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THE PLIGHT OF RELIGIOUS MINORITIES:
CAN RELIGIOUS PLURALISM SURVIVE?
FRIDAY, JUNE 30, 2006

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
AFRICA, GLOBAL HUMAN RIGHTS
AND INTERNATIONAL OPERATIONS,
COMMITTEE ON INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS,
Washington, DC.
The Subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 9:38 a.m. in room
2172, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Christopher H. Smith
(Chairman of the Subcommittee) presiding.
Mr. SMITH. The Subcommittee will come to order. Good morning,
everybody. Since we have the distinct privilege of having the Chairman of the Full Committee, Congressman Henry Hyde, as our
opening witness for today’s hearing, I will defer opening statements
on the part of the Members, including myself, and would welcome
our very distinguished Chairman Henry Hyde, who I have known
for my 26 years as a Member of Congress. He is probably the most
passionate and the most effective debater I have ever known, and
I think many of us share this view. In any debate any Member is
ever in, you hope that Henry Hyde is the closer because nobody is
more persuasive and articulate than the gentleman from Illinois.
He is also one of the most effective lawmakers, having written
many laws as Chairman of the Judiciary Committee, which is probably the most powerhouse-oriented, legislation-producing, Committee in the House of Representatives. Henry took the lead on so
many important pieces of legislation over the years, and continued
that tradition when he came over and became Chairman of the
International Relations Committee.
It is truly an honor to serve with Chairman Hyde, and for such
time as he would like, I yield the floor to Mr. Hyde.
SUBCOMMITTEE

ON

STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE HENRY J. HYDE, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF ILLINOIS

Chairman HYDE. Well, thank you, Mr. Smith. If I had known you
were going to be so extravagant in your introduction, I would have
come in sooner.
I want to thank you for holding this important hearing, and I
want to thank Father Firas for coming all the way from the Holy
Land to provide testimony. He will be discussing the plight of Palestinian Christians living in Aboud.
Over the course of the past 3 years, I have become increasingly
engaged in the challenges facing Christian institutions and their
communities in the Holy Land. The more I learn, the more I realize
(1)
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2
how central their situation is to the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
The plight and security of Christians in the Holy Land is complex, and it is nuanced. There are historical, current, and future
obstacles that threaten the survival of their community. A community not able to survive in its land of origin would be an historical
injustice. We must do all we can to preserve the indigenous Christian community in the Holy Land.
My concerns have emphasized the current reality that this dwindling community faces. Ignoring the present challenges only adds
fuel to the fire and accelerates the arrival of long-term concerns
that are more difficult to resolve. I conveyed these concerns in a
letter to then-Secretary Powell in 2004, and more recently to President Bush this past month. Through articulating these concerns, I
do not wish to imply ill will toward either Israel or the Palestinians. My only intent is to report the facts and see how the United
States Government can help to improve the situation without compromising Israel’s legitimate security concerns or religious freedom
in Israel and Palestine.
Palestinian Christians are increasingly finding themselves
caught in the middle of a bipolar situation between Islamic and
Jewish extremism. It is this divide that is undermining the pluralistic character of Palestinian society.
The implications of this reality has strategic implications on U.S.
national security interests. If the heart of moderate and secular
elements in Israel and Palestinian societies is weakened, it will derail the implementation of President Bush’s vision of two states living side by side in peace and security.
The Middle East conflict is more towering than ever before. Perhaps we should consider setting aside past strategies that have not
accomplished this bold vision, and find new ways to strengthen the
peacemakers. One way to do this is to reduce the sources of extremism and strengthen the dialogue among religions as a bridge to
peace.
Jerusalem is a universal city sacred to three monotheistic faiths:
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The coexistence of the core narratives of the three monotheistic religions is not only what makes
Jerusalem unique, but it also is the foundation of the stability of
the city, if not the entire region. Maintaining the holy city’s indigenous and multicultural identity is critical to preserving the declining pluralistic nature of the Holy Land’s many fabrics.
The Department of State’s Annual Report on International Religious Freedom documents the destabilizing impact which the construction of the separation barrier in Jerusalem is having on its inhabitants. Local Christians view the barrier as something that is
seriously damaging religious freedom in the Holy Land, impeding
their access to important holy sites and tearing at the social fabric
of Christian life by destroying the important linkages between Jerusalem and Bethlehem.
According to the State Department report, the barrier blocks the
annual procession on Palm Sunday from Bethpage into Jerusalem
in commemoration of when Jesus began his triumphant entry into
Jerusalem.
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3
I have been unable to understand how the currently routed barrier in Jerusalem which rips asunder the existential poles of Christian belief, the nativity and the resurrection, and encloses 200,000
Palestinians on the Jerusalem side of the barrier will improve the
security of Israel’s citizens. The fact that the barrier is to be lined
with settlements discloses political goals irreversible in nature.
These developments conflict with President Bush’s repeated statements that the barrier being erected by Israel should be a security
rather than a political barrier.
The rapid decline of Jerusalem’s interreligious narrative jeopardizes strategic American interests in the city and values shared by
Americans of all faiths. Establishing physical embodiments of extremism at the volcanic core of the Middle East conflict precisely
at a time when Islamic fundamentalism is on the rise threatens to
transform a resolvable, negotiable territorial conflict into a religious war with global implications.
For so long Jerusalem has been viewed as a political obstacle to
peace. I would like to suggest the opposite is true. Jerusalem is the
key to preserving religious pluralism in the Holy Land. The political problems of the city are a microcosm of the broader conflict. Its
repercussions are exported and felt throughout the world. If measures are taken to protect its religious and cultural diversity, the
struggle to assert her identity will end, resulting in a peace that
will reverberate throughout humanity.
If this goal is not achieved, I fear that important holy sites will
become museums for commercial purposes and will no longer be
maintained as places of spiritual worship shared by billions across
the world. U.S. leadership is vital to safeguarding the integrity of
the Holy Land and all its inhabitants.
Mr. Chairman, I want to congratulate you for your ongoing interest in this important, too often neglected subject, and your valiant
struggle for human rights around the globe. And I ask to have the
report on this subject which was prepared by our staff made a part
of the record.
Mr. SMITH. Without objection, so ordered, Mr. Chairman.
Chairman HYDE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
[The prepared statement of Chairman Hyde follows:]
PREPARED STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE HENRY J. HYDE, A REPRESENTATIVE
CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF ILLINOIS

IN

Chairman Smith and Members of the Subcommittee,
I want to thank you for holding this important hearing.
I also want to thank Father Firas for coming all the way from the Holy Land to
provide testimony. He will be discussing the plight of Palestinian Christians living
in Aboud.
Over the course of the past three years, I have become increasingly engaged in
the challenges facing Christian institutions and their communities in the Holy
Land. The more I learn, the more I realize how central their situation is to the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The plight and security of Christians in the
Holy Land is complex and nuanced. There are historical, current and future obstacles that threaten the survival of their community. A community not able to survive
in the land of its origin would be a historical injustice. We must do all we can to
preserve the indigenous Christian community in the Holy Land.
My concerns have emphasized the current reality that this dwindling community
faces. Ignoring the present challenges only adds fuel to the fire and accelerates the
arrival of long-term concerns that are more difficult to resolve. I conveyed these concerns in a letter to then-Secretary Powell in 2004 and more recently to President
Bush this past month. Through articulating these concerns I do not wish to imply
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4
ill will toward either Israel or the Palestinians. My only intent is to report the facts
and to see how the United States Government can help to improve the situation
without compromising Israel’s legitimate security concerns or religious freedom in
Israel and Palestine.
Palestinian Christians are increasingly finding themselves caught in the middle
of a bipolar situation between Islamic and Jewish extremism. It is this divide that
is undermining the pluralistic character of Palestinian society. The implications of
this reality have strategic implications on U.S. national security interests. If the
heart of moderate and secular elements in Israeli and Palestinian societies is weakened, it will derail the implementation of President Bush’s vision of two states living
side by side in peace and security. The Middle East conflict is more towering than
ever before. Perhaps, we should consider setting aside past strategies that have not
accomplished this bold vision and find new ways to strengthen the peacemakers?
One way to do this is to reduce the sources of extremism and strengthen a dialogue
among religions as a bridge to peace.
Jerusalem is a universal city sacred to the three monotheistic faiths: Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam. The coexistence of the core narratives of the three monotheistic religions is not only what makes Jerusalem unique, but is also the foundation
of the stability of the city, if not the entire region. Maintaining the Holy City’s indigenous and multicultural identity is critical to preserving the declining pluralistic
nature of the Holy Land’s many fabrics.
The Department of State’s Annual Report on International Religious Freedom documents the destabilizing impact which the construction of the separation barrier in
Jerusalem is having on its inhabitants. Local Christians view the barrier as something that is seriously damaging religious freedom in the Holy Land, impeding their
access to important holy sites, and tearing at the social fabric of Christian life by
destroying the important linkages between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. According to
the State Department report, the barrier blocks the annual procession on Palm Sunday from Bethpage into Jerusalem in commemoration of when Jesus began his triumphant entry into Jerusalem.
I have been unable to understand how the currently routed barrier in Jerusalem—which rips asunder the existential poles of Christian belief, the Nativity and
the Resurrection and encloses 200,000 Palestinians on the Jerusalem side of the
barrier—will improve the security of Israel’s citizens. The fact that the barrier is
to be lined with settlements discloses political goals irreversible in nature. These developments conflict with President Bush’s repeated statements that the barrier
being erected by Israel should be a security rather than a political barrier.
The rapid decline of Jerusalem’s Inter-religious narrative jeopardizes strategic
American interest in the city and values shared by Americans of all faiths. Establishing physical embodiments of extremism at the volcanic core of the Middle East
conflict—precisely at a time when Islamic fundamentalism is on the rise—threatens
to transform a resolvable, negotiable territorial conflict into a religious war with
global implications.
For so long, Jerusalem has been viewed as a political obstacle to peace. I would
like to suggest that the opposite is true. Jerusalem is the key to preserving religious
pluralism in the Holy Land. The political problems of the city are a microcosm of
the broader conflict. Its repercussions are exported and felt throughout the world.
If measures are taken to protect its religious and cultural diversity, the struggle to
assert her identity will end, resulting in a peace that will reverberate throughout
humanity.
If this goal is not achieved, I fear that important holy sites will become museums
for commercial purposes and will no longer be maintained as places of spiritual worship shared by billions across the world.
U.S. leadership is vital to safeguarding the integrity of the Holy Land and all its
inhabitants.

Mr. SMITH. Mr. Chairman, thank you so much for those very eloquent and persuasive comments. Before we go to opening statements, perhaps my colleagues might want to say a brief word or
two, because I understand you have a plane to catch, Mr. Chairman.
Ms. McCollum.
Ms. MCCOLLUM. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you for having this important hearing, because I think talking about the challenges among religions living side by side that have and for the
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5
most part continue to live peacefully side by side in the holy sites
in the Middle East is very important.
And, Chairman Hyde, I think you just gave me a way to not only
in speaking with my constituents, but with school groups who ask
questions about this, especially when I visit some of the Catholic
institutions in my district. This is about keeping sites open and
free for worship, not turning them into museums where we talk
about how people used them in the past. I think that is a very,
very powerful statement that is made.
And, Mr. Chairman, I thank you so much for having this hearing. And, Chairman Hyde, thank you so much for your words and
for your persistence in having our guests travel so far to testify. I
appreciate that.
Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
Mr. SMITH. Ms. Kaptur, the gentlelady from Ohio.
Ms. KAPTUR. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. And thank you for allowing me to join, to listen to these hearings this morning. This is
not my home Committee, but I absolutely wanted to be here to
share the concern of Chairman Hyde and Chairman Smith and
Ranking Member McCollum and all of those who are troubled by
the suppression and the continuing exodus of Christians from some
of the most troubled parts of the world, including the Middle East.
And I can affirm that in my own community in northern Ohio, we
have just opened a Coptic Christian church largely comprised of individuals who had to flee because of their inability to worship easily as they would wish.
As I look at what is happening in Israel and Bethlehem and Jerusalem, and as a result of my own travels there, in talking to
Christians whose first goal was to leave because they found it more
difficult and more dangerous to worship. In fact, one I wish to place
on the record said to me—an owner of a small business in Bethlehem who I talked to in 1999 and I said, ‘‘You must be really excited about the upcoming millennium.’’ And he said, ‘‘Why would
you think that?’’ And I said, ‘‘Well, you are going to make a lot of
money; you will have a lot of tourists here.’’ And his answer was,
‘‘Lady, I am out of here.’’ And I said, ‘‘Why is that, sir?’’ And he
said, ‘‘I am caught between two warring factions, and I have no
chance.’’
So I think to listen today, to learn, to try to share with our colleagues the testimony of those who have come from near and far,
I thank Chairman Hyde for his championing of religious diversity
around the world and for his service here these many decades, and
I thank him for his testimony this morning. And I would only ask
that if the witnesses have maps and additional information that we
could make available to our colleagues, Mr. Chairman, I offer the
assistance of our office in posting information on Web sites so that
we can help to educate ourselves about this situation. And thank
you, again, for allowing me to sit in this morning.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you, Ms. Kaptur.
Mr. Chairman, thank you so much for your testimony. I would
submit that your comments ought to become mandatory reading for
every Member of Congress. So thank you so much. It is a rare
privilege to have you here at this Subcommittee hearing.
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6
Today, ladies and gentlemen, now following Chairman Hyde’s
opening comments, the Subcommittee on Africa, Global Human
Rights and International Ops will hold an oversight hearing on The
Plight of Religious Minorities: Can religious Pluralism Survive?
All over the world, unfortunately, religious believers endure discrimination and persecution, and often suffer far more from warring communal conflict than the average citizens of the lands
where they live. We have many times in this Subcommittee highlighted their suffering and will continue to do so, but in most cases
their existence as communities is not threatened. In fact, in many
of these places religious belief and practice is growing. Despite severe persecution in place likes China and Vietnam of Christians,
Buddhists, Muslims and Falun Gong, religion is nevertheless thriving. Truly we see daily proof of what the early Christian Tertullian
said 1,800 years ago: ‘‘The blood of martyrs is the seed of the
church.’’ despite discrimination and extreme violence, Christian minorities in India, Sri Lanka, and Indonesia continue to grow.
Today’s hearing will rather focus more narrowly on religious minorities whose very existence is threatened by war, civil conflict,
severe discrimination, and outright persecution; communities
whose continued existence is, however, vital for the development of
civil society and stable and pluralistic democracy. The minority
communities in Egypt, Iran, Iraq, and the Holy Land and elsewhere have for centuries been bridges between their countries and
the outside world, and they usually contribute a disproportionate
share of the business leaders, teachers, doctors, lawyers, engineers
of their respective countries. They have been important channels
for the introduction of democratic ideals and the development of
civil society. Yet all are under great pressure, and their numbers
are declining rapidly in absolute terms and in percentages.
We justly lament any loss of diversity in the material world, yet
we all too often overlook the incredible diversity of religion, liturgy,
culture, art, and history and literature which the Middle East represents. There are dozens of Christian groups with rich histories
ranging from ancient Syriac and Assyro-Chaldean churches, which
still speak the language of Jesus Christ; and Coptic churches in
Egypt who preserve the language of the Pharaohs; through more
familiar Greek Orthodox and Catholics; to vibrant young communities of evangelicals. And this is only a brief example.
There are followers of John the Baptist in Iraq and Iran. The
Zoroastrians of Iran go back perhaps 3,000 years. It was under
their tolerant influence that the Great King of Persia, Cyrus, ended
the Babylonian captivity of the children of Israel.
There are Muslims of all varieties, Sunnis, and smaller groups
within the Sunni tradition, such as Sufi sects and Wahhabis, Shiites, Druse, Ahmadis, Alawis, and others.
There are the Baha’is of Iran who grew out of the Muslim tradition into a universal religion of peace. The Jewish community in
Iraq produced the Babylonian Talmud and countless scholars.
Egypt became the home of that hero, the man, the great Moses
Maimonides. The Jews contributed enormously to the flourishing of
Islamic civilization, which in its time surpassed anything in the
West. Yet members of all of these groups either suffered discrimination and persecution or lived with the constant threat of both.
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Such persecution and discrimination on the one hand and economic insecurity and physical danger resulting from armed conflicts on the other has led to a dramatic and drastic and continuing
decline in the Christian minority population in Palestine, Iraq, and
Iran, and, to a lesser extent, in Egypt. The Jewish and Zoroastrian
communities in Iran have also declined severely. Exact numbers
are hard to verify, but the trend is unmistakable. If it continues,
these communities will soon disappear. In many cases, the situation may be significantly worse that the numbers show since many
of those who remain are old, while disproportionate numbers of
young people have emigrated.
Since the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, the population of Iran
has nearly doubled. The number of Christians in Iran, however,
has declined from about 300,000 to 100,000; and the number of
Zoroastrians, formerly estimated to be 35,000 to 60,000, may be as
low as 10,000. The largest non-Muslim group, the Baha’is, are generally not allowed to emigrate, but the persecution they have been
subjected to is meant to exterminate them as quickly as possible.
Baha’is are denied protection of the law against violence from an
Islamic extremist, refused access to higher education, and periodically subjected to official detention, torture, and execution. Baha’i
marriages are not recognized, rendering Baha’i married women
subject to accusations of prostitution, and making Baha’i children
illegitimate. Baha’is are not permitted to assemble, to teach, or
practice their faith, or maintain links with their coreligionists
abroad. Their religious property has been confiscated, and some of
their most revered religious sites in Iran have been destroyed.
Iran was one of the last refugees for Jewish communities outside
of Israel. The number of Jews, however, has declined from about
80,000 to about 25,000, still, tragically, the largest remnant in the
Middle East of a community which once numbered over 1 million.
Officially protected, they are under severe pressure from official
policies promoting anti-Semitism. Members of the Jewish community have always been singled out on the basis of their ‘‘ties to
Israel,’’ whether real or perceived. The President of Iran, as we
know, and other leaders have publicly denied the Holocaust, and
stated that Israel should be ‘‘wiped off the map.’’
In 1987, the Iraqi census listed 1.4 million Christians. Today, it
is estimated that there are only about 600,000 to 800,000 left in
Iraq. As many as 60,000 or more, and perhaps even more, have fled
since the Iraqi insurgency began. Their exodus accelerated in August 2004, after the start of the terrorist bombing campaign
against the churches. In many parts of the Iraq there have been
widespread reports of Christian small business owners fleeing the
country due to newly instituted local regulations against the selling
of alcohol, of Christian women threatened for not adhering to strict
Islamic dress codes, and of Christians being denounced as collaborators with the United States.
At the time of the creation of Israel in 1948, it is estimated that
the Christians in the whole of Palestine numbered some 350,000,
in some 15 denominations—almost 20 percent of the total population at the time. The number of Christians in Israel and the West
Bank is today about 175,000, with only 50,000 in the West Bank,
just over 2 percent of the entire population. But the numbers are
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rapidly dwindling due to mass immigration. The continuing conflict
in Palestine has devastated the economy, particularly for Christian
areas whose economies are heavily dependent on pilgrimages which
are being severely disrupted due to both terrorism and the measures to counter it. Rising Islamic fundamentalism and continuing
uncertainties about the legal status of the Christian communities
in the Holy Land only compound the problem and push Christians
toward emigration.
Egypt’s 6- to 10-million-strong Coptic Catholic community has an
immigration rate three or four times that of the Muslims. Coptic
Church sources estimate that over 1 million Copts have left Egypt
in the past 30 years. Each year, thousands of Copts convert to
Islam, many under pressure. Violence against Copts by Islamic extremists often goes unpunished. The government discriminates
against this large Coptic Christian population, as well as other
Christian minorities, in part to appease the Islamists who threaten
the regime. Egypt’s small Baha’i community was made illegal 40
years ago, and the few remaining Baha’i are treated like nonpersons by the law.
But we must emphasize that Muslims are also victims. Shiite minorities suffer varying degrees of discrimination and persecution
outside of Iraq and Iran, especially in Saudi Arabia where the ruling Wahhabi sect forces all Muslims, even Sunnis from different
traditions, to adhere to its extreme fundamentalist interpretation
of Islam. The Sunni minority in Iran suffers discrimination as well.
The Ahmadis, mostly in Pakistan, consider themselves Muslims,
but that status is denied them by the majority community, and
they are treated as apostates. They are subject to mob violence and
severe discrimination in all walks of life.
But even majorities suffer in these countries. No devout Shia in
Iran can defy the mullahs. No faithful Sunni in Saudi Arabia can
contradict the religious police. Muslims with different interpretations of sharia in Egypt can be excommunicated and forcibly divorced from their spouses.
There can be no better illustration of the principle that no one
can be secure in his or her freedom unless everyone is. The continued existence and the protection of the rights of religious minorities will also be a guarantee for the individual rights of the members of majority religions. They are a flesh-and-blood pledge that
freedom exists for all members of society.
We must all strive to protect these communities, not simply as
museum pieces for tourists and scholars, but, as Pope Benedict XVI
so eloquently stated recently, as living communities. As such, they
are indispensable building blocks for the democratic, pluralistic,
rule-of-law societies we hope to encourage. Only if these communities survive will we be able to honestly say that we have brought
freedom to this vital region.
We will hear from our distinguished witnesses what we are doing
to preserve religious pluralism and what more needs to be done.
We are especially favored, as we just heard, by the testimony of
Chairman Henry Hyde. John Hanford, our Ambassador-at-Large
for International Religious Freedom, will follow. And then I will introduce in order those who will be speaking, including Father
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Firas, pastor of Our Lady of Sorrows Church in Aboud in Palestine,
who will give testimony later on as we go through the panelists.
[The prepared statement of Mr. Smith follows:]
PREPARED STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE CHRISTOPHER H. SMITH, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF NEW JERSEY AND CHAIRMAN, SUBCOMMITTEE ON AFRICA, GLOBAL HUMAN RIGHTS AND INTERNATIONAL OPERATIONS
The Subcommittee will come to order, and good morning to everyone.
Today the Subcommittee on Africa, Global Human Rights and International Operations will hold an oversight hearing on ‘‘The Plight of Religious Minorities: Can Religious Pluralism Survive?’’ All over the world, unfortunately, religious believers endure discrimination and persecution, and often suffer far more from war and communal conflict than the average citizens of the lands where they live. We have many
times highlighted their suffering, and will continue to do so. But in most cases, their
existence as communities is not threatened. In fact, in many of these places religious belief and practice is growing. Despite severe persecution in places like China
and Vietnam of Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, and Falun Gong, religion is thriving. Truly, we see daily proof of what the early Christian writer Tertullian said
1800 years ago: ‘‘the blood of martyrs is the seed of the Church.’’ Despite discrimination and extremist violence, Christian minorities in India, Sri Lanka and Indonesia
continue to grow.
Today’s hearing will rather focus on religious minorities whose very existence is
threatened, by war, civil conflict, severe discrimination and outright persecution,
communities whose continued existence is, however, vital for the development of
civil society and stable, pluralistic democracy. The minority communities in Egypt,
Iraq, Iran, the Holy Land and elsewhere have for centuries been bridges between
their countries and the outside world, and they usually contribute a disproportionate share of the business leaders, teachers, doctors, lawyers, engineers of their
respective countries. They have been important channels for the introduction of
democratic ideals and the development of civil society. Yet all are under great pressure, and their numbers are declining rapidly, in absolute terms and in percentages.
We justly lament any loss of diversity in the material world, yet we all too often
overlook the incredible diversity of religion, liturgy, culture, art, history and literature which the Middle East represents. There are dozens of Christian groups
with rich histories, ranging from the ancient Syriac and Assyro-Chaldean churches
who still speak the language of Jesus Christ, and Coptic Christians in Egypt, who
preserve the language of the Pharoahs; through more familiar Greek Orthodox and
Catholics, to vibrant young communities of evangelicals. And this is only a brief
sample. There are followers of John the Baptist in Iraq and Iran. The Zoroastrians
of Iran go back perhaps three thousand years: it was under their tolerant influence
that the Great King of Persia, Cyrus, ended the Babylonian Captivity of the Children of Israel. There are Muslims of all varieties, Sunnis, and smaller groups within
the Sunni tradition, such as Sufi sects and Wahhabis, Shiites, Druse, Ahmadis,
Alawis, and others. There are the Bahai’s of Iran, who grew out of the Muslim tradition into a universal religion of peace. The Jewish community: in Iraq produced the
Babylonian Talmud, and countless scholars. Egypt became the home of that hero
of all civilizations, the great Moses Maimonides. The Jews contributed enormously
to the flourishing of Islamic civilization, which in its time surpassed anything in the
West. Yet members of all of these groups either suffer discrimination and persecution, or live with constant threat of both.
Such persecution and discrimination, on the one hand, and economic insecurity
and physical danger resulting from armed conflicts, on the other, has led to a drastic and continuing decline in the Christian minority population in Palestine, Iraq
and Iran, and to a lesser extent in Egypt. The Jewish and Zoroastrian communities
in Iran have also declined severely. Exact numbers are hard to verify, but the trend
is unmistakable: If it continues, these communities could soon disappear. In many
cases the situation may be significantly worse than numbers show, since many of
those who remain are old, while a disproportionate number of young people have
emigrated.
Since the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, the population of Iran has nearly doubled. The number of Christians in Iran, however, has declined from about 300,000
to about 100,000; the number of Zoroastrians, formerly estimated to be 35 to 60
thousand, may be as low as 10,000. The largest non-Muslim group, the Baha’is, are
generally not allowed to emigrate, but the persecution they are subjected to is
meant to exterminate them as quickly as possible. Baha’is are denied protection of
the law against violence from Islamic extremists, refused access to higher education,
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and periodically subjected to official detention, torture and execution. Baha’i marriages are not recognized, rendering Baha’i married women subject to accusations
of prostitution and making Baha’i children illegitimate. Baha’is are not permitted
to assemble, to teach or practice their faith, or maintain links with co-religionists
abroad. Their religious property has been confiscated, and some of their most revered religious sites in Iran have been destroyed.
Iran was one of the last refuges for Jewish communities outside of Israel. The
number of Jews has declined from about 80,000 to about 25,000, still, tragically, the
largest remnant in the Middle East of a community which once numbered over a
million. Officially protected, they are under severe pressure from official policies
promoting anti-Semitism. Members of the Jewish community have always been singled out on the basis of ‘‘ties to Israel,’’ whether real or perceived. President
Ahmadinejad and other leaders have publicly denied the Holocaust and stated that
Israel should be ‘‘wiped off the map.’’
In 1987, the Iraqi census listed 1.4 million Christians. Today it is estimated that
there are only about 600 to 800 thousand left in Iraq. As many as 60,000 or even
more have fled since the Iraqi insurgency began. Their exodus accelerated in August, 2004 after the start of a terrorist bombing campaign against their churches.
In many parts of Iraq, there have been widespread reports of Christian small business owners fleeing the country due to newly instituted local regulations against the
selling of alcohol, of Christian women threatened for not adhering to strict Islamist
dress codes, of Christians being denounced as collaborators with the United States.
At the time of the creation of Israel in 1948, it is estimated that the Christians
in the whole of Palestine numbered some 350,000 (in some 15 denominations), almost 20 percent of the total population at the time. The number of Christians in
Israel and the West Bank is today about 175,000, with only 50,000 in the West
Bank, just over 2 percent of the entire population. But the numbers are rapidly
dwindling due to mass emigration. The continuing conflict in Palestine has devastated the economy, particularly for Christian areas, whose economies are heavily
dependent on pilgrimages, which both terrorism and the measures to counter it severely disrupt. Rising Islamic fundamentalism, and continuing uncertainties about
the legal status of the Christian communities in the Holy Land, only compound the
problem, and push Christians towards emigration.
Egypt’s 6 to 10 million strong Coptic Christian community has an emigration rate
three to four times that of Muslims. Coptic Church sources estimate that over a million Copts have left Egypt in the past thirty years. Each year thousands of Copts
convert to Islam, many under pressure. Violence against Copts by Islamic extremists often goes unpunished. The government discriminates against its large Coptic
Christian population (and other Christian minorities as well) in part to appease the
Islamists who threaten the regime. Egypt’s small Bah’i community was made illegal
forty years ago, and the few remaining Bahai’s are treated like non-persons by the
law.
But we must emphasize that Muslims also are victims. Shiite minorities suffer
varying degrees of discrimination and persecution outside of Iraq and Iran, especially in Saudi Arabia, where the ruling Wahhabi sect forces all Muslims, even
Sunnis from different traditions, to adhere to its extreme fundamentalist interpretation of Islam. The Sunni minority in Iran suffers discrimination at the local, regional and national level. The Ahmadis (mostly in Pakistan) consider themselves
Muslims, but that status is denied them by the majority community; and they are
treated as apostates. They are subject to mob violence and severe discrimination in
all walks of life.
But even majorities suffer in these countries. No devout Shia in Iran can defy the
mullahs, no faithful Sunni in Saudi Arabia can contradict the religious police. Muslims with different interpretations of Sharia in Egypt can be excommunicated and
forcibly divorced from their spouses. There can be no better illustration of the principle that no one can be secure in his or her freedom unless everyone is. The continued existence and the protection of the rights of religious minorities will also be a
guarantee for the individual rights of the members of majority religions. They are
a flesh and blood pledge that freedom exists for all members of society.
We must all strive to protect these communities, not simply as ‘‘museum pieces’’
for tourists and scholars, but as Pope Benedict XVI so eloquently stated recently,
‘‘as a living communit(ies).’’ As such they are indispensable building blocks for the
democratic, pluralistic, rule of law societies we hope to encourage. Only if these communities survive, will we be able to honestly say that we have brought freedom to
this vital region.
We will hear from our distinguished witnesses what we are doing to preserve religious pluralism, and what more we need to do. We are especially favored today by
the testimony of the distinguished Chairman of the House International Relations
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Committee, The Honorable Henry Hyde. He will be followed by The Honorable John
V. Hanford III, Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Freedom, U.S. Department of State and Ms. Nina Shea, Vice Chair, U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF), who can speak authoritatively about the entire problem which concerns us. Our last panel will provide us with very direct accounts of the difficulties suffered by three groups. Father Firas Aridah, Pastor of
Our Lady Mother of Sorrows Catholic Parish, in Aboud in Palestine West Bank; Ms.
Rosie Malek-Yonan, Assyrian-American Author, and Ms. Kit Bigelow, Director of
the Office of External Affairs, National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of the
United States.

