of the European Parliament
dated 2 April 2025, additionally, encourages educational and awareness-raising programs
for young people on the importance and knowledge of the armed forces. Rather than
reinforcing common security, such militarisation undermines essential services,
increases global instability, and brings the endless pains of the war system rather than
benefits of the peace culture.

Conscientious objection to military service is a fundamental human right which
must be protected. It is inherent in the human right to freedom of thought, conscience
and religion, stated in art. 18 of the Human Rights Declaration, in art. 18 of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), in art. 10 of the Charter of
Fundamental Rights of the European Union - and, as defined by the European Youth
Forum and the UN 75 Human Rights Declaration, is a youth right.

EBCO remains actively engaged in the international #0bjectWarCampaign, supporting Russian,
Belarusian, and Ukrainian conscientious objectors and advocating for their protection and
asylum in EU countries. It calls on the Russian Federation to respect the right to conscientious
objection, end conscription and military propaganda, demilitarize education in occupied
Ukrainian territories, and pursue full demilitarization. EBCO also urges Ukraine to uphold this
right during wartime and to cease the persecution of objectors and their supporters, including
EBCO Board member Yurii Sheliazhenko.

We welcome the Venice Commission's clear statement in its amicus curiae opinion, concerning
the case of Dmytro Zelinsky - that no objector can be forced to bear arms.

We would like to recall the final Urbi et Orbi message of the late Pope Francis urging for true
disarmament and solidarity, highlighting that the “weapons” of peace are compassion, justice
and development - not militarisation. We welcome the first statement of Pope Leo XIV
calling for "unarmed and disarming peace".

Recommendations
The report concludes with concrete recommendations:

o full recognition of the human right to conscientious objection to military service in all
countries,

e genuine civilian alternative service,

e asylum and protection for all objectors in danger of being persecuted or forced to
participate in armed conflict,

e alignment of national laws with international human rights standards.

Furthermore, the report recommends adequate arrangements for conscientious objectors and
nonviolent action in countries' institutional and legal preparations for any kind of emergencies
and responses to perceived threats for peace. It also calls to prevent militarization of curricula
and support peace education.

Releasing this report, EBCO reiterates that while this report focuses on the Council of Europe
region, we also stand in solidarity with all prisoners of conscience, nonviolent resisters to war
and militarization around the world, including in Israel/Palestine, Myanmar, Sudan, Colombia
and elsewhere that fall outside the geographical scope of this report.
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About the Annual Report

Each year, EBCO publishes its Annual Report on Conscientious Objection to Military Service in
Europe, drawing on contributions from national governments, human rights institutions, NGOs,
and solidarity networks. The report is presented to the European Parliament, the Parliamentary
Assembly and Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe, and relevant state
authorities - each time accompanied by a set of targeted recommendations.

For more information please contact:

Derek Brett, member of EBCO editorial team, derekubrett@gmail.com, +41 774444420
Daniele Taurino, EBCO President, ebco@ebco-beoc.org, +39 3283736667
Sam Biesemans, EBCO Vice-President, ebco.brussels@skynet.be, +32 477268893

The European Bureau for Conscientious Objection (EBCO), founded in Brussels in 1979,
promotes the right to conscientious objection to war and military activity as a fundamental
human right. It has held participatory status with the Council of Europe since 1998 and
has been a member of its Conference of INGOs since 2005. Since 2021, EBCO can lodge
collective complaints under the European Social Charter. EBCO has also been a full member
of the European Youth Forum since 1995.

No political will for years to appoint EU Special Envoys
for freedom of religion or belief

By Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers

HRWF (03.06.2025) - Since the mandate of EU Special Envoy was created in 2016, the
position has repeatedly been kept vacant for long periods without any convincing
explanation despite numerous calls from members of the European Parliament and civil
society organisations in the EU to appoint a new Special Envoy.

EU Special Envoy on FORB (2016 - 2025): 5 years out of 10 without activity

In a February 2016 resolution on Daesh atrocities, the European Parliament “called for the
EU to establish a permanent Special Representative for Freedom of Religion and Belief”
outside the EU. In response to this resolution, the President of the European Commission
Jean-Claude Juncker swiftly created the function of the Special Envoy for the promotion of
freedom of religion or belief outside the European Union (in short, EU Special Envoy on
FoRB).