Mr. SMITH. I would like to now welcome our very distinguished
Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Freedom, John
Hanford, and just briefly introduce him.
From 1987 to 2002, Ambassador Hanford served as an expert on
international religious freedom while working on the staff of Richard Lugar. And I would note parenthetically both I and others
worked very closely with him in crafting the International Freedom
Act, and he really carried the ball over on the Senate side and
made a number of very important contributions to crafting and
shaping that legislation. And it was very fitting that, at the end
of the day, he became the Ambassador to implement that act,
which was sponsored by our good friend and colleague Chairman
Wolf.
Let me just now welcome him, because I do have a longer introduction which I will make, without objection, a part of the record.
Ambassador Hanford, the floor is yours.
STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE JOHN V. HANFORD III, AMBASSADOR-AT-LARGE FOR INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS
FREEDOM, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE

Ambassador HANFORD. Thank you, Chairman Smith, and Members of the Committee. Thank you for the opportunity to address
you regarding the very important subject of religious minorities in
the Middle East.
I want to commend the Subcommittee’s continuing interest in
promoting religious freedom around the world. The work of the
Committee raises the profile of this issue enormously; especially
the Chairman has a great passion for this issue and has raised it
ever since the day he walked in the door in Congress. And, of
course, this all helps in turn me and others in the Administration
to be even more effective in our work to promote and protect religious freedom.
I am going to give an abbreviated version of my remarks, but
would ask that they be placed in their entirety in the record.
Mr. SMITH. Without objection, so ordered.
Ambassador HANFORD. President Bush and Secretary Rice are
deeply concerned about the plight of religious minorities in many
countries around the world. Just 2 weeks ago, Secretary Rice spoke
eloquently of the tragedy that exists when ‘‘people of faith can only
whisper to God in the silent sanctuaries of their conscience because
they fear persecution.’’ Highlighting America’s special privilege in
this regard, she asked, ‘‘If America does not rally support for people
everywhere who desire to worship in peace and freedom, then I ask
you, who will?’’
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Religious freedom demands moral clarity, and Secretary Rice has
been steadfast in asserting that no government has the right to
stand between the individual and the Almighty.
With regard to minority religious groups in the Middle East, conditions vary enormously from country to country. While religious
minorities in many countries of the region, including Lebanon,
Bahrain, Jordan, and the United Arab Emirates, enjoy a substantial degree of freedom to worship openly, there are serious concerns
in other countries where restrictions on religious practice can be
among the most severe in the world. Certain minorities with historical roots in the region, including some Christian denominations
and many minority Muslim groups, have developed a modus
vivendi in many Middle Eastern countries, while members of other
religions, especially some Protestant Christian denominations and
Baha’i, face severe limitations, discrimination, and even persecution across the region.
Many countries in the Middle East, including Bahrain, Egypt,
Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, the United Arab
Emirates, and Yemen, provide for freedom of religion or worship in
their Constitution or basic law. In practice, however, strict limitations remain in place across the region on a number of religious activities. In addition, societal attitudes with regard to religious minorities often result in abuse and discrimination that goes unchecked by governments and in some cases is condoned and encouraged by governments. These and other factors have resulted in declining population in the region over recent decades for a number
of religious minorities, including Christians.
I would now like to respond to the Committee’s request to focus
my remarks on the conditions for religious minorities in four countries, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Egypt. Let me turn first to
Iran, which was designated a Country of Particular Concern in
1999 for its severe violations of religious freedom.
Iran’s religious minorities include Sunni and Sufi Muslims, Baha’is, Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians. The Iranian Government’s actions and rhetoric continue to create a threatening atmosphere for religious minorities, and in the past year we have witnessed an even further deterioration of the already poor status of
religious freedom for the Baha’is and Sufi Muslims.
Iran’s Constitution declares that the official religion of Iran is
Islam, and the doctrine followed is that of Ja’fari Shi’ism. The Constitution also states that, within the limits of the law, Zoroastrians,
Jews, and Christians are the only recognized religious minorities
who are guaranteed freedom to practice their faith. However, in reality, members of even these recognized religious minority groups
have reported imprisonment, harassment, intimidation, and discrimination based on their religious beliefs. Non-Shia Muslim
groups, including Sunni and Sufi Muslims, are also targets for government intimidation. Prominent Sufi leaders have reported harassment by the intelligence and security services, and in the past
year government restrictions on Sufi groups and houses of worship
have become more pronounced.
Sunni Muslims are the largest religious minority in the country.
In practice, Sunni Muslims claim that the government discriminates against their faith in a number of ways. As an example,
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Sunnis cited the lack of a Sunni mosque in the nation’s capital,
Tehran, despite over a million Sunni inhabitants.
Iran’s hostility to the Baha’i community is a special concern at
the present time. The Baha’i Faith is regarded by the government
as a heretical Islamic group with a political orientation that is antagonistic to the country’s Islamic revolution. While government officials have stated that, as individuals, all Baha’is are entitled to
their beliefs and are protected under the articles of the Constitution as citizens, the government continues to prohibit Baha’is from
teaching and practicing their faith. Baha’is are barred from holding
government posts and face discrimination in the university system
and in the workplace. Baha’is repeatedly have been offered relief
from mistreatment only in exchange for recanting their faith.
In March of this year, the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom
of Religion or Belief became aware of a secret October 2005 letter
from Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamene’i to the Ministry of Information, the Revolutionary Guard, and the police force, which requested the agencies to collect information about members of the
Baha’i Faith, and there have been a number of arrests that have
occurred over the last year.
The Administration makes clear its objections to the Iranian regime’s harsh and oppressive treatment of religious minorities
through public statements, support for relevant UN and nongovernmental organization efforts, as well as diplomatic initiatives
to press for an end to government abuses. The Administration has
also condemned the treatment of the Baha’is in UN resolutions, including one that passed in the General Assembly this past March.
Now turning to Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia was designated a
Country of Particular Concern in 2004. In Saudi Arabia, no legal
provision providing for or protecting religious freedom exists by
international standards. Muslims who do not conform to the official
version of Islam can be subject to discrimination and harassment,
and sometimes abuse or imprisonment. Shia Muslims in particular
experience discrimination in the political, economic, and educational spheres. Although private worship by non-Muslims is generally permitted, public worship is prohibited. The majority of citizens are Sunni Muslims, who predominantly adhere to the strictest
Hanbali school of Islamic jurisprudence, the strictest of Sunni’s
four legal schools. Religious minorities among the citizens of Saudi
Arabia include the Shia; the Sulaimani Ismailis, a subset of Shia
Islam; and Sufi Muslims. More than 7 million expatriates live and
work in the kingdom, and include Muslims from the various
branches and interpretations of Islam, as well as Christians, Hindus, and Buddhists.
As religious freedom is not a legally protected right, citizens and
expatriates are vulnerable to harassment, arrest, detention, and
possibly abuse for behaving according to the dictates of their conscience. Most non-Muslims are able to worship privately in their
homes in the kingdom, and raids on private worship have markedly
decreased, but still occur. Shia Muslims are still restricted in building places of worship. Shia Muslims also suffer from discrimination, and many Shia believe that openly identifying themselves by
their faith can have a negative impact on various aspects of their
life, including career advancement.
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King Abdullah has led an active campaign in Saudi Arabia and
in the Muslim world to condemn extremism and encourage greater
tolerance. Earlier in June, the King gave a speech in the Qassim
region, a very conservative part of the country, and urged greater
religious tolerance and admonished those who spread dissension
among Muslims. At the Organization of the Islamic Conference
summit meeting in Mecca, Saudi Arabia played a leading role in
condemning extremism, encouraging greater tolerance, and improving education in the Muslim world.
The U.S. Government has consistently advocated for religious
freedom in Saudi Arabia. Ambassador Oberwetter has made advancing religious freedom and tolerance a priority for the U.S. mission. Senior officials, including myself, have engaged with senior
Saudi officials when violations of religious freedom occur, and we
frequently engage them on the problem of the dissemination of intolerant literature and extremist ideology, both within Saudi Arabia and around the world.
Mr. Chairman, as you know, we have been working with your office to schedule a meeting with the Committee to brief you on the
details of our recent work with the Saudi Government which is related to CPC designation, and I look forward to having the opportunity at the Committee’s earliest convenience to discuss this in
the coming days.
Now, on Iraq. Just a few years ago, conditions for religious minorities were remarkably similar to those in Iran. In Iraq today,
however, it is the government’s policy to respect the rights of all
religious groups to gather and worship freely. And, in practice, it
does not place or tolerate restrictions on the rights of minority religious groups to practice their faith.
While much has been accomplished in Iraq, we recognize the unfortunate reality that acts of terror, the ongoing insurgency, and
sectarian violence have impeded the ability of some minority religious groups to fully practice their faith. We are concerned about
reports that some members of religious minority communities have
been targeted as victims of harassment, societal discrimination,
and violence. The coordinated car bomb attacks this past January
on six Christian churches and the Vatican Embassy in Baghdad
and Kirkuk were particularly troubling, and sectarian attacks and
reprisals following the February 22 bombing of the Askariya shrine
in Samarra, one of the most revered Shia religious sites in Iraq,
are estimated to have claimed more than 1,000 lives and damaged
more than 60 mosques across Iraq.
The Iraqi Constitution, which came into effect on May 20, is a
significant accomplishment that lays a strong foundation for the
protection of the rights of minority religious communities. Like the
transitional administrative law before it, the Constitution places
many guarantees, including the right of every individual to freedom of thought, conscience, and belief. And while the Constitution
provides for the Islamic identity of the majority of the Iraqi people,
it also protects the rights of religious minorities. Article II of the
Constitution guarantees ‘‘the full religious rights of the freedom of
belief and practice for all individuals, such as Christians, Yazidis,
and Mandean Sabeans.’’
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The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom problems with
the Government of Iraq as part of its overall policy to promote
human rights. Senior U.S. Government and Embassy officials have
supported the inclusion of religious minorities in the political and
Constitution-drafting process and facilitated interfaith discussion
with all members of the country’s diverse religious community. To
this end, U.S. officials at every level, including Secretary Rice, Ambassador Khalilzad, and our Embassy officers, regularly engage
Iraqi officials and leaders of religious organizations on the problems faced by minority religious groups.
Finally, in Egypt there is discrimination against religious minorities including Coptic Christians, and the members of religions that
are not recognized by the government experience personal and collective hardship. Notwithstanding this, however, the government
has increased its overtures to the large Coptic Christian population
in recent years. At the beginning of the year, a Copt was appointed
as Governor of Qena, one of the 27 governorates, the first such appointment in over 30 years. In May of this year, President Mubarak named a Coptic Christian among seven judges appointed to the
Supreme Constitutional Court, and in December of last year President Mubarak issued a new decree aimed at facilitating church repair and rebuilding, an effort to resolve a longstanding grievance
of Coptic and other Christians in Egypt.
Unfortunately, church and lay leaders have noted both publicly
and privately that this decree, like its recent predecessors, have
proven largely ineffective as local-level officials continue to obstruct
the issuance of the permits needed to perform maintenance, make
repairs, or rebuild.
More broadly, Christians continue to face both official and societal prejudice and sectarian tensions, and even violence continues
to flare up at times across the country. While there are no laws
prohibiting conversion from Islam, security officials have been
known to severely abuse Christians who have converted from
Islam.
The Baha’is in particular have suffered discrimination after
being stripped of legal recognition in the early 1960s. The government continues to deny civil documents, including identity cards,
birth certificates, and marriage licenses, to members of the Baha’i
community, and appealed a decision last April by the administrative court which had supported the right of Baha’i citizens to receive such documents.
Nevertheless, the Egyptian Government has taken some steps to
encourage greater tolerance for some minority faith groups. Interfaith dialogues have been sponsored by prominent Muslim and
Christian groups, government-owned television has allowed some
Christian programming, and the President has made several public
statements urging support for minority groups.
Mr. Chairman, as the discussion of Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and
Egypt illustrates, the Middle East poses a significant challenge to
us as we seek to promote religious freedom. You asked me to focus
today in particular on the status of religious minorities in the region, but I want to make clear that the issue of religious freedom
in the Middle East and our efforts to promote it extend well beyond
religious minorities, even to members of majority religious groups.
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Even in Muslim-majority countries, such as those in the Middle
East, many Muslims are not free to practice as they please. I sometimes hear from Muslims who have immigrated to the United
States that they have more freedom to worship according to the
dictates of their conscience and beliefs here in America than they
had in their country of origin where their faith was in the majority.
In closing, in the interest of time, let me just say it is my commitment as it is the commitment of both the President and Secretary Rice to continue to actively advance our efforts to promote
tolerance and freedom in this region over the coming years. Mr.
Chairman, I know you and your colleagues share deeply in this
concern about the plight of religious minorities. Once again, thank
you for holding this hearing and for your commitment to religious
freedom. And I would be happy to take any questions you have.
[The prepared statement of Mr. Hanford follows:]
PREPARED STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE JOHN V. HANFORD III, AMBASSADOR-ATLARGE FOR INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE
Chairman Smith, Mr. Lantos, and Members of the Committee, thank you for the
opportunity to address you regarding the very important subject of religious minorities in the Middle East. I want to commend this Subcommittee’s continuing interest
in promoting religious freedom around the globe, and yours in particular, Mr. Chairman. The work of the Committee raises the profile of this issue enormously, which
in turn helps me and others in the Administration to be even more effective in our
work to promote and protect religious freedom.
President Bush and Secretary Rice are deeply concerned about the plight of religious minorities in many countries around the world. Just two weeks ago Secretary
Rice spoke eloquently of the tragedy that exists when ‘‘people of faith can only whisper to God in the silent sanctuaries of their conscience because they fear persecution.’’ Highlighting America’s special privilege in this regard, she asked, ‘‘If America
does not rally support for people everywhere who desire to worship in peace and
freedom, then I ask you: who will?’’ Religious freedom demands moral clarity, and
Secretary Rice has been steadfast in asserting that no government ‘‘has the right
to stand between the individual and the Almighty.’’
As Ambassador at Large, I feel a special obligation to bring the weight of my office, and the authority of the U.S. Government, to bear in assisting persecuted believers, wherever they are, and I have been impressed by the widespread conviction
within the Administration of the importance of this mission. The conditions faced
by minority religious groups vary greatly, and a detailed account of conditions in
each country of the world can be found in the State Department’s Annual Report
on International Religious Freedom. There are countries, of course, where believers
of all faiths are persecuted—North Korea being perhaps the most extreme example.
But in most places where religious freedom is not respected, it is the members of
minority faiths who suffer both governmental and societal discrimination and persecution.
With regard to minority religious groups in the Middle East, conditions vary enormously from country to country. While religious minorities in many countries of the
region, including Lebanon, Bahrain, Jordan, and the United Arab Emirates, enjoy
a substantial degree of freedom to worship openly, the region also contains two of
the eight named Countries of Particular Concern under the International Religious
Freedom Act. These two countries are Iran and Saudi Arabia, where restrictions on
religious practice are among the most severe in the world. Certain minorities with
historical roots in the region—including some Christian denominations and minority
Muslim groups—have developed a modus vivendi in many Middle Eastern countries,
while members of other religions—especially some Protestant Christian denominations and the Baha’i—face severe limitations, discrimination, and even persecution
across the region.
Many countries in the Middle East, including Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen provide for
freedom of religion or worship in their constitution or basic law. In practice, however, strict limitations remain in place across the region on such activities as proselytizing and conversion, and many governments openly discriminate against members of minority religions. In addition, societal attitudes with regard to religious mi-
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norities often result in abuse and discrimination that goes unchecked by governments, and in some cases is condoned and encouraged by governments. These, and
other factors, have resulted in a declining Christian population in the region over
recent decades, with the exception of the Arab Christian population in Israel.
Before turning to a description of the Administration’s efforts to advance religious
freedom in the region, I would first describe the conditions for religious minorities
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Egypt.
IRAN

Let me turn now to Iran, which was first designated a Country of Particular Concern in 1999 for its severe violations of religious freedom. Iran’s religious minorities
include Sunni and Sufi Muslims, Baha’is, Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians. The
Iranian Government’s actions and rhetoric continue to create a threatening atmosphere for religious minorities, and in the past year we have witnessed an even further deterioration of the already poor status of religious freedom for the Baha’is and
Sufi Muslims. Following the June 2005 election of President Mahmoud AhmadiNejad, the Government-controlled media intensified negative campaigns against religious minorities, particularly the Baha’i.
Iran’s constitution declares that ‘‘the official religion of Iran is Islam and the doctrine followed is that of Ja’fari (Twelver) Shi’ism.’’ The constitution also states that
‘‘within the limits of law,’’ Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians are the only recognized religious minorities who are guaranteed freedom to practice their religion;
however, in reality, members of even these recognized religious minority groups
have reported imprisonment, harassment, intimidation, and discrimination based on
their religious beliefs. Non-Shia Muslim groups, including Sunni and Sufi Muslims,
are also targets for government intimidation. Prominent Sufi leaders have reported
harassment by the intelligence and security services, and it the past year government restrictions on Sufi groups and houses of worship have become more pronounced. For example, hundreds of demonstrators, including women and children,
were injured when police and organized pro-government groups broke up a peaceful
protest by Nematollahi Sufi Muslims in Qom, Iran, in February. Some 1,200 were
reportedly detained and taken away in buses to an unknown location.
Sunni Muslims are the largest religious minority in the country. The constitution
provides Sunni Muslims a large degree of religious freedom. In practice Sunni Muslims claimed that the government discriminated against Sunnis. As an example,
Sunnis cited the lack of a Sunni mosque in the nation’s capital, Tehran, despite over
a million Sunni inhabitants.
Iran’s hostility to the Baha’i community is of growing concern. The Baha’i faith
is regarded by the Government as a heretical Islamic group with a political orientation that is antagonistic to the country’s Islamic revolution. While government officials have stated that, as individuals, all Baha’is are entitled to their beliefs and
are protected under the articles of the constitution as citizens, the Government continues to prohibit the Baha’is from teaching and practicing their faith. Baha’is are
barred from holding government posts and face discrimination in the university system and in the workplace. Baha’is repeatedly have been offered relief from mistreatment in exchange for recanting their faith.
The Iranian regime is also alleged to monitor the activities of the Baha’is. In
March of this year, the U.N. Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief
became aware of a secret October 2005 letter from Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Khamene’i to the Ministry of Information, the Revolutionary Guard, and the Police
Force, which requested the agencies to collect information about members of the
Baha’i faith. There were also reports that the Association of Chambers of Commerce
compiled a list of Baha’i members and their trades and employment.
The Administration makes clear its objections to the Iranian regime’s harsh and
oppressive treatment of religious minorities through public statements, support for
relevant U.N. and nongovernmental organization efforts, as well as diplomatic initiatives to press for an end to government abuses. On numerous occasions the State
Department spokesman has publicly addressed the situation of the Baha’is. The Administration has also condemned the treatment of the Baha’i in U.N. resolutions,
including one that passed in the General Assembly this past March. The U.S. encourages other governments to take similar actions, and repeats its call to those
countries with bilateral relations with Iran to use those ties to press Iran on religious freedom and human rights.
SAUDI ARABIA

Saudi Arabia was first designated a Country of Particular Concern in 2004, and
it remains so today. In Saudi Arabia, no legal provision providing for or protecting
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religious freedom exists by international standards. Muslims who do not conform to
the official version of Islam can be subject to discrimination and harassment, and
sometimes abuse or imprisonment. Shi’a Muslims, in particular, suffer from discrimination in the political, economic and educational spheres. Although private
worship by non-Muslims is generally permitted, public worship is prohibited. And
the state-controlled organization known officially as the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice (CPVPV)—otherwise known as the religious
police, or ‘‘Mutawwa’in’’—has harassed, imprisoned, and abused Muslims and nonMuslims alike who do not conform to its strict codes for behavior, dress, and worship.
I should also note a particular challenge in addressing religious freedom in Saudi
Arabia. Saudi Arabia is the spiritual center of the Muslim world and hosts Islam’s
holiest sites in Mecca and Medina. The Saudi government views its most basic
duty—and the source of its legitimacy—to be the guardianship of the holy sites,
maintenance and promotion of its interpretation of Islam and Islamic law, and
hosting the annual Muslim pilgrimage, the Hajj. Islam is at the center of Saudi Arabia’s national identity and pervades all aspects of national life. In addition, the idea
of separation of church (or mosque) and state is not accepted by the vast majority
of the population. I say this simply to provide some context and to illustrate the
particular difficulty we face in promoting religious freedom in the Kingdom.
The majority of citizens are Sunni Muslims who predominantly adhere to the very
strict Hanbali school of Islamic jurisprudence, the strictest of Sunni Islam’s four
legal schools. Religious minorities among the citizens of Saudi Arabia include Shi’a
Muslims, Sulaimani Ismailis, a subset of Shi’a Islam, and Sufi Muslims. More than
7 million expatriates live and work in the Kingdom and the majority of expatriates
are Muslims from the various branches and interpretations of Islam, or Christians,
Hindus and Buddhists. Every year, the Kingdom hosts more than 2 million Muslims
for the annual Hajj.
As religious freedom is not a provided or protected right for any one in the Kingdom, citizens and expatriates are vulnerable to harassment, arrest, detention and
possibly, abuse or torture for behaving according to the dictates of their conscience.
Most non-Muslims are able to worship privately in their homes in the Kingdom, and
raids on private worship have decreased but still occur occasionally. Four East African Christians were recently arrested by the religious police for leading a private
worship ceremony in a rented building. Shi’a Muslims are still restricted in observing Ashura publicly and in building places of worship. Shi’a Muslims also suffer
from discrimination and many Shi’a believed that openly identifying themselves as
Shi’a would have a negative impact on career advancement. Citizens are also vulnerable to accusations of insulting the nation or religion and formal charges of blasphemy by the courts.
King Abdullah has led an active campaign in Saudi Arabia and in the Muslim
World to condemn extremism and encourage greater tolerance. Earlier in June the
King gave a speech in the Qassim region, a very conservative part of the country,
and urged greater religious tolerance and admonished those who spread dissension
among Muslims. At the Organization of the Islamic Conference summit meeting in
Mecca, Saudi Arabia played a leading role in condemning extremism, encouraging
greater tolerance and solving many of the problems plaguing the Muslim world such
as poverty and weak education. The Kingdom has also established two new human
rights organizations, which include both Sunni, Shi’a and Ismaili Muslims.
The U.S. government has consistently and forcefully advocated for religious freedom in Saudi Arabian. Ambassador Oberwetter has made advancing religious freedom and tolerance a priority for the U.S. Mission to Saudi Arabia. Senior officials,
including myself, have engaged with senior Saudi officials when violations of religious freedom occur and have frequently engaged them on the problem of the dissemination of intolerant literature and extremist ideology both within Saudi Arabia
and around the world.
IRAQ

Just a few years ago, conditions for religious minorities in Iraq were remarkably
similar to those in Iran. In Iraq today, however, it is the Government’s policy to respect the rights of all religious groups to gather and worship freely, and in practice
it does not place or tolerate restrictions on the rights of minority religious groups
to practice their faith. The designation of Iraq as a Country of Particular Concern
was lifted in 2004.
While much has been accomplished in Iraq, we recognize the unfortunate reality
that acts of terror, the ongoing insurgency, and sectarian violence have impeded the
ability of some minority religious groups to fully practice their faith. We are con-
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cerned about reports that some members of religious minority communities have
been targeted as victims of harassment, societal discrimination, and violence. The
coordinated car bomb attacks this past January on six Christian churches and the
Vatican embassy in Baghdad and Kirkuk, were particularly troubling. Sectarian attacks and reprisals following the February 22 bombing of the Askariya Shrine in
Samarra—one of the holiest Shi’a religious sites in Iraq—are estimated to have
claimed more than 1,000 lives and damaged more than 60 mosques across Iraq.
Those who attacked the Askariya Shrine sought to exploit divisions among the Iraqi
public and the political leadership and sow sectarian strife. Iraqi government and
religious leaders alike, in a demonstration of national unity, condemned the attacks
and called for an end to sectarian unrest.
However, against this backdrop of sectarian violence and terrorist activity aimed
at derailing the establishment of a government under the new constitution, Iraq’s
leaders and the Iraqi people achieved a critical milestone on May 20, 2006 by completing the government formation process. Iraqi leaders came together in agreement
on a national unity government despite the efforts of insurgents and terrorists.
The Iraqi constitution, which came into effect on May 20, is a significant accomplishment that lays a strong foundation for the protection of the rights of minority
religious communities. Like the Transitional Administrative Law before it, the constitution provides many guarantees, including the right of every individual to ‘‘freedom of thought, conscience, and belief.’’ And while the constitution provides for the
Islamic identity of the majority of the Iraqi people, it also protects the rights of religious minorities by specifically mentioning Christians and other religious groups.
Article two of the constitution guarantees the ‘‘full religious rights of freedom of belief and practice for all individuals such as Christians, Yazidis, and Mandean
Sabeans.’’ The constitution establishes a framework for protecting minority religious
groups by not only explicitly protecting freedom of religion, but by also guaranteeing
other rights that are essential for religious minorities, such as the protection of
places of worship, and the freedoms of assembly, association, conscience and expression.
Although Iraq now has a democratically elected government in place, major political challenges lie ahead, including the passage of enabling legislation for the constitution, and a constitutional amendment process. The process of the constitution’s
interpretation, implementation, and possible amendment will also be important. In
our ongoing dialogue with Iraqi authorities, we will continue to encourage them to
interpret and implement the constitution in a manner that protects the rights of
Iraq’s religious minorities. We will also continue supporting Iraqi efforts to strengthen the rule of law and ensure an independent and impartial judicial system.
The U.S. government discusses religious freedom problems with the government
of Iraq as part of its overall policy to promote human rights. Senior U.S. Administration and Embassy officials called for unity in the face of sectarian violence, supported the inclusion of religious minorities in the political and constitution drafting
processes, and facilitated interfaith discussion with all members of the country’s diverse religious communities. To this end, U.S. officials at every level, including Secretary Rice, Ambassador Khalilzad, and our Embassy officers regularly engage Iraqi
officials and leaders of religious organizations on the problems faced by the minority
religious groups. Our Embassy has facilitated interfaith discussions and hosted
meetings, roundtables, and exchange programs with the goal of promoting religious
understanding and tolerance. In addition, U.S.-funded projects have worked with religious minorities by bringing together members of different religious and ethnic
backgrounds to discuss common problems. We are committed to promoting religious
tolerance and greater inclusion of minority religious communities in Iraqi national
life.
EGYPT

In Egypt there is discrimination against religious minorities, including Coptic
Christians, and members of religions that are not recognized by the Government experience personal and collective hardship. Notwithstanding this, however, the Government has increased its overtures to the large Coptic Christian population in recent years. At the beginning of the year, a Copt was appointed as governor of Qena,
one of the twenty-seven governorates, the first such appointment in over thirty
years. The president of the National Council on Human Rights, created by the Government in 2004, is a Coptic Christian, as are five of the 25 members. The Council
has formed a ‘Citizenship Committee’ with a focus on religious freedom. In May of
this year, President Mubarak named a Coptic Christian among seven judges appointed to the Supreme Constitutional Court. And in December of last year, President Mubarak issued a new decree aimed at facilitating church repair and rebuild-
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ing, an effort to resolve a longstanding grievance of Coptic and other Christians in
Egypt. Unfortunately, church and lay leaders have noted both publicly and privately
that this decree, like its recent predecessors, has proven largely ineffective as local
level officials continue to obstruct the issuance of the permits needed to perform
maintenance, make repairs or rebuild. More broadly, Christians continue to face
both official and societal prejudice, and sectarian tensions and even violence continue to flare up at times across the country. While there are no laws prohibiting
conversion from Islam, security officials have been known to harass Christians who
have converted from Islam.
Religious groups that have not been able to obtain official recognition also face
serious problems in Egypt. Shi’a Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Mormons are
among those groups that have not been able to obtain official recognition and, as
a result, sometimes face harassment from members of the security services. The Baha’is, in particular, have suffered discrimination after being stripped of legal recognition in the early 1960s. The Government continues to deny civil documents, including identity cards, birth certificates and marriage licenses to members of the
Baha’i community, and appealed a decision last April by the Administrative Court
supporting the right of Baha’i citizens to receive documents.
Nevertheless, the Egyptian Government has taken some steps to encourage greater tolerance for some minority faith groups. Interfaith dialogues have been sponsored by prominent Muslim and Christian groups, government-owned television has
allowed some Christian programming, and the President has made several public
statements urging support for minority groups.
The subject of religious freedom is an important part of our bilateral dialogue
with the Egyptian Government, as well as with academics, businessmen and
women, and Egyptian citizens with whom we have contact throughout the country.
The Secretary, the Ambassador, and other senior U.S. officials have pressed for reforms, and the Ambassador has made public statements supporting interfaith understanding and efforts toward harmony and equality among citizens of all faiths.
My office has worked closely with our Embassy to specifically raise our concerns
with the Government about official discrimination against Baha’is. The United
States supports the development of programs and materials that encourage tolerance.
ADDITIONAL U.S. EFFORTS

Mr. Chairman, as the discussion of Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, and Egypt illustrates, the Middle East poses a significant challenge to us as we seek to promote
religious freedom. Yet in a region where so many key national interests come together—geopolitical, strategic, economic, humanitarian, and of course human
rights—my experience has been that there is unanimous agreement that religious
freedom needs to be among the key concerns we raise.
You asked me to focus today in particular on the status of religious minorities in
the region. But I want to make clear that the issue of religious freedom in the Middle East, and our efforts to promote it, extend well beyond religious minorities even
to members of majority religious groups. Even in Muslim-majority countries such as
those in the Middle East, many Muslims are not free to practice as they please.
Muslims in the United States tell me that they have more freedom to worship according to the dictates of their conscience and beliefs here than they had in their
country of origin.
True religious freedom requires respect for minority faiths. But it also requires
respect for differences within a particular faith. And it requires the ability to change
one’s faith. In many countries in the Middle East, all of these elements of religious
freedom are lacking, for all people. It is for these reasons, as well as the suffering
of so many who are being persecuted for their beliefs, that there is broad agreement
throughout the U.S. Government on the far-reaching importance of religious freedom to our policy of promoting reform in the Middle East. Religious freedom constitutes a core element of our effort to promote democracy and human rights more
broadly in the region.
Throughout the region, we are actively engaged with governments and civil society organizations, working with them to promote greater tolerance, interfaith understanding, and, ultimately, freedom for members of all faiths to practice according
to the dictates of their conscience. In addition to the efforts I mentioned above, let
me give you a few additional examples.
In the United Arab Emirates, U.S. Embassy officials meet regularly with the
Under Secretary of Islamic Affairs to discuss religious freedom and tolerance, and
last October the Embassy brought Imam Yahya Hendi, from Georgetown University,
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to speak about Islam in the United States, the importance of establishing an interfaith dialogue, and religious tolerance.
Our Embassy in Oman helped organize a program on interfaith dialogue for the
Omani Minister of Awqaf and Religious Affairs during a recent visit. Likewise, our
Embassy in Kuwait sent two Kuwaiti imams to the United States in a focused effort
to demonstrate the scope of religious freedom here and to encourage the promotion
of tolerance and inter-faith understanding. In Jordan, the Embassy sent religious
scholars, including the Grand Mufti, to the United States for the same purpose,
funded an interfaith conference designed to promote greater tolerance, and continued its multi-phase exchange program that brings U.S. religious leaders to Jordan
and Jordanian imams to the United States.
Finally, in Bahrain, the United States funded ‘‘Arab Civitas’’ to help the Ministry
of Education develop a civic education program for public schools which includes lessons on human rights and tolerance.
These are just a few examples of the ways that we are seeking to promote greater
tolerance and freedom in the Middle East. There is much more to be done, and we
continue to look for new ways to address this critical issue.
It is my commitment, and I know it is the commitment of both the President and
Secretary Rice, to continue to actively advance our efforts to promote tolerance and
freedom in this region over the coming years.
Mr. Chairman, I know you and your Colleagues feel as fervently as does Secretary
Rice about this issue. Thank you for holding this hearing and for your commitment
to religious freedom. I would be happy to take any questions you might have.

Mr. SMITH. Thank you so much for your testimony and for your
activism, because I know you travel around to some of the most difficult parts in the world. You do raise this issue whether it be in
the PRC or anywhere else where religious freedom is suppressed.
So I commend you on your work.
I would like to ask a few questions. One of our witnesses later
on today, Father Firas from Our Lady of Sorrows Church in Aboud,
West Bank, makes a very, very strong appeal with regards to the
security fence, and the fact that in his village of approximately
2,200 people, there are about 1,000 Christians, the rest are Muslim. He points out that the two groups get along very well and they
even have a Jewish, Christian, and Muslim prayer service that
meets. And yet, as a result of the security fence, there are severe
dislocations and what he argues are very discriminatory outcomes
as a result of this fence.
I know that the Israeli Supreme Court has intervened on the
side of those who have argued against the fence. While, as President Bush has said, the fence should be temporary, and it should
be absolutely focused just on security, obviously it did not arise out
of a vacuum—it was the suicide bombers who were the proximate
cause for its erection. But the concern that its path results in the
takings of land, water, and other resources is not without merit
and I think raises very significant issues. Father Firas points out
the impact it has had on his parish, and it has not been good. It
has been very, very severe.
My question is, has there been any systematic effort made by
your office, by the Secretary of State, and by the President, or anyone else—including our U.S. Ambassador to Israel—to raise the
issue of the dispossessed Christian communities, the Palestinian
Christian communities, and others? And what were those interventions? What has been the response on the part of the Government
of Israel?
I am one of those who have fought for years against the rising
tide of anti-Semitism. I have held numerous hearings on anti-Semitism. The idea of an OSCE meeting, a conclave which was held
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first in Austria, then in Berlin with foreign ministers, and then in
Cordoba last year, was my idea. So I take a back seat to no one
on pressing the case that anti-Semitism is a vile, ugly manifestation of hate. Sharansky has been before my Committee, both the
Helsinki Commission as well as this Subcommittee, on numerous
occasions. And I was even the House sponsor of the Anti-Semitism
Global Review Act. Senator Voinovich was the sponsor over on the
Senate side.
But my argument is that we need reciprocity. So I would ask
you, what have you done on this issue?
Ambassador HANFORD. You have certainly earned the right to be
heard on this issue by the work that you have done on anti-Semitism over the years, as I have observed it, going way back to working on behalf of persecuted Jews in the Soviet Union days and
helping them to leave.
This issue is one of great concern to my office and to the Administration, and we certainly raise this issue regularly. Of course, the
context of this that I know you agree with is that Israel has the
right to defend itself. While we urge the Israeli Government to be
careful, to ensure that innocent civilians are not harmed or restricted in any way in the practice of their religious beliefs, we realize that they face certain threats. And we ultimately stress that
it is the responsibility of the Palestinian Authority to stop all acts
of violence and terror. And, of course, instead Hamas been
complicit in perpetrating violence, terror, and now in hostage-taking.
President Abbas has taken some steps to eliminate religious incitement, although there have been incidents of government collusion to extort property from Christian land owners in the Bethlehem area. So that is a problem on the Palestinian side that we
have had to deal with.
Now, when it comes to the separation barrier, we have been very
concerned that this restricts the ability of Palestinians, Christians,
Muslims, both, to worship freely. And we are in close consultation
with the Government of Israel on the routing of the separation barrier, especially with regard to human rights issues, including religious freedom. We have specifically discussed access of religious
groups to sites in the East Jerusalem area through the Mount of
Olives and certain routings of the barrier in the Bethlehem area.
And my office has been there, we have seen the problems. We have
raised cases where a convent is going to be cut in two by the barrier and things of this sort. And this is something we are committed to being vigilant on, and would certainly welcome and appreciate continued cooperation with your office and others as we
seek to do this.
Mr. SMITH. Has the Palestinian and Israeli leadership been responsive to our efforts? It seems to me that we understand the
issue of eminent domain when it comes to highways, bridges, and
certainly a security fence—when there is a security threat that is
unprecedented against Israel. But the flip side is that the aggrieved party has to mount a court case, which can be long, laborious, and expensive—and then a coin flip as to whether or not it
results in a positive outcome. Obviously diplomacy could have a
laudable effect on this process.
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Have we had successes? Are they listening? One of the reasons
why this hearing is important and why Chairman Hyde felt it so
necessary to testify was to underscore congressional concern. I believe it is bipartisan. And friends don’t let friends commit human
rights abuses anywhere in the world. And I think when it comes
to Israel, there is no greater friend than the United States. So
when we speak, we speak out of concern for Israel, but also out of
concern for those who are being malaffected, in this case Christians
who are having convents cut in half, land expropriated without a
serious concern about—at least as far as I can tell in some of these
cases—to security. There is an arbitrariness about it that is concerning.
Ambassador HANFORD. Even supporters of the barrier people
that understand the security risk and have raised these other
issues with Israel, we have sometimes been frustrated by our inability to understand the logic of why the barrier has to cut
through properties. And these are the sorts of things that we raise.
We are urging the government to find ways to have the barrier and
yet allow access—to choose a route or to allow access.
As you know, there have been problems where, as Chairman
Hyde mentioned, annual processions and religious activities are
also greatly restricted by the construction of the barrier. So, Mr.
Chairman, we are raising these with some successes, but sometimes we come away unable to understand the insistence on the
route being maintained.
Mr. SMITH. Has your office looked into Father’s Firas’ specific
case?
Ambassador HANFORD. I don’t know the answer to that.
Mr. SMITH. Could you, and get back to us and let us know?
Ambassador HANFORD. I sure will.
Mr. SMITH. I appreciate it.
[The information referred to follows:]
WRITTEN RESPONSE RECEIVED FROM THE HONORABLE JOHN HANFORD TO QUESTION
ASKED DURING THE HEARING BY THE HONORABLE CHRISTOPHER H. SMITH
Yes we have. My office is aware of the challenges faced by Father Firas’ community in the West Bank town of Aboud. The separation barrier hampers his ability
to serve his religious community.
As our Annual Report on International Religious Freedom makes clear, the separation barrier severely limits access to holy sites, and seriously impedes the work
of religious organizations that provide education, healthcare, and other humanitarian relief and social services to Palestinians.
We are very concerned about the increased burden Israel’s separation barrier has
wrought on the ability for Christians and Muslims to practice their faith in a free
and unencumbered manner. My office has met with Israeli officials to discuss
changes to the route of the barrier to lessen the impact on communities of faith.
My office also meets regularly with NGOs and community leaders to underscore
the importance of the issue of decreased access of religious minorities to scarce
space in the Palestinian Occupied Territories. We will continue to seek effective
ways to engage the authorities on these problems.