Three months later, in May 2016, the first Special Envoy on FORB was appointed. It
was Jan Figel, former EU Commissioner (2004-2009) and former Slovak Minister of
Transport (2010-2012). His mandate was first limited to 12 months and afterwards
extended until it expired with the end of term of Juncker Commission on 30 November
2019. During those three years, Jan Figel was very active as it can be seen from his 13-
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page report of activities, in particular his country visits in Africa, the Middle East and Asia.
It was the golden age of the function.

Elections at the European Parliament took place in May 2019 and in the process new EU
EU Commissioners were appointed. For 1 year 1/2, the position of EU Special Envoy
on FORB remained empty.

On May 5, 2021, the European Commission appointed Christos Stylianides as EU
Special Envoy on FoRB). Christos Stylianides had previously served as the European
Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid and Crisis Management between 2014 and 2019 and
as the European Union’s Ebola Coordinator.

He left the European Commission after four months for a more attractive and prestigious
position of Minister of Climate Crisis and Civil Protection in Greece’s government in which
he was sworn in on 10 September 2021. Needless to say that due to the poor conditions
of his mandate he could not achieve anything during those summer months.

For one more year and three months, the position of EU Special Envoy on FoRB remained
empty. In fact from 1 December 2019 to December 2022 when a new EU Special Envoy
was appointed, 3 years passed without any activity under the mandate of the EU
Special Envoy for freedom of religion or belief in the world!

On 7 December 2022, three years and a half after the previous EU parliamentary elections
and one year and half before the next ones, Baron Frans van Daele (75), a Belgian
retired diplomat and former King Filip’s chief of staff, was appointed as the new EU Special
Envoy on FORB. After such a long delay, it cannot be said that the EU had rushed to
promote freedom of religion or belief in the world.

This last mandate only lasted for two years and came to an end six months after the EU
parliamentary elections of June 2024 which were to be followed by the appointment of new
EU Commissioners. During the second part of his mandate, only limited political follow up
of the EU Special Envoy’s initiatives and activities was therefore to be expected due to the
political transition.

As of early June 2025, the position of EU Special Envoy on FoRB has again remained empty.

In conclusion, during the 10 years of the existence of the post of EU Special Envoy
for freedom of religion or belief in the world, the mandate has only been carried
out for 5 years. This is the reality of the facts.

FoRB defenders desperately knocking on the door of the European Commission

Since the end of the first mandate of the EU Special Envoy under Jean-Claude Juncker in
2019, the Intergroup on Freedom of Religion or Belief at the European Parliament, the
COMECE and civil society organizations such as ADF International, Aid to the Church in
Need, Christian Solidarity Worldwide and Human Rights Without Frontiers, just to name a
few, have relentlessly pressed the European Commission to diligently appoint the
successive EU Special Envoys, and to equip them with sufficient staff and financial
resources. It never seemed that it was a priority for the EU decision-makers and this has
not remained unnoticed by the media.

On 3 July 2023, MEP Jean-Paul Garraud asked if the European Commission could provide
details of the resources made available to the Special Envoy for the performance of his
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duties (office, human and financial resources) and could indicate how the Special Envoy
reports on his activities?

In the official answer of Vice-president Margaritis Schinas on the name of the Commission
on 23 October 2023, there was no data about the financing of the mandate and no detail
about an official report of activities. The MEP’s crucial questions remained unanswered,
undoubtedly on purpose...

In the last few months, MEP Bert-Jan Ruissen and MEP Miriam Lexmann have sent two
letters to Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, about the
persistent non-appointment of a new EU Special Envoy on FoRB. In her last answer, her
only commitment was "I intend to renew the position of Special Envoy.”

One year after last European elections, the position of EU Special Envoy on FORB
has still not been fulfilled and there has been no call for candidates.

Lack of transparency

Again, there has obviously been no political will since the end of the mandate of Baron
Frans van Daele to swiftly appoint a successor.

Noteworthy is that there is never any public call for candidates and appointments are
opaque.

President von der Leyen would be well advised to follow the good practice of the United
Nations in its appointment of Special Rapporteurs on Freedom of Religion or Belief. Another
source of inspiration in terms of transparency for President von der Leyen is the
appointment procedure of the “Representative on combating racism, xenophobia and
discrimination, with a special focus on discrimination against Christians and members of
other religions” of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). In the
meantime, several EU member states (Netherlands, Germany, Slovakia...) and the UK have
appointed their own Special Envoys on FoRB...

Last but not least, opacity also prevails concerning the financial management of the
function of EU Special Envoy and the report of activities of the last EU Special Envoy on
FoRB is at least not publicly available, if it exists. Only EU Special Envoy Jan Figel provided
a report of activities with recommendations which was made public a few days before the
the end of his mandate.
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