Mr. SMITH. Egypt and Pakistan, as we all know, are among the
largest recipients of U.S. foreign assistance. Have we given them
any kind of road map as to what we expect them to do with regard
to religious diversity and respect for religious rights?
Ambassador HANFORD. Well, I have worked on Egypt over many
years, and I guess the road map that we have given is to regularly
raise significant restrictions on religious freedom or cases where
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there are outbreaks of persecution. I mentioned the Baha’is, I mentioned the Copts, which are a very large minority there and which
face extraordinary frustrations; just in repairing a church, they can
wait 10 or 15 years to get permission. It is required to get permission from the President just to repair a church much less to build
a new structure, and some of these laws seemed intended to disadvantage minority faiths.
The laws can also be handled in ways that are abusive. There
is a law that prohibits any religion other than Islam from building
a structure within 100 yards of a mosque. Well, if a religion announces that it wants to build a little structure someplace, suddenly an apartment a block away becomes a mosque, and that then
renders that building permit inappropriate. And so the minority religious groups face these constant frustrations.
My work over the years has been particularly focused on stopping the more severe types of abuses. I think these have for the
most part declined. The government has become more responsive
to sectarian violence, which at times has been horrible, where
many people have been beaten by majority religious groups in certain regions of the country. As I mentioned, right now we are facing serious problems with the Baha’is, which are difficult for us to
understand; when the court system rules that the Baha’is should
be allowed to have marriage licenses and the like, why does the
Egyptian Government have to appeal that decision and continue to
fight the freedom of Baha’is to have that?
So our road map isn’t one that has been laid out quite in that
form, but it is one that has been laid out sort of problem by problem.
In Pakistan the issue that we probably raised the most over the
years in terms of a serious problem are the antiblasphemy laws.
There aren’t anticonversion laws in Pakistan, but the
antiblasphemy laws have come in for enormous abuse. Some say
that virtually none of the people who have been arrested under
these laws really did blaspheme. Sometimes it is a rival shopkeeper
who wants to put his rival out of business, and so he will accuse
him of some slight against Mohammed or the Koran. And this poor
man, he can be a Christian or he can be a Muslim sometimes, will
wind up spending years in jail as the trials go on and on and on,
and sometimes people are sentenced to death.
Thankfully, the Supreme Court as the last resort has generally
refused to implement this law. Now, the government, to its credit,
has really worked to try to revise the implementation of blasphemy
laws, and President Musharraf actually wanted to significantly
undo the laws, but was unsuccessful before Parliament in that.
The government also, of course, is very cooperative in maintaining its ban on terrorist organizations and attempting to restrain
sectarian violence and pressuring Islamic clergy to work against
sectarian violence. So there are good trends that we see in Pakistan, but there are still serious problems there as well.
Mr. SMITH. Let me just ask you briefly about Saudi Arabia. As
you know, I and others on this Committee have repeatedly asked
that, as a CPC-designated country, Saudi Arabia get sanctioned
pursuant to the remedies in the International Religious Freedom
Act. My question is are we seeing any success in that dialogue? I
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know that you are waiting to brief us further, but obviously things
have deteriorated in many ways. We had a hearing yesterday in
our Subcommittee, and it focused on the worsening situation in Somalia, and especially in Mogadishu. And while much of the funding
seems to be coming from businessmen for that, the concern about
the more radical Wahhabism that Saudi Arabia exports, whether
it be in its textbooks or just in its general message of absolute
gross intolerance and hatred toward anyone other than people like
themselves is very disconcerting now as it takes a further foothold
in Somalia.
I would just mention parenthetically Nina Shea in her testimony
calls on your Department in its report to do more reporting on the
whole area of government, either acquiescent to or supporting Web
sites, publications, books that spew out hatred and intolerance.
So a secondary question to that is do you need additional authority? Because I would gladly draft that bill, drop it, and work to get
it passed. Or, do you have the existing authority to expand, do a
book in the international religion reporting to include that kind of
surveillance?
Ambassador HANFORD. Well, certainly very serious problems remain in Saudi Arabia that we have to deal with on a regular basis.
I and my office have spent a great deal of time working on issues
in Saudi Arabia. I have been there four times. We have spent
maybe 60 days on the ground in Saudi Arabia since I came into
this job meeting with religious groups, minority and majority, and
long, numerous meetings with government officials to try to get to
the bottom of what is going on there. And certainly some of the
problems that you mentioned are very real.
I will say that the government has recognized some of the problems that come from the literature that can be inflammatory and
propagate an attitude of hatred toward other groups.
The way that this can fester in other countries, you mentioned
Somalia, is something that has needed to be addressed, and the
government is taking certain measures. As I said in my remarks,
I am seeking right now to find the time on the Subcommittee’s
schedule where I want to sit down and give a very comprehensive
report on our work in Saudi Arabia, what we have done there, and
then we will be able to announce this publicly. But I feel the need
to discuss it first both on the House and Senate side with Members. And I think there are measures which the Saudis are taking.
In a sense, they, the government there, has awakened, albeit
slowly, to the threat of this sort of literature and to this approach
to things, since they themselves have experienced the terrorism
problem on their own soil, and I think this has helped to create a
change in attitude.
Also, King Abdullah since ascending the throne has made a number of meaningful changes and so the trend is a very good one, and
of course it has a long way to go.
Mr. SMITH. Mr. Ambassador, has anyone in Saudi Arabia been
executed for either change of faith; in other words; going from Muslim and converting to Christianity, in recent months or years? And
secondly, has anyone been tortured? And I would just again note,
the priest that married my wife, Marie and I, 28 years ago, was
our head chaplain during Operation Desert Storm and I remember
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him telling a story upon his return that he could not display his
cross. We were told U.S. soldiers sent to protect Saudi Arabia could
not bring their Bibles in and that even Mass on a Sunday morning
had to be disguised as a social event because the Mutawah would
find it so displeasing to him.
And secondly, on Iraq, very briefly, the International Religious
Freedom Commission suggests upwards of 80 new pieces of legislation may be necessary by the Parliament in order to effectuate true
religious freedom as they meet. What is your sense on the drafting
of those laws?
And finally, what—I have more. I will submit those for the
record, and then I will go to Mr. Payne.
Ambassador HANFORD. In terms of death or execution or torture,
I have had to work on these cases in past years when I worked up
here on the Hill and on these issues, and I am pleased to report
that we are not aware of anyone executed for conversion or for
their faith in at least 10 or 11 years. And I think the last known
public incident of this was quite a bit longer ago than that.
There are problems sometimes with police or, more specifically,
the religious police, known as the Mutawah, sometimes taking
matters into their own hands and there are a number of positive
developments on this front which I look forward to the opportunity,
whenever the Subcommittee has an opportunity, to explain these
developments to you that I think will provide assurances from now
on that these incidents are going to largely go away.
In terms of worship for minority faiths, this is another issue that
we have raised repeatedly, that I have been raising ever since I got
into this job basically.
The good news is that any given week you have hundreds of
thousands of minority people of faith meeting to worship in Saudi
Arabia. They meet in homes and places of that sort and in virtually
all cases they are unharassed.
Now they are meeting under a certain sense of apprehension.
They have to be very careful. But the government has made it clear
that they are going to allow this, and they have been, I would say
then almost entirely consistent in this. There are occasions where
particularly the Mutawah take matters into their own hands but
these have now become few and far between.
For example, just last Easter, there were quite a few arrests.
This year, there have been very few. And so again I think some of
the credit goes to King Abdullah and to the word that he has put
out. He is placing a very strong emphasis right now on tolerance
and respecting other people’s rights to practice their beliefs.
In Iraq, we are aware of the critical importance of getting the implementation legislation right and we are working very hard to see
that that happens.
Mr. SMITH. Mr. Payne.
Mr. PAYNE. Thank you very much, Ambassador, for being here.
Although I didn’t hear your testimony I just have a couple of brief
questions. Just with the continued violence in Iraq, what effect has
that had on minority religious communities there? Just what is the
situation in general?
Ambassador HANFORD. Well, the violence has affected everyone,
minority and majority, and of course the primary violence has been

VerDate Mar 21 2002

16:45 Oct 11, 2006

Jkt 000000

PO 00000

Frm 00030

Fmt 6633

Sfmt 6601

F:\WORK\AGI\063006\28430.000

HINTREL1

PsN: SHIRL

27
between the Sunni and the Shiite and this has disrupted worship,
mosques have been targeted, worshippers have been targeted and
it is tragic to see this happen.
The good news is that many of the religious leaders in the country are determined and have spoken out, such as Ayatollah Sistani,
and others are trying to quell this and I think there is a common
determination among the large majority of the Iraqi people to respect religious freedom and, once we can get past this period of insurgency, to have a situation in the country that really allows for
people of all faiths to be able to practice.
We worked hard with the Iraqi people to get the Constitution in
good shape in terms of guaranteeing religious freedom, including
for the smaller minority religious groups and, I feel good about the
Constitution and feel that as long as this is implemented that we
will be in much better shape than we were in the old days. It is
true that with all of the violence and pressures that are going on,
I have been grieved, as I know have many others, about religious
minorities who have fled the country. It is my hope that when
things quiet down they will return. But because the numbers have
been large, this is something that really, really concerns me.
I hate to see ancient communities of faith leaving their homeland
where they have had such a wonderful presence for centuries, and
this has been certainly a high priority and a great personal burden
of mine as I continue to work on Iraq.
Mr. PAYNE. Thank you. In your opinion, which religious minority
groups in the Middle East face the most discrimination both at a
societal level and a governmental level and, conversely, which
countries in the region are noted for promoting tolerance toward religious minorities, just sort of a thumbnail sketch?
Ambassador HANFORD. Well, the groups that face the worst
treatment would be—of the major religions of the world it would
be Christians, I would say, and this differs from country to country.
In some countries, in some cases it is Jews, in other cases Jews
have had a very respected place in certain countries where they
have been able to flee persecution from elsewhere. And then the
Baha’is are especially targeted in some cases because they are
viewed as heretical. The Baha’is began in the 1800s in Iran and
they are now viewed by the revolutionary government as counterrevolutionary and as sympathetic to the former government of the
Shah, and so they are viewed as carrying that baggage and are targeted as a result.
And you see bizarre things happen. This year, for example, they
were finally allowed to take entrance exams to be able to attend
college and yet every one of their applications had Islam stamped
on the application. And because it is a core tenet of Baha’is not to
deny their faith, therefore, none of them were able to follow
through even as they passed these exams.
So discrimination and persecution takes many forms in country
after country after country. But we are trying to take it on as best
we can.
In terms of cases where there is comparatively a good degree of
religious freedom, Lebanon, Jordan, we have worked with and seen
progress and advancements in religious freedom, and United Arab
Emirates. I actually have examples in my remarks that I didn’t

VerDate Mar 21 2002

16:45 Oct 11, 2006

Jkt 000000

PO 00000

Frm 00031

Fmt 6633

Sfmt 6601

F:\WORK\AGI\063006\28430.000

HINTREL1

PsN: SHIRL

28
have a chance to go into, Oman, Bahrain. So there are glimmers
of hope in the region.
Mr. PAYNE. Just moving quickly, just had one or two other questions. Nigeria is, as you know, the largest country in Africa and we
are now seeing a—where Christians and Muslims have always gotten along fairly well. In many families half would be Muslim, half
would be Christian. However, we are seeing more religious intolerance between Christians and Muslims. And I just wonder if you
would have any idea about how many people may have died as a
result of fighting between Christian and Muslim groups and what
seems to be the main issues today, now, that is contributing to the
violent acts? And how many people have died as a result of religious violence over the past several years?
It also was interesting that when the cartoon came out, you
know, about Mohammed the only country where there were large
numbers of deaths was in Nigeria. There was a lot of—you know,
there was a lot of protests made throughout the Middle East, as
we know. However, there were probably more deaths in Nigeria
than in the rest of the world put together. So do you have any fix
on what seems to be going on there?
Ambassador HANFORD. Well, there is growing tensions and you
are right, it is a shame because in past years, and I speak to Nigerians about this, there was a great deal of amity between Muslims
and Christians for the most part. You see a growing trend toward
radicalism and extremism in many countries of the world right
now. This is one reason why we have such a concern for the propagation of literature that incites this.
And in Nigeria, some Muslim groups have become more
radicalized and hostile toward Christians, churches are burned
down and people are attacked.
And I have—I am afraid I cannot give you a number, I don’t
have a good sense for that, of how many have been killed.
A lot of this occurs on a community level, not perpetrated by the
government but on a community level, but there is a need for various states, some of which are becoming more hostile to Christians
and minority faiths, and the central governments to do a better job
of policing this and dampening this down because it could become
a powder keg.
Mr. PAYNE. One of the problems with their new Constitution—
I was there during the writing of the Constitution maybe 10 or 15
years ago when they left from military to civilian rule—was unfortunately they left out the restriction of having religious states; in
other words they didn’t forbid religious states in the past. In the
past it wasn’t forbidden either, but no one thought about the fact
that it wasn’t forbidden in the Constitution. Therefore, some states
took up the fact that it wasn’t against the Constitution, and so
there are, as you know, maybe 8 or 10 states and in Nigeria that
have sharia as their law, which is of course very, very serious.
And just on that point, in Sudan in the Comprehensive Peace Accord there was supposed to be the Government of Sudan was supposed to stop imposing sharia on Christians and animists, the people in the south. Do you have any record on what the Government
of Sudan is doing as relates to other religions, other than the Islamic religion?
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Ambassador HANFORD. Yes. The Comprehensive Peace Accord
has been I think largely a success in granting religious freedom for
believers in the south. And they are flourishing under that and you
are right, under that accord sharia law may not be imposed in the
south and the south is able to adopt its own policies in that regard.
In the north, we still struggle over this, how to carve out proper
space for non-Muslims to not be subject to all of the provisions of
sharia law.
Mr. PAYNE. Of course the Government of Sudan doesn’t discriminate much because, as you know, the Darfurians are Muslims and
they murder and rape and kill and pilferage them too. So they are
just a pariah government which shouldn’t even be recognized as a
government.
Just finally, there was some anti-Semitism rising in Russia, you
know, some desecration of cemeteries and things of that nature,
and Putin would say, you know, he is going to look into it, but a
little lip service.
What is the situation in Russia as it relates to anti-Semitism and
what is the government really doing to try to eliminate it or at
least work toward its elimination?
Ambassador HANFORD. I think there have been evidences that
the government has been very concerned about the hooliganism
and the attacks of anti-Semitism. There was the recent attack on
the rabbi that gained a great deal of attention and even from President Putin—we certainly stressed this very strongly. It is still a
problem, as it is in many places in Europe, and we will keep raising this vigorously, but I think the government itself is committed
to seeing this addressed.
Mr. PAYNE. Thank you very much. I raised the issue with the
Duma about 6, 7 months ago and some of the Members were here
and they claimed they were going to take a look at it.
Thank you. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
Mr. SMITH. Dr. Boozman.
Mr. BOOZMAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. We all know that
there has been persecution going on for centuries throughout the
world. You mention that this severe abuse had lessened in Egypt
and maybe some shining stars in Lebanon and Jordan, you know
places like that.
What are the top two, three, where are the worst places right
now?
Ambassador HANFORD. Well, the worst place in the world would
be North Korea. Now that is in the region, but there is really no
religious freedom of any sort. Basically, all religion, all religion is
suppressed. There are a few show churches.
Mr. BOOZMAN. So it is purely atheistic?
Ambassador HANFORD. That is right. We don’t have a sense for
how large the prisoner population is there, the religious prisoner
population, but we suspect that it is enormous. Some of the other
countries that we designate as countries of particular concern,
CPCs, for their severe violations would include Eritrea. On a per
capita basis they have maybe the second largest number of religious prisoners, right now maybe about 1,700. The government
would argue these people, many of them, are in jail for other reasons, but it is clear that even though they arrest a lot of people for
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a lot of things that they have particularly targeted Christian
groups in particular.
Iran, which I mentioned earlier, would be among the very worst.
Saudi Arabia on a legal basis is certainly among the worst. You
have to be a Muslim to be a citizen in that country, and there is
an intolerance toward other branches of Islam much less minority
faiths.
Burma, China, has been a great frustration in my work in seeing
so little progress there in spite of the incredibly high priority that
President Bush has personally placed on trying to advance religious freedom in China and I have of course traveled there and impressed—we are given assurances and promises of things that I regard as real breakthroughs. They either state them publicly or post
them on web sites in terms of new policies, but they don’t get implemented.
And so Vietnam in the past has been a country that I have considered to be one of the worst, but I want to give them credit for
turning the corner and now moving toward becoming much better.
There are still serious problems in one or two regions of the country.
Mr. BOOZMAN. One thing and again we are all in this Committee
because we are interested in this, in trying to push things forward.
It is one thing for a sovereign nation to believe as they do and this
and that. Who are the biggest exporters of trying to take it out of
their sovereign nation, trying to export it to the rest of the world?
Who are the most guilty in that respect?
Ambassador HANFORD. Well, in the Communist world China over
the years after the collapse of the Soviet Union has been in a sense
the biggest exporter of their approach to doing things.
And in the Muslim world, Saudi Arabia, because of the wealth
that they have and their ability to fund literature, have been guilty
of propagating a lot of literature. The government is very committed to advancing their brand of Islam, the Hanbali or Salafi
branch of Sunni Islam, which is arguably the most strict. And
while in and of itself this isn’t a violation of religious freedom to
have this goal, this can breed intolerance toward other branches of
Islam and toward other religions. So as this literature has been
propagated, I think it has had that effect, whether intentional or
unintentional.
Mr. BOOZMAN. Is that lessening, or I mean are they continuing
to do that? I guess the problem with that is that you know that
branch of Islam doesn’t have a whole lot of use for me or you. So
are they continuing to do this or is it lessening or——
Ambassador HANFORD. It is lessening, and this has been a great
focus of my work. As I mentioned earlier, I will be meeting with
the Subcommittee in the next few days, as soon as you get back
from recess, to share in detail some of the discussions and results
on this very issue, among others. But to sum it up, it is lessening.
The Saudis have realized even themselves that this literature can
breed hostility which at least many of the leaders do not intend.
Mr. BOOZMAN. But the realty is that it has?
Ambassador HANFORD. And they have experienced the results
themselves even with homegrown terrorism, and this has been a
bit of an awakening. So measures are being taken to address this,
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to revise materials. The process has been slower than any of us
would like, but it is sincere. It is perhaps not going to be thoroughly satisfying to all of us. Only time will tell.
There have been improvements. If you look at materials today
and compare them to 2 years ago, there have been serious areas
of intolerance that have been expunged. And yet there are still very
significant problems that remain in the materials.
Mr. BOOZMAN. I guess my constituents, the people of Arkansas,
wonder if we would put up with this if they weren’t the largest gasoline station in the world.
The other thing is, are we doing the equivalent of Radio Free Europe in that part of the world? Are they doing anything along the
lines of advancing religious tolerance in their broadcasts or whatever?
Ambassador HANFORD. Well, yes. We do broadcast in that part
of the world. I know that sometimes things that I do and say wind
up—I wind up reading about them later, that they were broadcast
there.
Mr. BOOZMAN. I guess in traveling in that area and visiting with
the different countries, they are really not very impressed with our
effort as far as our broadcasts, and I don’t know, like I say—it is
the equivalent of Radio Free Europe. Like I say, they don’t feel it
is very effective. They feel like—and again I am not being mad, but
in visiting with the folks, you know, that you have the opportunity
to, very high level, very high level ranking, at times they are very
critical. They don’t feel like the message that we are getting out
as we do those broadcasts is doing a very good job at all.
Are we sensitive to that? Are we doing a better job? I don’t know
if that is in your realm or not, but I know that you are very familiar with that part of the world. What is your sense of the job that
the broadcaster is doing overall, not just in the religious freedom
area?
Ambassador HANFORD. You are right. There are mixed reactions
to the broadcasts, as there are mixed reactions to the Western
media in general.
Mr. BOOZMAN. The reaction I got was not mixed, it was universal
that they are pretty lousy.
Ambassador HANFORD. There is the interesting argument and
discussion going on today about the compatibility of democracy and
sharia law, for example. There are many Muslims who have aspirations for democracy in their countries, who are pressing for this,
even seeing the early stages of it, and yet also have convictions
that lead them toward sharia law. And so there are going to be
ways in which they don’t entirely appreciate or find themselves
ready to adopt our version of democracy.
But our efforts are having an effect, they certainly are. And even
in places like Saudi Arabia, on many different fronts of reform, although it is happening slowly, you can see this occurring. Just this
week the King appointed six women to an Advisory Council for the
Sharia, and week after week there are steps which are encouraging.
At the same time, you see the benefits of CNN and Fox News
and other channels being broadcast in. These are not restricted in
Saudi Arabia, to give another example. They don’t appreciate in
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many cases the output of Hollywood. Sometimes I find myself having to agree with them on that, frankly. But I think there is a leavening effect that is occurring as a result of the people of countries
in the Middle East being able to watch the Western world through
the eyes of BBC, CNN and Fox News.
Mr. BOOZMAN. Thank you very much, and I do appreciate your
efforts appreciate your work.
Mr. SMITH. Would my friend yield for a moment?
Mr. BOOZMAN. Sure.
Mr. SMITH. On the area of freedom broadcasting we have recently introduced a bill marked up in our Subcommittee called the
Global On-Line Freedom Act and while much of the focus was on
the hand-in-glove relationship with these companies and China,
Saudi Arabia is another country where there is a severe censorship
and much of it is religiously based. I would ask you if you would
take a look at the bill and maybe offer some comments as we go
to Full Committee markup and to the Floor because obviously the
government is using it and Saudi Arabia is an Internet restricting
country beyond any reasonable doubt. So I would ask you to take
a look at it.
Ms. McCollum.
Ms. MCCOLLUM. Mr. Chairman, with great hesitancy, even
though I have some questions, I would like to prolong the discussion. I am going to pass because I would like to hear from the other
speakers before I get on a plane.
Mr. SMITH. Ms. Kaptur.
Ms. KAPTUR. I echo the gentlelady’s remarks. I am anxious to
hear the witnesses, Mr. Chairman. Thank you.
Mr. SMITH. As am I. But I would like to ask you one final question, Mr. Ambassador. Has the U.S. Government raised at a high
level with Israeli officials the continuing delays in implementing
the fundamental agreement with the Holy See, which was agreed
to in 1994, regulating the status of the Catholic Church in the Holy
Land?
Ambassador HANFORD. We certainly have. We have regular discussions both with Vatican officials, representatives of the Catholic
Church, and with representatives of the Israeli Government to encourage this process along, by which the Vatican is recognizing
Israel and by which Israel is recognizing the Catholic Church’s role
with certain properties and their place in that country. And this
has been a tedious and slow process, which at times has been difficult to understand, but yes, we are very much involved in encouraging both parties.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you.
Mr. PAYNE. I just have a quick question. That triggered a concern I had several years ago that in Turkey there was a monastery
for the Greek Orthodox Church, and I am wondering—and there
was some difficulties. The government was making it hard to have
students there. Do you know the situation that is there currently?
Ambassador HANFORD. That continues to be an issue and slowly,
you know, this gets addressed. But this has continued to be a frustration and it is not resolved yet.
Mr. PAYNE. You know with Turkey trying to get accession to the
EU and you know with the occupation of Cyprus and then also con-
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tinuing to have religious discrimination in Turkey, I think that although they, you know, are supposedly a big ally to the U.S., sometimes we need to really tell our so-called allies that they need to
behave. We can’t have all bad friends, you know. We need friends,
but we need friends that have a responsibility to have some standards. We don’t need to drift down to where they are. We are all
going to be wallowing in the world gutter somewhere.
Ambassador HANFORD. My first meeting in my position as Ambassador-at-Large was with an official from Turkey, the head of religious affairs as I recall, and we keep raising this issue.
Mr. PAYNE. Thank you.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you very much. You know Mr. Payne brings
up a good point and we will have other follow-up hearings for other
parts of the world. Obviously today we are focusing on the Middle
East, but there are, as you pointed out, Turkey, Nigeria, other
areas, China certainly, where we need to continue our focus. So we
will ask you to come back if you would, Mr. Ambassador.
Ambassador HANFORD. I look forward to it.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you very much. And I move forward to our
next panel, which will consist of Ms. Nina Shea, who has served
as Commissioner on the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, where she is Vice Chair. Ms. Shea has been an
international human rights lawyer for 25 years and for the past 10
years has directed the Center For Religious Freedom, a division of
Freedom House, America’s oldest human rights group. She has authored numerous articles on religious freedom, has spoken out with
passion on China, on Sudan and so many other countries, and she
has done a piece recently on Iraq’s Constitution published in the
Washington Post.
Ms. Shea, thank you for your being here, and the floor is yours.
STATEMENT OF MS. NINA SHEA, VICE CHAIR, U.S.
COMMISSION ON INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Ms. SHEA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and distinguished Members
of the Subcommittee, and let me begin by thanking you for the opportunity to testify today at this important hearing.
Mr. Chairman, I would like to commend you, and the Commission on International Religious Freedom commends you in particular for your commitment over many years to the broad array
of human rights issues, particularly religious freedom, and you
have always been in the forefront of flagging dire situations and
today is no different. So thank you very much.
The Commission was asked to testify on religious freedom conditions in five countries, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. The Commission has found that three of these countries, Iran,
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, have governments that commit systematic ongoing and egregious violations of religious freedom.
Egypt is a country where widespread discrimination exists, and
the grave situation in Iraq is one that requires immediate action
and attention by the U.S. Government.
We have found that in the greater Middle East, non-Muslim minorities, often indigenous to their countries, are dwindling, and
these include Christians but also Mandaeans, Yazidis, Baha’is,
Jews, Zoroastrians and also a great deal of sectarian oppression
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with the dominant Islamic group or Muslim group suppressing the
minority one.
And we are seeing really for the first time in history that the region which has been known for religious diversity is becoming
Islamicized. It is not only a loss for these groups but for the region
itself. These groups enrich, these minority religious groups enrich
the culture and they help to—they have a moderating influence.
I would like to start with our conclusion. In the interest of time
I am going to summarize my statement and ask that it be included
in the record, the full written statement, as well as more extensive
individual chapters from our annual report released last month on
the countries that I am addressing.
Mr. SMITH. Without objection, so ordered.
Ms. SHEA. Thank you. Mr. Chairman, one of the common themes
that cuts across each of these countries and several others for that
matter is the extent to which a government perpetrates hatred
against religious minorities and fosters religious extremism within
its society or even beyond its borders through its education system,
the official media and other government policies.
To date there has been no systematic reporting by the U.S. Government on this, yet bringing into the public eye information of
this sort is very important to urging governments to change their
practices or to encourage positive practices already being undertaken by a particular government.
The Commission believes the State Department should describe
the nature and extent to which any government or entities funded
by that government sponsors activities that explicitly promote religious hatred, intolerance and other human rights violations, including violence. Such a description should include detailed review
of any of the following that incite hatred or violence: Textbooks and
educational literature in schools, other publications and Web sites
of the governments, its ministries or organizations receiving government funding, publications and programs in controlled and
semi-official print, radio, television media, and sermons in state
controlled places of worship. And one tool that exists for that kind
of assessment would be the State Department’s International Religious Freedom Report, and I want to thank you, Mr. Chairman, for
your support of that recommendation already in today’s, this morning’s hearing.
I would just like to say a few words about each country. Egypt,
starting alphabetically, was included on the Commission’s watch
list. It has been since 2002. We found that there is discrimination,
intolerance and other human rights violations that affect a broad
spectrum of Egyptian society, including the Coptic Orthodox Christians, the Baha’is, and Muslims who do not adhere to the state favored interpretation of Sunni Islam.
All religious minority groups cite widespread interference, harassment and constant surveillance by Egyptian State Security
Services, the government entity that oversees religious affairs in
Egypt. Moreover, anti-Semitic rhetoric continues unabated in the
state controlled and in the semi-official media and education system.
Regarding the Coptic Christians, there have been knife attacks
on Christian worshippers at three churches in Alexandria in April,
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leaving an elderly man dead and up to 16 others wounded. Although the government claimed that a mentally disturbed man was
the lone perpetrator, there are evidence that these attacks were religiously motivated. Three days of rioting followed the attacks leaving one Muslim killed and almost 40 injured.
Christians were also targets of the extremists earlier this year in
Luxor, where more than a dozen were injured, and last October in
Alexandria where three were killed during clashes. And of course
the Al-Kosheh massacre at the turn of the millennium in 2000 is
where 20 Christians were killed. There has never been justice in
that case even though the government did promise that to the
world and to the Commission in particular during a visit there.
Permits to build and repair non-Muslim houses of worship languish under restrictive rules.
In 1960, a Presidential decree skipped Baha’is’ legal recognizing
and as a result leaving the community of 2,000 with no valid identity documents which they need to comply with the law which requires all Egyptians to possess a valid identity card and for government services, including education.
Human rights groups have noted a rise in Islamic extremism and
tied it to the government’s human rights practices.
It is clear that a climate for greater respect for compliance with
Egypt’s international human rights obligations is vital to the improvement of human rights for the religious minorities, and to that
end the Commission recommends that the U.S. Government should
establish a timetable for implementation of political and human
rights reforms. If deadlines are not met, the U.S. Government
should reconsider the appropriate allocation of its assistance to the
Egyptian Government, direct U.S. assistance to Egyptian human
rights, and other civil society groups should continue without vetting by the Egyptian Government.
In Iran, the government’s poor religious freedom record deteriorated even further especially for religious minorities, and for Baha’is in particular. All minority groups are facing intensified harassment, detention, arrests and imprisonment. Repression has
risen to a level not seen since the years immediately following the
1979 revolution.
The President’s repeated threats to destroy Israel and denials of
the Holocaust have intensified fears among Iran’s Jewish community. Dissident Muslims and political reformers continue to be put
in prison on criminal charges of blasphemy and criticizing the nature of the Islamic regime.
Since the next panelist will discuss more on the Baha’is in Iran,
I will just again reiterate that more than 120 Baha’is have been
arbitrarily arrested since early 2005 and in December, last December, a Baha’i who had been jailed for more than 10 years on
charges of apostasy died in prison under mysterious circumstances.
Christians have also been subject to harassment and their numbers have plummeted in Iran since the revolution. An evangelical
pastor, Hamid Pourmand, remains in prison on charges of apostasy
even after being acquitted in November 2005 by an Islamic court.
Turning to Iraq, amid the widely publicized cycle of Sunni-Shiite
sectarian violence in Iraq, non-Muslim religious minorities continue
to suffer a disproportionate burden of violent attacks and other
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human rights abuses. These minorities, including Christian Iraqis,
Yazidis and Sabean Mandaeans, have been forced to fend for themselves in a continuing climate of impunity and remain particularly
vulnerable given their lack of any tribal or militia structure to provide for their security.
In the face of this violence, members of these fragile communities
continue to flee the country in an exodus that may mean the end
in the presence in Iraq of ancient Christian and other religious minorities, communities that have lived in these same lands for 2,000
years.
Recently the UN reported, ‘‘an explosion of Islamist extremist
movements and militias which target, among others, members of
religious communities,’’ and concluded that religious minorities
‘‘have become the regular victims of discrimination, harassment
and at times persecution with instruments ranging from intimidation to murder, and that members of the Christian minority appear
to be particularly targeted.’’
As you already know, during the past 2 years the indigenous ancient Iraqi Christian community repeatedly has been the target of
coordinated bombing attacks, kidnappings, murders, and there is
particular concern that in the Kurdistan region they have been discriminated against and driven off of their land.
And I just like to say a comment, I have been in my personal
capacity, my capacity as Director of the Freedom House Center for
Religious Freedom, have been speaking with USAID officials and
learned that the problem that is exacerbating the exodus of Christians from the Kurdistan region—it is estimated that maybe a
third, as many as a third of the Christian population in Iraq live
in Kurdistan—has been caused by U.S. reconstruction policies. U.S.
Government is involved in the mega projects of bringing on electric
power and water systems in Kurdistan, and once they complete
these major projects of infrastructure they walk away. The U.S.
just sort of walks away without nary a glance backward, without
caring or being sensitive to the fact that religious minorities live
in ethnic enclaves and that their villages are not being hooked up
by the ruling powers so that in Kurdistan the Kurdish Government
is not hooking up to—well, is hooking up in a discriminatory fashion villages to power grids and to water and sewage lines. The
Christian villages and Mandaean villages and the Yazidi villages
are suffering. They are without power. They are without water and
they must then leave. The U.S. could do something about that.
We also, the Commission is concerned about the Constitution.
We are not as sanguine as the Ambassador. We feel that there are
problems as currently drafted and in covering that with the religiously motivated sectarian violence underscores the need for
amendments that would clarify and strengthenhuman rights as
well as the promotion of implementing legislation to protect and
enforce these rights.
There is ambiguities in the Constitution regarding the rights.
They may be negated by provisions such as a repugnancy clause
saying that no law can be repugnant to Islam but depending on
how that is interpreted the Supreme Court under the Constitution
is to include judges that need not have any kind of grounding in
civil law.
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Regarding Pakistan, the religious freedom problems in Pakistan
come from two sources. First, there is a continued problem related
to religious extremism and resulting violence. Pakistani Government officials do not provide adequate protection from societal violence to members of the religious minority communities, including
Shi’a, Ahmadi, Hindu and Christians. With some exceptions perpetrators of attacks on minorities are seldom brought to justice.
Second, there is the problem of discriminatory legislation and
that is deliberate government policies because of the laws targeting
the Ahmadi community, which numbers between 3 and 4 million.
In Pakistan Ahmadis are prevented by law from engaging in the
full practice of their faith. It is illegal for Ahmadis to preach in
public, to seek converts and to produce, publish and disseminate
their religious materials. They have been arrested and put in prisons for terms of 3 years for all of the above acts and are reportedly
subject to ill treatment from prison authorities and fellow prisoners. Blasphemy allegations, which are often pursued as personal
vendettas, result in the lengthy detention of and sometimes violence against Ahmadis, Christians and Hindus and members of
other religious minorities as well as Muslims on account of their
religious beliefs.
It is compounded by the lack of due process involved in these
proceedings. Several accused under blasphemy laws have been attacked, even killed by vigilantes, including while in police custody.
Therefore, the fact that the Supreme Court has not carried through
in these cases does not mean that these blasphemy laws are not
a serious human rights problem because of vigilantes and fanatics
within the communities who do carry them out.
Finally, Saudi Arabia, the government continues to enforce vigorously its ban on all forms of public religious expression other than
the government’s interpretation and enforcement of the Hanbali
school of Sunni Islam. Members of the Shi’a and other non-Sunni
communities as well as nonconforming Sunnis are subject to government restrictions on government religious practices and official
discrimination in numerous areas, particularly in government employment.
In past years prominent Shi’a cleric and religious scholars were
arrested and detained without charge for religious views. Some
were reportedly beaten and otherwise ill treated. Recent reports indicate that some of these Shi’a clerics have been released, but the
current status of a number of others remains unknown.
There is also a continuing pattern of punishment and abuse of
Christians and non-Muslim foreigners for private religious practice
in Saudi Arabia which often results in harassment, arrests and
abuse by the Mutawah.
Furthermore, the government continues to be linked to financing
activities throughout the world that support extreme religious intolerance, hatred and in some cases violence toward non-Muslims
and disfavored Muslims. In May, my own organization, the Center
For Religious Freedom and Freedom House released an analysis of
a dozen religious textbooks from the most recent school year’s curriculum in Saudi Arabia and found that the Ministry of Education
continues to teach religious hatred and that the violence to spread
the faith is a religious obligation.
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While the Saudi Ambassador to the United States has acknowledged the problem and admitted that the reform of the Saudi education is going slowly because it is a massive undertaking, others
in the government such as Saudi Interior Minister Prince Naif refuted the study and said publicly that Saudi textbooks are progressive and free of any kind of Islamist extremist ideology. So that
while apparently the Ambassador’s comments were directed to a
U.S. audience, the Interior Minister’s comments were for a Saudi
one as they were made at a graduation ceremony in a university
in Riyadh, contradictory messages for different audiences.
With that, Mr. Chairman, I will conclude my statement. Thank
you, very much.
[The prepared statement of Ms. Shea follows:]
PREPARED STATEMENT OF MS. NINA SHEA, VICE CHAIR, U.S. COMMISSION
INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

ON

Mr. Chairman and distinguished Members of the Subcommittee, let me begin by
thanking you for the opportunity to testify today at this important hearing. I plan
to summarize the Commission’s testimony in my oral remarks, but would like to request that my written statement be included in the record, as well as more extensive individual chapters from our Annual Report, released last month, on each of
the countries I will speak about today.
The Commission was asked to testify today on religious freedom conditions in
Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia and to offer recommendations for U.S.
policy. Each of the five countries I will speak about poses serious and varied challenges for freedom of religion or belief. The Commission has found that three of the
countries—Iran, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia—have governments that commit systematic, ongoing, and egregious violations of religious freedom. Egypt is a country
where widespread discrimination exists, and the grave situation in Iraq is one that
requires immediate action and attention by the U.S. government.
With the exception of Iran, all of these countries are close partners with the
United States in the war on terror and on maintaining regional stability. One way
the Administration has determined to combat terrorism and to achieve stability in
the region is to promote effective democracies. As the President stated in his 2006
National Security Strategy, ‘‘Because democracies are the most responsible members
of the international system, promoting democracy is the most effective long-term
measure for strengthening international stability; reducing regional conflicts; countering terrorism and terror-supporting extremism; and extending peace and prosperity.’’ The Commission agrees that a demonstrated U.S. commitment to promoting
human rights, including religious freedom, in the five countries being examined here
is essential to any meaningful advances in the war on terrorism and to successes
in the global promotion of democracy.
Due to time constraints, I will be able to highlight only some of our most serious
religious freedom concerns and discuss just a few of our key policy recommendations
for each country. Let me start, in alphabetical order, with Egypt.
EGYPT

The Commission, which has included Egypt on its Watch List since 2002, has
found that discrimination, intolerance, and other human rights violations affect a
broad spectrum of Egyptian society, including Coptic Orthodox Christians, Baha’is,
and Muslims who do not adhere to the state-favored interpretation of Sunni Islam.
All religious minority groups cite widespread interference, harassment, and constant
surveillance by Egyptian State Security Services—the government entity that oversees religious affairs in Egypt. Moreover, anti-Semitic rhetoric continues unabated
in the state-controlled and semi-official media and education system.
Relations between Egypt’s Muslims and Christians are increasingly strained.
Knife attacks on Christian worshippers at three churches in Alexandria in April left
an elderly man dead and up to 16 others wounded. Although the government
claimed that a mentally disturbed man was the lone perpetrator, there is evidence
that these attacks were religiously motivated. Three days of rioting followed the attacks, leaving one Muslim killed and almost 40 injured. Christians were also targets
of extremists earlier this year near Luxor, where more than a dozen were injured,
and last October in Alexandria, where three were killed during clashes.
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Permits to build or repair non-Muslim houses of worship languish under restrictive rules. In December, President Mubarak announced he was easing restrictions
on the maintenance of churches, which theoretically means approvals can be given
at the local level. Yet, there are no signs so far that the situation has improved.
Baha’is, who have been banned from practicing their religion in Egypt for decades, continue to face severe challenges. A 1960 Presidential decree stripped Baha’is
of legal recognition and as a result, many in the community of about 2,000 have
no valid identity documents, which they need to comply with a law requiring all
Egyptians to possess a valid identity card and for government services, including
education. In April, Baha’is won the right in court to obtain identity documents
without having to falsify their religious affiliation. But the victory was short-lived.
After the Interior Ministry appealed the ruling on advice from religious authorities
at Al-Azhar University, a higher court suspended the original verdict last month,
leaving the Baha’i community in limbo until the Supreme Administrative Court
rules on the appeal in September.
Human rights groups inside the country continue to be concerned that Islamic extremism is advancing in Egypt with detrimental effects on the prospects for democratic reform, religious tolerance, and the rights of women and girls and members
of religious minorities. Some believe that the government is not acting to its fullest
ability to counteract this problem, especially in the areas of public education and
the media, where the extremist influence is growing.
President Bush repeatedly has urged the Egyptian government to ‘‘show the way
toward democracy in the Middle East,’’ yet the Mubarak government has not made
significant headway on democratic reform. In fact, there has been backsliding on
several human rights, including religious freedom, in recent weeks and months.
A climate of greater respect for and compliance with Egypt’s international human
rights obligations is vital to improvement of its actions related to freedom of religion
and treatment of religious minorities. To that end, the Commission recommends
that:
• the U.S. government should establish a timetable for implementation of political and human rights reforms. If deadlines are not met, the U.S. government
should re-consider the appropriate allocation of its assistance to the Egyptian
government. Direct U.S. assistance to Egyptian human rights and other civil
society groups should continue, without vetting by the Egyptian government.
High on the list of these reform benchmarks has to be that the Egyptian government removes de facto responsibility for religious affairs from the state security
services with the exception of cases involving violence or the advocacy of violence.
In the near future, the Commission plans to reassess the overall situation in
Egypt and whether or not conditions warrant raising Egypt to the status of a ‘‘country of particular concern,’’ or CPC, from its current Watch List designation.
IRAN

Over the past year, the Iranian government’s poor religious freedom record deteriorated, especially for religious minorities and for Baha’is in particular. All minority groups are facing intensified harassment, detention, arrests, and imprisonment.
Repression has risen to a level not seen since the years immediately following the
1979 revolution. President Ahmadinejad’s repeated threats to destroy Israel and denials of the Holocaust have intensified fears among Iran’s Jewish community. Dissident Muslims and political reformers continue to be imprisoned on criminal
charges of blasphemy and criticizing the nature of the Islamic regime.
Over the years, hundreds of prominent Muslim activists and dissidents from
among the Shi’a majority advocating political reform have been sentenced to lengthy
prison terms by the Revolutionary Court, ostensibly on charges of seeking to overthrow the Islamic system in Iran. Reformists and journalists are regularly tried
under current press laws and the Penal Code on charges of ‘‘insulting Islam,’’ criticizing the Islamic Republic, and publishing materials that deviate from Islamic
standards. Muslim minorities also face repression. Iranian Sunni leaders have reported widespread abuses and restrictions on their religious practice and the Sufi
community is regularly intimidated and harassed by intelligence and security services and report widespread official discrimination.
In recent months, dozens of Baha’is have been arrested, detained, and interrogated before being released. In some cases, they have spent weeks or months in detention without being charged with any offense. In December 2005, Zabihullah
Mahrami, a Baha’i who had been jailed for more than 10 years on charges of apostasy, died in prison under mysterious circumstances. In March 2006, the UN Special
Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief exposed a confidential October 2005
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letter from the Iranian Chairman of the Command Headquarters of the Armed
Forces to several Iranian government agencies directing these entities to collect information on all members of the Baha’i community in Iran and to monitor their activities. Just last month, 54 Baha’is, mostly young females in their teens and 20s,
were arrested in Shiraz while teaching underprivileged children non-religious subjects such as math and science. More than 120 Baha’is have been arbitrarily arrested since early 2005.
Christians in Iran continue to be subject to harassment, arrests, close surveillance, and imprisonment; many are reported to have fled the country. In the past
15 years, numerous Christians reportedly have been killed at the hands of government authorities and more than a dozen are reported missing or ‘‘disappeared.’’ An
evangelical pastor, Hamid Pourmand, remains in prison on charges of apostasy even
after being acquitted in November 2005 by an Islamic court. Pourmand has been
serving the balance of a three-year sentence handed down by a separate military
court in February 2005. Furthermore, official policies promoting anti-Semitism are
on the rise in Iran, though members of the Jewish community have always been
singled out on the basis of ‘‘ties to Israel,’’ whether real or perceived. Official government discrimination against Jews continues to be pervasive.
The government’s monopoly on and enforcement of the official interpretation of
Islam negatively affect the human rights of women in Iran, including their right to
freedoms of movement, association, thought, conscience, and religion, and freedom
from coercion in matters of religion or belief.
Since 1999, the State Department has designated Iran as a CPC. The Commission
continues to recommend that Iran remain a CPC for severe religious freedom violations. In addition, the Commission recommends that the U.S. government should:
• at the highest levels, vigorously speak out publicly about the deteriorating
conditions for freedom of thought, conscience, and religion or belief in Iran,
including drawing attention to specific cases where severe violations have occurred, demonstrating that the U.S. government will not tolerate religious
freedom abuses and is very closely monitoring developments in each individual case;
• ensure that new funding budgeted to promote democracy and human rights
in Iran includes support for initiatives promoting freedom of religion or belief,
as well as ways to promote rule of law programs that specifically seek to protect religious minorities in Iran; and
• increase funding for U.S. public diplomacy entities, such as Voice of America
and Radio Farda, and develop new programming solely focusing on the situation of human rights—including the freedom of thought, conscience, and religion or belief—in Iran.
IRAQ

Amid the widely-publicized cycle of Sunni-Shi’a sectarian violence in Iraq, nonMuslim religious minorities continue to suffer a disproportionate burden of violent
attacks and other human rights abuses. These minority communities, including
Christian Iraqis, Yazidis, and Sabean Mandaeans, have been forced to fend for
themselves in a continuing climate of impunity, and they remain particularly vulnerable given their lack of any tribal or militia structure to provide for their security.
In the face of this violence, members of these fragile communities continue to flee
the country in an exodus that may mean the end of the presence in Iraq of ancient
Christian and other religious minority communities that have lived on those same
lands for 2,000 years.1 Recently, the UN reported on ‘‘an explosion of Islamist extremist movements and militias which target, among others, members of religious
minorities,’’ and concluded that religious minorities ‘‘have become the regular victims of discrimination, harassment, and at times persecution, with incidents ranging from intimidation . . . [to] murder,’’ and that ‘‘members of the Christian minority . . . appear to be particularly targeted.’’ 2
As you already know, during the past two years, the indigenous, ancient Iraqi
Christian community repeatedly has been the target of coordinated bombing attacks. This constant threat of violence has forced many worshippers to cease attending religious services or participate in religious events. Reports also alleged that the
1 According to the UNHCR, ‘‘Iraqi Christians continue to arrive in Syria and Jordan, however,
in smaller numbers than in 2004.’’ UNHCR, Guidelines Relating to the Eligibility of Iraqi Asylum-Seekers
(October,
2005),
p.
9
(http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/publ/
opendoc.pdf?tbl=RSDLEGAL&id=4354e3594&page=publ).
2 Ibid.
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Kurdish Regional Government (KRG) has engaged in discriminatory behavior
against religious minorities, including confiscation of ChaldoAssyrian property.3
Islamic extremist elements also continue to target individual members of the
Sabean Mandaean community, solely on the basis of their religious belief. In a number of instances, attackers reportedly attempted forcibly to convert their victims before murdering them, sometimes going so far as to leave the victims’ valuables behind to underscore the religious motivation for their acts.
In the past year, religiously motivated attacks on women, including non-Muslim
women, continued, including acid attacks, kidnappings, and killings. The UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief reported that certain religious
groups were issuing death threats against women pursuing advocacy or other political work.4 Women in particular are being forced to contend with the unlawful imposition of Islamic laws and principles by grassroots vigilante groups, as well as by
the operation of illegal courts that seek to impose an extremist version of Islamic
law on all Iraqis, regardless of their beliefs. The UN Special Rapporteur also concluded that the imposition of religious dress requirements in some academic institutions ‘‘led to a reduction in the number of girls and women attending schools and
universities.’’ This manner of dress was not forced, required, or even expected of
women under the previous regime.
With respect to Iraq’s new constitution, the Commission believes that ambiguous
and potentially problematic provisions, as currently drafted, coupled with ongoing
religiously-motivated sectarian violence, underscore the need for amendments that
would clarify and strengthen human rights, as well as the promotion of implementing legislation to protect and enforce these rights. Such legislation should safeguard the right of every person to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion or
belief, as well as establish an impartial and objective judiciary. In the face of Iraq’s
history of tyranny and the difficult efforts by those Iraqis who continue to support
pluralism and freedom, these concerns are not merely theoretical. They are essential
for genuine democracy and peace.
The Commission appreciates that significant security challenges continue to confront Iraq during its political transition. We also feel strongly that human rights
protections—including safeguards for the individual right to freedom of religion or
belief—represent a necessary component for successfully resolving these challenges.
Therefore, the Commission recommends that:
• the State Department should immediately appoint and dispatch a senior Foreign Service officer to the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad to serve as the lead
human rights official in Iraq, as previously endorsed by the Conference Report of the 2006 Science, State, Justice, Commerce, and Related Agencies Appropriations Act;
• Congress should urge the Administration to speak out at the highest level
against religiously motivated violence, including violence targeting women
and members of religious minorities; and, in cooperation with Iraqi law enforcement, take steps to: (a) enhance security at places of worship, particularly in areas where religious minorities are known to be at risk, and (b) locate and shut down illegal courts unlawfully imposing an extremist version
of Islamic law; and
• Congress should direct unobligated Iraq reconstruction funds to deploy a
group of human rights experts for consultations with the Iraqi Council of Representatives and the constitutional amendment committee, and to assist with
legal drafting and implementation matters related to strengthening human
rights provisions, including freedom of thought, conscience, and religion or belief.
• reconstruction and other funds should be proportionally allocated to
ChaldoAssyrian communities, and their use determined by independent
ChaldoAssyrian national and town civic representatives. Direct lines of input
should be established with these independent ChaldoAssyrian civic structures
through the allocation process of the Iraqi central government in Baghdad,
separate from the Kurdish Regional Government.’’
3 U.S.

Department of State, 2005 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices.
Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, ‘‘Addendum: Summary of Cases
Transmitted to Governments and Replies Received,’’ March 27, 2006, UN Doc. E/CN.4/2006/5/
Add.1, p. 50.
4 UN
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PAKISTAN

The religious freedom problems in Pakistan come from two sources. First, there
is the continued problem related to religious extremism and resulting violence. Pakistani government officials do not provide adequate protections from societal violence
to members of the religious minority communities, including Shi’as, Ahmadis, Hindus, and Christians. With some exceptions, perpetrators of attacks on minorities are
seldom brought to justice.
Second, there is the problem of discriminatory legislation—i.e., deliberate government policies. Because of the laws targeting the Ahmadi community, which numbers
between 3 and 4 million in Pakistan, Ahmadis are prevented by law from engaging
in the full practice of their faith. Among other restrictions, it is illegal for Ahmadis
to preach in public, to seek converts, or to produce, publish, and disseminate their
religious materials. Ahmadis have been arrested and imprisoned for terms of up to
three years for all of the above acts, and they are reportedly subject to ill treatment
from prison authorities and fellow prisoners. Blasphemy allegations, which are often
false, result in the lengthy detention of, and sometimes violence against, Ahmadis,
Christians, Hindus, and members of other religious minorities, as well as Muslims
on account of their religious beliefs. The negative impact of the blasphemy laws is
further compounded by the lack of due process involved in these proceedings. Several accused under the blasphemy laws have been attacked, even killed, by vigilantes, including while in police custody.
Many religious schools, or madrassas, in Pakistan provide ongoing ideological
training and motivation to those who take part in violence targeting religious minorities in Pakistan and abroad. In mid-2005, the government of Pakistan renewed
its effort to require all madrassas to register with the government. By year’s end,
and despite considerable outcry from some militant groups, most of the religious
schools had registered. It remains unclear, however, whether these belated efforts
to curb extremism through reform of the country’s Islamic religious schools will
prove effective. Moreover, these efforts do not adequately address the much wider
problem of religious extremism in Pakistan and the continued strength of militant
groups. It is not only Pakistan’s religious schools that are cause for concern, however. The Commission is also concerned about the country’s public school curriculum, which, according to the State Department, includes ‘‘derogatory remarks
against minority religions, particularly Hindus and Jews,’’ and the more general
teaching that religious intolerance is acceptable.
And finally, Pakistan’s Hudood Ordinances, which apply to Muslims and nonMuslims alike, provide for harsh punishments, such as amputation and death by
stoning, for violations of Islamic law. Women are particularly harshly affected by
these laws: in October 2003, the National Commission on the Status of Women in
Pakistan issued a report on the Hudood Ordinances that stated that as many as
88 percent of women prisoners, many of them rape victims, are serving time in prison for violating these decrees.
These religious freedom concerns continue amid the wider problem of the lack of
democracy in Pakistan, an obstacle that, frankly speaking, the current government
has done little to address. The absence of any meaningful democratic reform has
been exacerbated by the Pakistani government’s political alliance with militant religious parties, which has served to strengthen these groups and give them influence
in the country’s affairs disproportionate to their support among the Pakistani people.
In light of these persistent, serious concerns, the Commission continues to recommend that Pakistan be designated a CPC for severe religious freedom violations.
In addition, the Commission recommends to the U.S. government that it urge the
government of Pakistan to:
• make more serious efforts to combat Islamic extremism in that country and
prevent sectarian violence;
• decriminalize blasphemy and, until such a time as that is possible, to implement procedural changes to the blasphemy laws that will reduce and ultimately eliminate their abuse; and
• rescind the laws targeting Ahmadis, which effectively violate their right to
freedom of religion guaranteed in numerous international documents.
SAUDI ARABIA

The government of Saudi Arabia continues to enforce vigorously its ban on all
forms of public religious expression other than the government’s interpretation and
enforcement of the Hanbali school of Sunni Islam. Members of the Shi’a and other
non-Sunni communities, as well as non-conforming Sunnis, are subject to govern-
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ment restrictions on public religious practices and official discrimination in numerous areas, particularly in government employment. In past years, prominent Shi’a
clerics and religious scholars were arrested and detained without charge for their
religious views; some were reportedly beaten or otherwise ill-treated. Recent reports
indicate that some of these Shi’a clerics have been released, but the current status
of a number of others remains unknown.
Criminal charges of apostasy, blasphemy, and criticizing the nature of the regime
are used by the Saudi government to suppress discussion and debate and silence
dissidents. Promoters of political and human rights reforms, as well as those seeking to debate the appropriate role of religion in relation to the state, its laws, and
society, are typically the target of such charges. For example, in April, a Saudi journalist was arrested and detained by Saudi authorities for almost two weeks for
‘‘denigrating Islamic beliefs’’ and criticizing the Saudi government’s strict interpretations of Islam. In November 2005, a Saudi high school teacher, accused for discussing topics such as the Bible, Judaism, and the causes of terrorism, was tried
on charges of blasphemy and insulting Islam and sentenced to three years in prison
and 750 lashes. Although he was pardoned by King Abdullah in December 2005, he
nevertheless lost his job and suffered other repercussions.
There is also a continuing pattern of punishment and abuse of non-Muslim foreigners for private religious practice in Saudi Arabia, which often results in harassment, arrests, and abuse by the mutawaa, or religious police. Furthermore, the government continues to be linked to financing activities throughout the world that
support extreme religious intolerance, hatred, and, in some cases, violence toward
non-Muslims and disfavored Muslims.
In May, the Center for Religious Freedom at Freedom House, of which I, in my
own professional capacity, am director, released an analysis of a dozen religious and
other textbooks from the most recent school year’s curriculum in Saudi Arabia and
found that religious intolerance and hatred toward all ‘‘unbelievers’’ remains pervasive. The response to this report unfortunately reflects a pattern that we have seen
before: contradictory messages from Saudi officials and an absence of tangible improvements. Saudi Ambassador to the United States Prince Turki al-Faisal, while
acknowledging the problem and admitting that reform of the Saudi education system is a ‘‘massive undertaking,’’ also said that the ‘‘Saudi government has worked
diligently during the last five years to overhaul its education system, which includes
textbooks, teacher training, and the introduction of new teaching methods.’’ However, just two weeks ago, Saudi Interior Minister Prince Naif refuted the study and
said publicly that Saudi textbooks are ‘‘progressive’’ and free of any kind of extremist ideology. Apparently, Ambassador Turki’s comments were directed at a U.S. audience, while Prince Naif’s comments were for a Saudi one, as they were made at
a graduation ceremony of a university in Riyadh-contradictory messages for different audiences.
Moreover, the government’s monopoly on the interpretation of Islam and other
violations of freedom of religion adversely affect the human rights of women in
Saudi Arabia, including freedom of speech, movement, association, and religion,
freedom from coercion, access to education, and full equality before the law.
In September 2004, the State Department for the first time followed the Commission’s recommendation and designated Saudi Arabia a ‘‘country of particular concern,’’ or CPC. In September 2005, one year after the designation of Saudi Arabia,
Secretary Rice approved a temporary 180-day waiver of further action, as a consequence of CPC designation, to allow for continued diplomatic discussions with the
Saudi government and ‘‘to further the purposes of the International Religious Freedom Act.’’ At that time, the Commission stated that the U.S. government should use
the 180-day extension to directly engage the Saudi government to achieve demonstrable progress by the end of that period of time. The waiver expired in late March
2006.
In the absence of such progress to date, and in accordance with IRFA, the Commission recommends that the U.S. government should:
• stop approving the export to Saudi Arabia of items such as thumbcuffs, leg
irons, and shackles, which could be used by some agencies of the Saudi government to perpetrate human rights violations, such as torture; and
• bar those Saudi government officials from entry into the United States who
are responsible for severe religious freedom violations or for propagating a religiously intolerant, hate-filled ideology throughout the globe.
Since its inception, the Commission has recommended, and continues to recommend, that Saudi Arabia be designated a CPC. Earlier this month, a State Department spokesman said that it will soon announce publicly the results of extensive discussions with the Saudi government on efforts to improve religious freedom
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conditions in that country. The Commission believes that if an agreement is announced, it should be closely and transparently monitored and that the State Department should report to Congress quarterly on the progress of such an agreement’s implementation.
CONCLUSION

Mr. Chairman, one of the common themes that cuts across each of these countries,
and several others for that matter, is the extent to which a government perpetuates
hatred against religious minorities and fosters religious extremism within its society
or even beyond its borders through its education system, the official media, and
other government policies. To date, there has been no systematic reporting on this
by the U.S. government. Yet bringing into the public eye information of this sort
is very important to urging governments to change their practices or to encourage
positive practices already being undertaken by a particular government.
The Commission believes that the State Department should describe the nature
and extent to which any government, or entities funded by that government, sponsors activities that explicitly promote religious hatred, intolerance, and other human
rights violations, including violence. Such a description should include a detailed review of any of the following that incite hate or violence: 1) textbooks and educational literature in schools; 2) other publications and Websites of the government,
its ministries, or organizations receiving government funding; 3) publications and
programs of state-controlled and semi-official print, radio, and television media; and
4) sermons in state-controlled places of worship. One tool that already exists which
could include this kind of assessment would be the State Department’s International
Religious Freedom Report.
I want to thank you for the opportunity to share with you the Commission’s views
and recommendations. We look forward to continuing to work closely with the Congress to advance in U.S. policy respect for the freedom of religion or belief.
Thank you again for holding this important hearing and inviting the Commission
to testify. I am now happy to answer any questions that you may have regarding
my oral or written statements.

Mr. SMITH. Mrs. Shea, thank you very much and I hope you
would convey to your fellow commissioners how deeply appreciated
the Commission’s work is. It is doing I think even more than what
many of us thought when we crafted the legislation that created it.
You have been truly an independent voice, but also a very comprehensive voice as your testimony again today clearly shows and
exhibits.
Ms. SHEA. Thank you.
Mr. SMITH. Let me ask you just a few questions, first on the
issue of Father Firas, who you probably heard the exchange that
I had before with Ambassador Hanford. My first question is, generally, has the Commission looked into the issues relating to the
security fence or wall and how they are impacting religious belief?
And also the impact it is having on individuals obviously of religion or faith. Father Firas points out the loss of water and olive
trees remains a significant problem and points out, and I think this
is very telling, that an olive tree produces $200 of profit per person
per season. The Israeli Government has offered to buy or compensate for each tree destroyed—and there have been some 4,000
trees destroyed already—yet they are offering a miserly $15 each
and that leads to a destruction of a community, which is obviously
what this hearing is all about.
But has the issue of the fence been looked at and its impact?
Ms. SHEA. Mr. Chairman, the Commission follows very clearly
events in the Middle East and deplores the violence and loss of life
among both Israelis and Palestinians. The U.S. Government is
working at the highest levels to create conditions for peace. So the
problem is hardly being ignored.
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The Commission has publicly deplored attacks on innocent civilians and home sites and condemns the use of religious rhetoric to
justify such attacks. We will continue to monitor the situation in
the region and if we believe we can make a contribution to U.S.
policy we will not hesitate to speak out.
Mr. SMITH. If you could take back to the Commission at least a
request I would make to look into the impact the fence is having.
Again I think the President summed it up, we fully understand,
Father Firas does so as well, the need for Israeli security. And I
take a backseat to no one in underscoring my concern for that as
well. The suicide bombers and the fact that Hamas even before
their most recent political ascendency pretty much controlled what
UNRA was doing and certainly would bring in, I offered an amendment on it not so long ago, to focus on the textbooks issue which
was rife with anti-Semitic and anti-Israel teaching. So it is an
issue. But the other side of that coin is obviously other victims,
new people being victimized as a result of a fence that may deviate
from a security focus to something other than that. So I would ask
you to take a look at it if you would.
Ms. SHEA. Mr. Chairman, I will take your message back. I will
also say that we are also concerned about the destruction of another Christian community, and that is one we have direct control
over and that is Iraq. And again as the infrastructure, political reconstruction of Iraq takes place, the infrastructure is not being
built or carried out in a way that ensures that religious minorities
are benefiting from it, and as a result I would even say that they
are being ethnically cleansed through it.
So I would also ask you to take a look at that issue.
Mr. SMITH. I appreciate that. As a matter of fact, I took your reporting to a meeting with Secretary Rice and many of us conveyed
the concern that, perhaps unwitting, the outcome of our reconstruction has been to the detriment of the religious, particularly the
Christian, community.
I will raise that myself again with renewed fervor, but we took
your Commission’s findings on that. So I thank you for that.
Ms. SHEA. Thank you.
Mr. SMITH. Let me just ask you one final question with regards
to Egypt and Pakistan. You have called for Pakistan to be designated a CPC country and Egypt a watch list. What minimum
concrete improvements in religious freedom should we condition
our assistance on, because to both nations we do provide considerable largess?
Ms. SHEA. Some of the areas of the Egyptian Government the
United States should be looking at in determining aid should be
whether Egypt repeals the state of emergency in existence since
1981 to allow for the full consolidation of rule of law.
The educational textbooks, again, whether they promote hatred
or intolerance or violence, taking appropriate steps to punish acts
of anti-Semitism, whether Coptic Christians can build their churches without serious impediment, whether the Baha’is would have
their documentation that they need to survive in Egypt.
In Pakistan a deep concern of course is the blasphemy laws that
are being used really to carry out personal vendettas and intimi-
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date and silence people and also the restrictions, the legal restrictions, on the Ahmadis to practice their faith.
Mr. SMITH. You heard me earlier ask Ambassador Hanford to
take a look at our Global On-Line Freedom Act, since the Internet
is becoming the newest way of spewing out hatred—whether it be
anti-Semitic or anti Christian or just anti anything—if the Commission would look at it as well, and see if it might be helpful to
report on it in terms of your support, or any recommendations for
language.
You mentioned that the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of
Religious Belief in 2006 reported on a confidential armed forces
memo from October 2005 detailing what looks like a further crackdown on the Baha’i. What leverage do you think we might have
with Iran and could you speak to that report by the UN
Rapporteur?
And adding to that, the Human Rights Council has now begun
its work. Many of us were gravely disappointed that it looks like
a reiteration of the Human Rights Commission, which was extremely ineffective, rife with hypocrisy, and yet at times they did
some good. The Rapporteur is a little different. They do try to do
some serious reporting but then what comes of it? Is there any
chance that religious freedom will be an issue that the Human
Rights Council takes seriously?
Ms. SHEA. To answer your questions about Iran, the Commission
recommends that the U.S. ensure that new funding budgeted to
promote democracy and human rights in Iran including support for
initiatives promoting freedom of religion or belief as well as ways
to promote rule of law programs that specifically seek to protect religious minorities in Iran, and to increase funding for U.S. public
diplomacy entities such as the Voice of America and Radio Farda
and develop new programming fully focusing on the situation of
human rights and including freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief in Iran.
The Council, as you stated, the Special Rapporteurs of the former
Human Rights Commission have often been very, very helpful and
good. I know I worked very closely with Gaspar Biro on Sudan and
I am sure Congressman Payne remembers those reports. They were
exemplary. And that is something that should be preserved and I
hope that the United States will fund that aspect of it, will continue to fund it and will find a way to work in the Council because
our influence is diminished by not being there, but also by the fact
that there are rogue governments still members of the Council.
Mr. SMITH. Mr. Payne.
Mr. PAYNE. Thank you. It is good to see you again, Ms. Shea, and
your work continues on through the years. I didn’t know it was
that long, I don’t know if the Chairman does you any service by
giving the number of years. But you only look 25.
Ms. SHEA. Thank you.
Mr. PAYNE. Let me ask once again about Egypt. You know we
have a lot of problems around the world. But there are places that
we do a lot to support the government and to support the living
conditions and Egypt of course being one of those, and the incident
that occurred between authorities in Egypt and South Sudanese
who are there, refugees, living in a park area, which they were just
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met brutally by the police forces and there were some deaths and
children and women were beaten.
I don’t know whether you can consider this religious per se however.
Did you all have an opportunity to look at that at all when it occurred and their government’s response?
Ms. SHEA. Yes. Mr. Payne, I remember that incident and I believe it was in December, January of this year. It was very tragic.
There were a number of deaths in a brutal way as the police moved
in to try to deport them on the spot back to Sudan from where they
had fled.
The Commission did look into it at the time, and I will have to
get back to you on what we found. Thank you.
[The information referred to follows:]
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Mr. PAYNE. Thank you. It just appears to me that, you know, we
should be able to at least have some constructive conversations
with governments that we are very aligned with. You know, we
continually support Egypt tremendously and of course they are allies to us also; however, I even think that Egypt could do a lot
more as relates to their influence on Sudan. I think that President
of Egypt, Mubarak could have influence over Bashir. They were actually even combined as one country for a short period of time in
the history and so our so-called friends ought to in some instances
apply some pressure to try to assist us in some of these difficult
situations.
Ms. SHEA. Well, the Commission has recommended that the U.S.
Government really establish a timetable to insist on reforms. And
if deadlines are not met the U.S. should reconsider the appropriate
allocation of assistance to the Egyptian Government. And we are
very concerned that—one of our concerns is that the NGOs or civic
society groups, human rights groups, that they be able to receive
funding that is not vetted by the Egyptian Government, receive
U.S. funding. If the Egyptian Government can receive U.S. funding,
why can’t NGOs receive U.S. funding?
Mr. PAYNE. I couldn’t agree with you more. Just one last question with regard to another ally in Morocco. It seems once again
it is not particularly religious; however, the Polisario, the Western
Saharans who finally received their independence from Spain in
1975 when it was Spanish Sahara, then Morocco said well, we are
going to recolonize it because before Spain took it 6, 700 years ago
it was a part of Morocco. It is just unfortunate that, once again,
Morocco is a very strong ally with the U.S. Even in the first Persian Gulf incursion Morocco was the first Arab country to join the
coalition. They have always been friendly with the U.S. going into
the Congo back in the 1960s back when Mobutu was propped up
by Morocco. They actually went in and propped up that government because they were anti-communist, and to get out Mobutu
and the billions that he stole, and I guess he was our dictator so
he was all right. But it seems to me there should be a little more
attention paid to Morocco. I know they have had the problem with
the NIF government, the National Islamic Front, that finds themselves not only in Morocco but Algeria, but Morocco being—as a
matter of fact Morocco was one of the first countries to somehow
recognize the United States back in the 1700s. I didn’t know that
they existed. I may have to check that fact out again.
If we could somehow impose upon the King there that there
ought to be some real discussion about their occupation of Western
Sahara because it is really wrong for a country to be able to get
independence from one colonial power, and for another one to say
we were there before you were there, and so you are ours.
Thank you.
Ms. SHEA. Thank you.
Mr. SMITH. Ms. McCollum.
Ms. MCCOLLUM. I appreciate your testimony, and you are available to be reached by our office. And if I have follow-up I will ask
then. I look forward to hearing from the other witnesses.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you.
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I would like to invite the final panel to the witness table. Beginning first with Father Firas Nasib Aridah, who is a Jordanian
priest serving the Roman Catholic Parish of Our Lady Mother of
Sorrows Church in the village of Aboud in the West Bank since
2003. Father Firas has been a leader in helping to strengthen the
interfaith alliances among Christians and Muslim residents of
Aboud. Father Firas oversees all of the community and educational
activities at the parish of Our Lady Mother of Sorrows. Father
Firas was ordained in Amman, Jordan, in 2002 and was subsequently named parish priest in Zarka, Jordan.
We will then hear from Ms. Rosie Malek-Yonan, who is the author of The Crimson Field, a historical and literary epic novel set
in Urmia, Iran. It is based on real events and the true family
chronicles set to the backdrop of the Assyrian genocide of 1914–
1918 in the shadows of WWI where 750,000 Assyrians where massacred by the Ottoman Turks, aided by the Kurds. Currently she
travels the country lecturing about how the forgotten page of history depicted in her book is tragically repeating itself with the persecution of the Assyrian Christians in present day Iraq.
We will then hear from Kit Bigelow, Director of External Affairs
for the National Spiritual Assembly. Ms. Bigelow has overall responsibility for the functioning of the Washington based Office of
External Affairs and the Office of the U.S. Baha’i. She is Representative to the UN in New York as well.
Ms. Bigelow is also the co-chair of the steering committee of the
Women in International Law Interest Group, and author of the article ‘‘A Campaign to Deter Genocide: The Baha’i Experience.’’
Father Firas, if you can begin.
STATEMENT OF FATHER FIRAS ARIDAH, OUR LADY MOTHER
OF SORROWS CHURCH, ABOUD, WEST BANK

Father FIRAS. Before I begin, I apologize for my English.
I am Father Firas Aridah, and I was born in Jordan. I serve the
Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem as a Roman Catholic priest for the
parish of Our Lady of Sorrows Church in the village of Aboud located in the West Bank.
Mr. Chairman, and distinguished Members of the Subcommittee,
thank you for the opportunity to offer testimony on the plight of
religious minorities. I also want to thank you for your tireless efforts to secure human rights around the world. It is clear that if
one person’s rights are denied, the rights of all are in danger. If
one person’s rights are denied, we cannot be sure that we will enjoy
democratic freedom or any God given rights.
I would also like to take a moment to offer a special thank you
to two men of incredible character, conscience and reason, qualities
so crucial in today’s world. His Eminence Theodore Cardinal
McCarrick, who visited me in Aboud, and Chairman Henry Hyde
have devoted themselves to protecting the well-being of all people,
standing up to injustice and defending freedom. As they leave their
respective positions, I am confident they will continue to face new
challenges and represent those without representation.
I am here to tell the story of Aboud and why it serves as an example of problems all Christian communities in the Holy Land
face. Sometimes it seems we are caught between two extremes. In-
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security and loss of economic livelihood, as well as the disruptive
actions resulting from severe restrictions on mobility and land confiscation in the West Bank affects the pastoral mission of all our
churches and the ability of ordinary Christians to live out their religious faith.
Last October, the Israeli military issued land confiscation orders
to take land owned by Aboud residents to build the security barrier. The orders were given without any input or consultation of
the landowners, a procedure expected from democratic government.
I am deeply concerned as well for the rise of religious extremism:
Christian, Jewish, and Islamic. Righteousness cannot obscure the
agony and pain experienced by Palestinian and Israeli children.
Along with other religious leaders in the Holy Land, I work daily
to curb this growing trend.
As you can see from the first attachment, Aboud is a small village northwest of Jerusalem and 6 kilometers from the 67th line,
Israel’s internationally recognized border.
The Christian history of Aboud dates back to when Jesus and the
Holy Family passed through Aboud en route from Galilee to Jerusalem. There are remains of nine ancient Christian churches dating
back to the early centuries and visited yearly by pilgrims from all
over the world. Local tradition holds that residents of Aboud received the Christian faith from Jesus himself. Christ is said to
have preached in Aboud where the ruins of the Messiah Church
stand.
Aboud is a village of approximately 2,200 people. Around 1,000
are Christians, the rest are Muslims. The village is a model of
interfaith respect as Christians and Muslims have lived together
peacefully for centuries. The Catholic school, founded in 1913, educates Christians and Muslims. Since last December, Jewish Israelis
and Christian and Muslim Palestinians hold a prayer vigil every
Friday for Aboud.
Two Israelis settlements have been constructed on land owned by
Aboud residents. The first, Beit Arye, was founded in 1980 as a
military area and base. With a year, the Israeli Government converted this military base into a settlement for Israeli civilians. It
occupies almost 400 acres of Aboud’s land. The second settlement,
Ofarim, was established in 1982 and occupies 100 acres of land.
Like Beit Arye, it was initially declared a military area, and then
was turned into a civilian population. The land was confiscated
without adequate compensation to landowners.
Last year, the Israeli military issued additional orders for the
confiscation of Aboud’s land without compensation to build the security barrier. I deeply understand Israel’s need for security and it
has an obligation to protect its citizens. I am uncertain, however,
whether this will improve Israel’s security and if the current routing in Aboud is for security purposes.
Aboud residents will suffer from the barrier in two significant
ways: The loss of water and olive trees. First, the Israeli Government will control the water supply. Since 1967, Israel has severely
restricted Aboud residents’ use of the western aquifer in the West
Bank, the richest aquifer in terms of quality and quantity. The
Israeli Government also prevents Aboud residents from drilling
wells to access fresh water beneath their village. Therefore, Aboud
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residents must purchase their water from Mekorot, Israel’s national water company.
The Israeli Government alleges that the barrier will have no impact on water pipes and networks that currently serve the Aboud
community. The Israeli Government argues that because the connection pipes could be rerouted, Aboud will have water access. It
is important to distinguish between access and control of water resources. Water access for Aboud can only happen when they are allowed to control their water resources and drill new wells inside
the western aquifer.
Without control of the water, commercial farming, the main
source of income, will be impossible. There is also serious health
problems associated with Aboud’s lack of access to safe water. In
2005, Aboud was supplied with 52,260 cubic meters. This means
that approximately 50 liters per capita per day was available to
Aboud residents, which is less than half the amount suggested by
the World Health Organization, 100 liters per capita per day.
Second, the barrier destroys acres of olive groves in Aboud and
uproots over 10,000 olive trees. So far the Israeli Government has
uprooted 4,000 olive tree without adequate compensation.
Many of these trees are over 1,000 years old and have been in
their respective families for centuries. For our families, the olive
tree is a symbol of life and income. Generations of families have
provided for their families from these olive groves. One olive tree
produces up to $200 of profit per season. The Israeli Government
offered to buy or compensate each destroyed tree for $15 or $25.
That is an insult and is not an equitable solution.
For that reason I am deeply troubled by the effect of the barrier
and the influence religious extremists will have on Christian institutions and the presence of their communities in the Holy Land.
As a priest, I am inspired by St. Thomas Aquinas, who believed
that missionary work is crucial to bringing peace. Christian
churches run schools, hospitals, senior citizen homes, and orphanages. These institutions serve as a safety net for many families and
provide a valuable link between communities.
We can live together. However, this is only possible when each
human being is accepting of the other without conditions. Then
they can live in peace. If conditions are imposed and only one way
is mandated, this is not the way of God. Each human must be
treated fairly. The Israeli occupation must end. Violence and terrorism must stop. There must be no more settlements on Palestinian land. My prayer is that God will touch each heart to bring
peace and justice and love to our Holy Land.
On behalf of the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem and the loving
stones in the Holy Land, I extend an invitation to you to come and
visit my village and the Holy Land.
Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and Members of the Subcommittee.
And God bless you all, and I am pleased to try to answer any questions you may have.
[The prepared statement of Father Firas follows:]
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PREPARED STATEMENT

OF

FATHER FIRAS ARIDAH, OUR LADY MOTHER
CHURCH, ABOUD, WEST BANK

OF

SORROWS

INTRODUCTION

Mr. Chairman and distinguished Members of the Subcommittee, thank you for the
opportunity to offer testimony before your committee on the issue of ‘‘The Plight of
Religious Minorities: Can Religious Pluralism Survive?’’ This issue affects me, my
parishioners and all Christians in the Holy Land. It is our hope that increased
awareness of the facts regarding our situation will help affect U.S. policy regarding
Israel and Palestine.
I am a Jordanian priest serving the Roman Catholic Parish of Our Lady Mother
of Sorrows Church in the village of Aboud in the West Bank since 2003. I oversee
all the community and educational activities at the parish, and have worked to
strengthen inter-faith alliances among the Christian and Muslim residents of
Aboud. We have good relations with the Jewish settlements nearest to us: Beit Ayre
and Ofarim. I will summarize my remarks and ask that my full written testimony
be entered into the record.
I will limit my testimony to the challenges that the Palestinian Christians of
Aboud face to survive and remain in the Holy Land. Many of these present challenges have been created by Israel’s construction of the security barrier. The barrier
will confiscate around 1,500 acres of Aboud’s land. As a result, Aboud will be physically separated from surrounding villages and its land. The land is the source of
Aboud’s livelihood. Aboud’s agriculturally based economy will be seriously eroded
and important grazing land will be lost. The barrier will also impede access to
health care and education facilities. Furthermore, the barrier will restrict the land
available for the natural growth of Aboud residents, resulting in serious housing
shortages. Most harmful, will be the inability to control our own water.
In addition, the onerous system of checkpoints, permits, and closures makes daily
life extremely difficult and restricts access to major worship sites in Jerusalem,
Bethlehem and Nazareth. I come today to tell the story of my villagers and ask your
help in getting the security barrier by Aboud moved to a different location. A security barrier already exists on the international recognized 1967 border. The additional security barrier will add more hardship to Aboud.
I also intend to explain how Aboud is a positive model for pluralism in the West
Bank—a fragile model that will only survive if certain corrections are made.
We have been fortunate to have the support of many Christians in the United
States. I would like to thank His Eminence Theodore Cardinal McCarrick, the
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, and the Honorable Henry J. Hyde for
all their work to save and protect the Christian narrative in the Holy Land. Recently, Cardinal McCarrick and representatives of the United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops visited Aboud and brought it to the attention of the highest levels
in the Bush Administration, the United States Congress and the press. The people
of Aboud and I are grateful to all the churches and people across America who have
supported our cause.
ABOUT ABOUD

Aboud is a small village nestled in olive groves northwest of Jerusalem and 4
miles east of the 1967 Green Line, the internationally recognized border between
Israel and Palestine (UN Security Council Resolution 242). It is situated on a ridge
and looks out over a valley toward Israel and the Mediterranean Sea. The population is approximately 2,200 residents of which almost half are Christian. Two settlements with a total population of around 6,500 are located northwest of Aboud.
They are Beit Ayre and Ofarim, established in 1980 and 1982 respectively.
The Christian history of Aboud dates back to when Jesus and the Holy Family
passed through Aboud enroute to Jerusalem from the Galilee. There are remains of
seven ancient Christian churches dating back to the early centuries and visited
yearly by pilgrims from all over the world. Local tradition holds that residents of
Aboud received the Christian faith from Jesus himself. Christ is said to have
preached in Aboud where the ruins of the Messiah church stand. Another example
of Aboud’s ancient Christian heritage is St. Barbara Greek Orthodox Church, named
in honor of our village patron, Saint Barbara, was built by the Emperor Constantine
and his mother, Helen. (This church was destroyed in 2001 for security reasons by
an Israeli bomb.) Today, there are two churches in Aboud, including one Greek Orthodox and my Roman Catholic parish of Our Lady Mother of Sorrows.
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A PEACEFUL VILLAGE

Aboud is a small, peaceful village with good relations among Christians and Muslims and also with the Israelis living in the nearby settlements. I have worked with
the Christian and Muslim residents of Aboud to strengthen inter-faith relations.
During the feasts of Christmas and Easter, the Muslims in Aboud come to the
multi-purpose room of our church to celebrate with us. Muslims also come to the
ancient site of St. Barbara to celebrate her feast day. Likewise, Christians go to the
hall in front of the Muslim community’s mosque to celebrate both the end of the
month-long Ramadan fast and Adha which takes place 70 days after Ramadan. People of the two faiths often travel together and are protective of each other at checkpoints. There is no extreme violence in our village, and if a conflict arises within
the Christian community, or with anyone, the parish priest helps them work out
the problem. No suicide bomber ever came from Aboud.
When Aboud’s land was taken for the settlements of Beit Ayre and Ofarim, the
decision was made to accept the situation. Lately, however, the situation is deteriorating because of the extreme security measures Israel has taken. While we remain
friends with many Israelis, our primary problems come from the friction with Israeli
government and military officials over the occupying authority’s security measures.
Unfortunately, settlers in other settlements farther away did burn and uproot 4,000
olive trees in December 2000, and previously uprooted 500 grape vines in October
of 2005.
THE EFFECT OF THE SECURITY WALL ON ABOUD

All governments must provide security for their citizens, so I understand the need
for Israel to provide security for their citizens. However, the security measures it
has developed as an occupying authority in the West Bank have created difficulties
and resentment among all Palestinians. The barrier is the latest extreme measure
in a long list of measures implemented in the name of security. Please refer to the
map in your packet. The barrier already exists as a high wire fence with a dirt road
and security cameras along the 1967 border. The heavy blue and red lines on the
map delineate where the barrier will be built near Aboud. Our land for this barrier
has already been taken and plowed under by the military. The Israeli military
states that the blue line indicates state land and the red line indicates land owned
by Aboud. Aboud disagrees with Israel’s definition and characterization of the blue
line. Aboud appealed the placement of the barrier to the Israeli Supreme Court, but
on May 16, 2006, the Supreme Court said the barrier should go ahead as shown
on the map. I come before you today, on behalf of the people of Aboud, and ask the
help of the United States Congress and the Bush Administration to help us reroute
the barrier before it is erected and worsens the situation on the ground as explained
in the rest of my testimony.
Impact on the Economy
The preparation for the security barrier has already taken 36% of the Christian
agricultural land (over 1000 acres) to protect and enlarge settlements. Even before
the barrier has been erected, the loss of the land and olive trees has already badly
damaged the people’s livelihood. An ugly dusty swath winds its way through our olives groves and grazing fields. Seventy percent of our economy is agriculturally
based and roughly one third of the land has been taken by the Israeli military for
the barrier. Aboud is primarily a rural village whose economy is dependent on olive
trees and grazing land for sheep and goats. The sheep and goats provide cheese,
milk, wool, and meat. The shepherds cannot move their flocks where they need to
go. This wall will block out large areas of grasslands in the face of farmers and
shepherds. The olive trees are also an important part of Aboud’s Christian heritage,
some dating back a 1,000 years. Our farmers support their families by producing
olives and olive oil. Residents have been compensated from between $15–25 per
tree. This is not adequate considering that one olive tree yields around $200 of income per season. The economic impact on our village is tragic. Without access and
control of our land we have no livelihood. Our villagers become more impoverished
and this can only be a source of increased resentment. With sixty percent unemployment throughout the West Bank, there are very few opportunities for alternative
jobs. The Israeli government has mentioned that gates will be put in the barrier
for us to access our fields. However, these will be locked and controlled by the
Israelis. They have the ability to close them whenever they wish, putting our crops
and livestock at risk if they cannot be tended. Examples from other similar access
gates in the West Bank indicate that access is sporadic and cannot be depended
upon. I fear some of my parishioners will leave the Holy Land entirely if they cannot support their families.
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Impact on the Water Supply
The residents of Aboud are very concerned about their long-term access to water.
Since 1967 they have not been allowed to drill their own wells and the Israelis completely control the water supply. As you can see from the map, the water aquifer
runs from north to south on the west (Israeli) side of the security barrier. This aquifer supplies water for Aboud, and of five nearby Israelis settlements. The Israelis
have complete access and control of the western aquifer. They also have complete
control of a small water reservoir on the east side of the wall between Aboud and
the proposed barrier (see map). While this may appear to give control of the water
to the residents of Aboud, it does not. The reservoir is surrounded with a high chain
link fence topped with barbed wire. It is always locked and only Israeli officials and
settlers have keys. It is not accessible to the people of the village. Once a month
they come to maintain the pump. During the summer when water is scarce, Israel
rations the water supply it controls for only a few hours a day for the residents of
Aboud. However, the settlements get water 24 hours a day, seven days a week. During the rest of the year, the water pressure is erratic and undependable. This reservoir has to supply water to five communities. The long-term fear of Aboud residents is that Israel has the ability to shut down the water completely whenever it
wants; and in the worst case, close down the Aboud reservoir and build another reservoir in the aquifer for the Israeli side only. With the barrier on the other side of
the aquifer, the Aboud residents would not have access to any water. The residents
of Aboud, like other Palestinians, receive less than half the amount of water the
World Health Organization suggests for a minimum. In addition, there is a huge
disparity in consumption by Israeli settlers in the West Bank and Palestinians.
Israeli settlers in the West Bank consume 3–4 times as much water than Palestinians.
Impact on Population Expansion
New construction for homes and businesses is limited to the Aboud city limits (see
map). Housing for increased population in the north would have to be vertical. Permits would not be issued for the northern part of town because Israeli officials have
restricted the height of buildings near the barrier. Thus, the barrier will affect the
spread of construction despite the natural increase of population. As a result, a larger number of Aboud villagers will leave Aboud and leave the city. As a church we
are doing all that we can to protect the existing Christians. However, they and the
Muslim residents of Aboud are affected psychologically by the impending barrier.
They feel trapped and that the future is closing down. Since 2001, 34 Christian families have left Aboud, and relocated to other places in Palestine to find better economic opportunities.
The Real Reason for the Barrier
As you can see from the map, the reason for the barrier is for the protection and
expansion of the settlements of Beit Ayre and Ofarim and to control the water aquifer that supplies those two settlements and three others in the area.
Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem’s Visit to Aboud regarding the Barrier
In December 2005, Michel Sabbah, the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem, planted an
olive tree on the planned route of the barrier and told 1,000 peaceful protesters,
‘‘The wall doesn’t benefit the security of either Israel or anybody else. Our prayers
are for the removal of this physical wall currently under construction and the return
of our lands. Our hearts are filled with love, and no hatred for anybody. With our
faith and love, we demand the removal of this wall. We affirm that it is a mistake
and an attack against our lands and our properties, and an attack against friendly
relationships between the two people.’’
CHECKPOINTS AND PERMIT SYSTEM CREATES ADDITIONAL HARDSHIPS

The checkpoint, permit, closure, and Israeli-bypass road systems were created in
the name of Israeli security. Unfortunately, these have created great hardships for
traveling in the West Bank and especially into Jerusalem, the heart of the Christian
narrative. Israel annexed East Jerusalem in 1967. The United States considers East
Jerusalem to be Occupied Territory. The checkpoints on passable roads cause long
lines, creating delays and sometimes denial of passage. Long waits up to several
hours are not uncommon. Many roads are not accessible for my parishioners to exit
from Aboud. If they take a back road to bypass a checkpoint, they risk being caught
or even being shot by a settler. The villages have become like large prisons.

VerDate Mar 21 2002

16:45 Oct 11, 2006

Jkt 000000

PO 00000

Frm 00060

Fmt 6633

Sfmt 6621

F:\WORK\AGI\063006\28430.000

HINTREL1

PsN: SHIRL

57
Lack of Access to Good Medical Care
Preferred medical care is in the larger towns of Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Nazareth. However, going to one of these hospitals is a major ordeal. Long lines at onerous checkpoints jeopardize a critically ill patient’s life. Many times a permit is needed to get through a checkpoint or to go into East Jerusalem. There are many well
known incidents of people dying from heart attacks and giving birth at the checkpoints.
Limited Educational Opportunities
Because East Jerusalem is annexed by Israel, the children of my parishioners cannot attend Christian schools there. They also do not have access to special-needs
education.
Difficulty in Getting to Worship
One of the privileges of living in the Holy Land is worshipping at the most sacred
places of the Christian narrative: The Church of Annunciation in Nazareth; The
Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem; the Palm Sunday and Good Friday (Via
Dolorosa) processions and Holy Resurrections Service in Jerusalem. It is customary
for people in the Holy Land to travel to the city where the actual event took place
rather than attend their local parish. However access is limited to worship services
in Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Nazareth during Christmas, Easter and other holidays. Last Easter our church asked for permits to go to Palm Sunday and Holy
Week. We asked for 300 permits for our parishioners and were granted only 100
(30% of what we asked). The situation was repeated at Christmas to go to Bethlehem via Jerusalem. This is a serious violation of religious freedom as I understand
it.
Inability to Fulfill Mission Work
Our church has built an extensive network of development oriented institutions
that help others, such as hospitals, clinics and schools. There is difficulty in staffing
these institutions and getting supplies to them. The Christian mission in the Holy
Land is being frustrated more and more.
Inability to see Family Members
Permits and checkpoints make family visits almost impossible. Families are often
unable to get together without great hardship, hurting crucial family life.
Large Fines for Permit Violations
One-day-only permits are issued to Palestinians going into Israel, including occupied East Jerusalem. In other words, the traveler must complete travel in a twelvehour cycle. Lack of a permit or an improper permit may result in going to prison
from one to three months and paying a $1,000 fine. Drivers’ licenses can be suspended for three months. Even carrying a passenger without a permit will result
in the three-month license suspension for the driver. The permit system is arbitrary
and not useable at every checkpoint. Every soldier can do whatever he wants.
WHAT MY PARISHIONERS AND ALL THE CHRISTIANS NEED

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Access to all their land
Access to Christian schools
Access to Christian hospitals
Access to Christian holy sites
Specifically for Aboud: Change the route of the security barrier so that our
land and water can be under the control of its residents and the people it
serves.

CONCLUSION: OUR PLIGHT AS A RELIGIOUS MINORITY. CAN PLURALISM SURVIVE IN
ISRAEL AND PALESTINE?

I believe the answer is yes. The above testimony explains the plight my Christian
parishioners are experiencing as a religious minority in the West Bank.
I have limited most of the remarks to my personal experience in Aboud, but believe that most of our problems are shared by other Christians in the Holy Land.
Despite the difficulties, I believe that pluralism can survive in Israel and Palestine. The village of Aboud is a positive model of peaceful co-existence. As previously mentioned in my testimony, Christians and Muslims help celebrate a number of religious feasts throughout the year. They share problems. We share rides.
Whoever is going out of the village, others ride with them. Relations with the nearby settlements of Beit Ayre and Ofarim are not violent. We have good Jewish peo-
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ple, good Muslims and good Christians. We can live together. However, this is only
possible when each human being is accepting of the other without conditions. Then
they can live in peace. If conditions are imposed and only one way is mandated, this
is not the way of God. Each human must be treated fairly. The Israeli occupation
must end. Violence and terrorism must stop. There must be no more settlements
on Palestinian land. My prayer is that God will touch each heart to bring peace and
justice and love to our Holy Land.
Thank you for your time and attention.

Mr. SMITH. Father Firas, thank you for your testimony and for
traveling so far to be with us today. It is a privilege to have you
here.
I would like to welcome Ms. Malek-Yonan.
STATEMENT OF MS. ROSIE MALEK-YONAN, AUTHOR, ‘‘THE
CRIMSON FIELD’’

Ms. MALEK-YONAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you, distinguished Members of the Subcommittee.
Mr. Chairman, I have a list attached to my statement, and in the
interest of time I am not going to read through it.
Mr. SMITH. Without objection, your full statement will be made
a part of the record.
Ms. MALEK-YONAN. My name is Rosie Malek-Yonan. I am not a
politician. I am not a member of any political group or organization. I am an author. I am a Christian. I am an Assyrian. I am an
American citizen.
I am here to tell you about a 15-year-old boy named Fadi
Shamoon. Fadi was happily riding a new bike his father had given
him when suddenly on October 5, 2004, he was yanked off his new
bike and kidnapped by terrorist Islamic Kurds. His family went
crazy wondering what happened to Fadi, until a neighbor found his
body thrown out on the roadside like garbage. He was in pieces.
His body was barbarically mutilated and burned, and he was beheaded in a horrific manner.
As unthinkable and unimaginable his crime was, it wasn’t the
first time that the residents of the Assyrian district of Ba’asheeqa
had seen. Just prior to this, the Assyrians had mourned another
son, 14-year-old Julian Afram Yacoub when he was hit on the head
with a concrete block and burned.
Killing innocent Christian children has become fashionable in
Iraq, forcing many Christians to flee their homes and villages,
moneyless and helpless.
In my recently published historical epic novel, The Crimson
Field, I have relayed the factual atrocities that were unleashed on
my people in the span of 4 years, from 1914 to 1918, which wiped
out two-thirds of my Assyrian population totaling 750,000.
I have lost great-grandparents, great uncles, great aunts and
many others. My people were victimized at the lands of the Islamic
Kurds and Turks 91 years ago for being Christian. My people are
still being victimized at the hands of the Islamic Kurds today for
being Christian. My churches are bombed. My elders are being
killed. My young brothers are being assaulted and kidnapped. My
fellow students are being harassed and beaten. My children and
neighbors are being beheaded.
If my sister refuses to wear the Muslim hijab, she is raped and
tortured by having acid thrown in her face. And yes, the majority

VerDate Mar 21 2002

16:45 Oct 11, 2006

Jkt 000000

PO 00000

Frm 00062

Fmt 6633

Sfmt 6601

F:\WORK\AGI\063006\28430.000

HINTREL1

PsN: SHIRL

59
of these incidents have gone unreported in the Western media.
These atrocities are occurring right under the watchful eyes of my
American Government since the ‘‘liberation’’ of Iraq.
March 16, 1918: ‘‘150 souls perished that black day. 150 souls
that were accounted for. 150 souls that were loved by fathers, and
mothers. By sons and daughters. By sisters and brothers, by wives
and lovers. 150 souls, each one of them with individual names who
were expected at dinner tables that evening. That night and every
night, 150 chairs would remain unoccupied, each leaving an empty
space in the hearts of a nation on the brink of total extinction. 150
candles flickered in the distance when angels swept the Earth for
their souls.’’
That was an excerpt from my book, The Crimson Field. I could
have been writing about the plight of today’s Assyrians in Iraq.
History is repeating itself, and no one is taking notice. No one except my people.
We Assyrians are a nation without boundaries. For thousands of
years we have survived by sheer will power. Nearly a century ago
in the shadows of World War I my grandparents struggled to survive to save future generations of Assyrians from extinction. Now
that burden is mine to carry. Now my generation faces that same
struggle to save my nation from total extinction in Iraq.
We care about the preservation of the bald eagle and strive to
save it from extinction. We pass laws forbidding the hunting of a
bald eagle. Yet we allow the oldest nation in the world to become
extinct. This is unforgivable. Assyrians like myself living in diaspora in our adopted countries are doing what we can to bring
awareness to the plight of our people. We are not soldiers. We can’t
fight in the streets of Baghdad. But we write books and articles.
We hold lectures and make documentary films. We hold vigils and
debates. We march and go on hunger strikes and peaceful demonstrations. We hold rallies and we speak.
When you gain knowledge of atrocities occurring, you are in essence bearing witness to those facts and as such you inherit the absolute responsibility to testify to and to alleviate those human miseries.
We Assyrians are not extraordinary people. But we are caught
up in the crossfires of extraordinary events. And yet, we don’t fight
violence with violence. We don’t retaliate because we just want to
live. When our churches are bombed, we don’t think of retribution.
We walk away, as Christians should.
Just this week 7,000 Assyrians left Baghdad for the northern
part of Iraq. The women and children have taken refuge in other
Assyrian homes while the men sleep in the cemeteries at night,
and I don’t mean this figuratively. I mean literally. They sleep in
cemeteries because they have no other shelter. These suffering Assyrians in Iraq depend on our courage in the Western world to help
them.
A few months ago I met with Mar Gewargis Sliwa, the Assyrian
Archbishop of Iraq from the Assyrian Catholic Church of the East.
His account of the lives of Assyrian children in Iraq was appalling
and heartbreaking. He said to me we can’t help our children anymore. They play in fields of blood. We are a poor nation. We need
help. Please help us.
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Just days ago I spoke with His Holiness Mar Dinkha IV, the Patriarch of the Assyrian Catholic Church of the East who told me
that priests in Iraq can no longer wear their clerical robes in public. They have to dress as civilians or they will be targeted and attacked by Islamists.
Today’s Iraq was once part of Assyria. Assyria was the first nation to accept Christianity. The Assyrian Church was founded in 33
A.D. Today my Assyrian nation’s future is in serious trouble. Iraq’s
Assyrian population of 1.4 million before the Iraq War has now
dwindled down to nearly 800,000 with no one protecting their interests.
Although Assyrians are the indigenous people of Iraq, they are
now either being victimized and killed or being driven out of their
homeland. Their practice of the Christian religion is not being tolerated or allowed by the terrorist and Islamic Kurds. Acts of violence and aggression toward the Assyrian Christians of Iraq are
frequent occurrences. For example, Assyrian churches are prime
targets of anti-Assyrian and anti-Christian campaigns killing and
injuring many, many Assyrians.
From June 2004 to 2006, 27 Assyrian churches were attacked or
bombed for the sole reason that they were the house of worship of
Assyrian Christians. On one occasion six churches were simultaneously bombed in Baghdad and Kirkuk. On another occasion another six churches were simultaneously bombed in Baghdad and
Mosul. Simultaneous church bombings are a recurring problem and
pattern.
Despite the push for Iraq to become a democratic country, the
unthinkable brutality of Saddam Hussein has now shifted and is
being unleashed onto the Assyrians by Islamic fundamentalists and
the Kurdish power that is rapidly rising in Iraq since the new socalled ‘‘democratic’’ Iraq emerged. I say so-called democratic because it is not democracy when election fraud and intimidation
runs rampant.
For the first time in Iraq’s history, Assyrians were able to take
part in the January 2005 elections. But thousands of Assyrians of
the Nineveh Plain did not even get a chance to vote. In the Assyrians towns and villages, ballot boxes did not arrive. And Kurdish
officials in charge of the voting process never showed up. There are
numerous accounts of ballot box thefts. Where Assyrians could
have voted, the armed Kurdish militia and the secret police made
their presence known near the polling stations, intimidating the already frightened women and elderly Assyrians. And in Assyrian
provinces, Kurdish votes were generated in abundance in place of
Assyrians votes.
Today in war-torn Iraq, being denied their most basic human
rights, these ancient and indigenous people continue to be the target of systematic oppression, murder, intimidation, kidnapping and
violence. Assyrians in Northern Iraq are marginalized by the Kurds
who have gained momentum and are exercising the same brand of
violence they once complained of during Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship.
Since the start of the Iraq war, various Eastern media outlets
have steadily reported some, but not all of the violent crimes per-
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petrated against Assyrians. I have a mere sampling of these crimes
attached to my statement which you have before you.
However, most of these crimes go undocumented and unreported
in the Western media. The fact that such cases are falling through
the cracks does not in any way diminish their validity and legitimacy. Reported or not, when basic human rights are violated,
crimes against humanity have been committed.
Other examples of Assyrians being marginalized can be found in
the newly drafted Iraqi Constitution’s preamble. The Arabs, Kurds
and Turkomans are specifically mentioned, whereas Assyrians are
omitted. Additionally, the preamble cites atrocities against the
Kurds but completely ignores those against the Assyrians during
Saddam’s regime as well as the 1933 Assyrian Massacre in Semele,
Iraq.
Iraq’s ‘‘liberation’’ has become the ‘‘oppression’’ of Assyrians. The
war in Iraq is silently taking its toll on the Assyrians, particularly
in the northern regions of Kirkuk, Mosul and Baghdad, where the
Assyrian population is concentrated. In the Nineveh Plains and its
surrounding regions, under the Kurdish regional government, and
through a dictatorship, Assyrian lands are being illegally confiscated, and yet Assyrians don’t strike back. We remain peaceful
and tolerant under intolerable conditions.
There is no aid or funding going to Assyrian regions under our
American watch. Basic medical need is nonexistent for these Christians. A woman cannot have a C-section in her own neighborhood.
She has to drive miles away and risk her life and the life of her
unborn child to receive medical care. We Assyrians are not asking
for anything beyond the aid that is already going to Iraq for redevelopment. But we are asking that Assyrians proportionally receive
aid sent to Assyrian regions.
In Northern Iraq millions of dollars in funding by the United
States are assigned to be overlooked by Kurdish political parties
who are primarily using these moneys for their own advantage instead of a fair and equitable distribution to much-needed funds to
be sent to Assyrian leadership to be used for Assyrian communities
that are in dire need.
Today Assyrians are one of the most vulnerable minorities in the
world. Under our watch, the largest Assyrian exodus is under way.
It is estimated that if things continue to proceed as they are right
now, within 10 years the Assyrian population of Iraq will be eradicated because of the ethnic cleansing, forced exodus and migration.
The indigenous people of the United States, the American Indians, have their human rights secured in the homeland in America.
The indigenous people of Iraq, the Assyrian Christians, are being
driven out of their homeland.
The displacement of Assyrians has become a seriously overlooked
issue. During the Gulf War, thousands fled to Jordan. In 2003, during the early stages of the Iraq war, gripped by fear, 40,000 to
50,000 Assyrians fled to Syria. Since then, thousands have been
leaving Iraq because of the threats they have received. Homeless
and living on the streets of Syria and Jordan, Assyrians helplessly
await assistance.
According to statistics from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, in October 2005 about 700,000 Iraqis fled to
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Syria. Between October 2003 and March 2005, 36 percent of these
refugees were Christian Iraqis. That is 252,000 Assyrian Christian
refugees.
When the Iraq War started, Assyrians didn’t have a ‘‘safe region’’
to go to within Iraq so naturally they ran to neighboring countries
like Syria and Jordan. But since Assyrians are not displaced internally in Iraq, they no longer qualify for the current ‘‘displacement’’
assistance program. These Assyrian refugees who once led productive lives in Iraq have resorted to begging, slavery, prostitution,
and selling organs just to survive and feed their families.
This is happening under the watch, our watch, under the watch
in America. The flip side of this is that millions of displaced Kurds
are returning with assistance to settle back into their own regions
because they, unlike the Assyrians, have a ‘‘safe region’’ to go to
within Iraq. We must balance this.
It is an undisputable fact that Mesopotamia is the cradle of civilization and Assyrian Christians are the indigenous people of
Mesopotamia, present day Iraq. It is also undisputable that Assyrians are a part of the fabric of today’s Iraq, enduring under the
constraint of Shari’a or Islamic law through an in-name-only democratic Iraq.
Article (2)b of the Iraqi Constitution states: ‘‘No law can be
passed that contradicts the principles of democracy.’’ Article (2)a of
the Iraqi Constitution states: ‘‘No law can be passed that contradicts the undisputed rules of Islam.’’
These two articles are in contradiction with one another.
One of the rules of Islam which can be found in the Koran at
chapter 3, line 19 states: ‘‘The only true faith in God’s sight is
Islam.’’ In chapter 3, line 86 the Koran states: ‘‘He that chooses a
religion over Islam, it will not be accepted from him and in the
world to come he will be one of the lost.’’
Christians having chosen a religion over Islam are considered
infidels and idolaters. In chapter 2, lines 190 to 193, the Koran dictates to all Muslims to ‘‘slay them wherever you find them, drive
them out of the place from which they drove you. Idolatry is worse
than carnage.’’ and so, Christian churches are bombed and Christians are slain; Assyrian Christians.
Despite being the indigenous people of Mesopotamia, Assyrians
are discriminated against and treated as unwanted guests in their
own homeland as they face the threat of yet another modern day
ethnic cleansing by the Islamic Kurds that is reminiscent of the
ethnic cleansing of nearly a century ago exercised by the then Ottoman Turks and Kurds.
Today’s Middle East must become ethically balanced. Just like
there is a Jewish state and an Arab state, there needs to be a
Christian state. Although chapter 4 of article 121 of the Iraqi Constitution, entitled ‘‘Local Administration,’’ guarantees the administrative, political, cultural, educational rights for various ethnicities
such as Turkomen, Chaldeans, Assyrians, and the other components, this law exists in theory only and not in practice.
With the Iraqi Government’s oppression of the rights of Christians, Assyrians are looking to the international community and
the Western world, in particular to the U.S. and UN, to intervene
on their behalf, enabling them to establish their own Assyrian Ad-
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ministrative Region in the Nineveh Plain in order to become once
again a thriving and healthy community in Iraq.
This Assyrian Administrative Region will witness the return of
Assyrian refugees to their ancestral homelands. However, this
measure must be taken now. This is not an issue that can be
placed on the back burner. The endangered Assyrian civilization
that managed to survive under Genghis Khan, WWI and WWII is
now spiraling out of control toward complete obliteration due to the
present ethic cleansing, assimilation and forced migration and refugee exodus.
On 9/11, America experienced a reasonably small example of Islamic terrorism as compared to that with which Christians in the
Middle East are familiar. The world watched in horror as we, the
citizens of this great nation, mourn our losses, and the world
mourned with us. How shameful it would have been if the tragedy
of 9/11 had gone unnoticed. How shameful it is that the tragedy of
the Assyrian Genocide of last century went unnoticed. How shameful it is that the current Assyrian massacres are going unnoticed.
Thank you.
[The prepared statement of Ms. Malek-Yonan follows:]
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Mr. SMITH. Ms. Malek-Yonan, thank you for that very powerful
testimony. You point out no one is taking notice. The reason we invited you and wanted you here was to try to begin rectifying that,
and to raise this issue with our own Government and other coalition partners, and the Iraqis. Your testimony will be used I can assure you to try to rectify it.
Ms. MALEK-YONAN. Thank you.
Mr. SMITH. Ms. Bigelow.
STATEMENT OF MS. KIT BIGELOW, DIRECTOR OF THE OFFICE
OF EXTERNAL AFFAIRS, NATIONAL SPIRITUAL ASSEMBLY
OF THE BAHA’IS OF THE UNITED STATES

Ms. BIGELOW. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. We also have submitted a written statement which we hope will be accepted, and I
have a summary.
Mr. SMITH. Without objection, so ordered.
Ms. BIGELOW. My name is Kit Bigelow, Director of External Affairs of the National Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of the
United States. I would like to thank the Subcommittee for asking
us to testify about the situations of the Baha’i communities in Iran
and Egypt.
We would also like to thank Congress for its long-time support.
It has passed eight concurrent resolutions on the Iranian Baha’is.
Congressmen Kirk and Lantos have just introduced H.Con.Res.
415. We hope even more Members will become cosponsors and wish
to express our gratitude to Congressmen Hyde and Smith, cosponsors of several resolutions and main supporters in efforts to assist
Iranian Baha’is.
The Baha’i communities in Egypt and Iran are threatened by deliberate government strategies dedicated to their eventual destruction. In both cases, the situations have recently worsened.
In Iran, where the Baha’i Faith began in the 19th century, Baha’is are the largest religious minority with 300,000 to 350,000 people. The Islamic regime regards the Baha’i Faith as apostasy and
Baha’is as ‘‘unprotected infidels’’ with no legal rights.
Since 1979, more than 10,000 have been dismissed from their
jobs. Baha’is have been barred from institutions of higher education, and more than 200 Baha’is have been killed or summarily
executed, and thousands more jailed.
During the past 2 years, there has been an increase in arbitrary
arrests, the destruction of historic religious sites, and other pressures of the type not experienced since the years immediately following the Islamic revolution. More than 120 Baha’is await trial
after having been imprisoned. A Baha’i died in prison after 10
years on charges of apostasy. The government-sponsored newspaper, Kayhan, has been running a campaign of vilification on the
Baha’i Faith.
One of the most ominous signs of the government’s intentions
was exposed on March 20, and has been referred to by previous
speakers. The UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or
Belief made public a confidential letter from Iran’s armed forces
calling for Baha’is to be identified and monitored. The Anti-Defamation League called these actions ‘‘reminiscent of the steps taken
against Jews in Europe.’’
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On May 19, 54 Baha’is were arrested in the City of Shiraz. It
was one of the largest mass arrests of Baha’is since the 1980s.
The Baha’i community in Egypt traces its roots to the 1860s. In
1925, a supreme religious court of Cairo ruling was the first official
recognition in the Muslim world of the Baha’i Faith as an independent religion. In 1960 President Nasser signed Presidential Decree 263 banning Baha’i activities. The ban remains law today.
Baha’is have faced several episodes of arrests and imprisonment,
the most recent being in 2001, and remain under constant police
surveillance.
The Egyptian Baha’i community has diminished by 90 percent to
500 people. The Baha’i Faith has been the subject of numerous
fatwas. The most recent fatwa by the Islamic Research Academy of
Al-Azhar University described the Baha’i Faith as ‘‘a lethal spiritual epidemic in the fight against which the state must mobilize
all its contingencies to annihilate it.’’
The crisis immediately before the Baha’is concerns identification
cards which must be obtained by each Egyptian citizen by the end
of 2006. The cards must be used for any type of government service
and are needed to pass through police checkpoints. These cards require citizens to state one of Egypt’s three recognized religions:
Islam, Christianity or Judaism.
In the past, Baha’is had been permitted to leave the religious
space blank, to make a dash or to write other. On April 4 an Egyptian administrative court found the Baha’is had the right to obtain
government issued documents that state their religion. The Ministry of the Interior appealed that ruling. The Supreme Administrative Court has suspended implementation of the ruling pending an
appeal to be heard on September 16.
In Egypt, the ultimate hope of the Baha’i community is the rescinding of Presidential Decree 263. Our plea is for that government to allow all of its citizens to be treated as equal. We appeal
again to the Iranian Government not to implement its plan to identify and monitor the Baha’is and to permit them freely to practice
their religion.
In conclusion, we would like to thank the U.S. Government for
speaking out here and at the UN, and hope Congress will continue
loudly to voice its concern for the religious freedom of all people.
Thank you.
[The prepared statement of Ms. Bigelow follows:]
PREPARED STATEMENT OF MS. KIT BIGELOW, DIRECTOR OF THE OFFICE OF EXTERNAL
AFFAIRS, NATIONAL SPIRITUAL ASSEMBLY OF THE BAHA’IS OF THE UNITED STATES
My name is Kit Bigelow, director of the Office of External Affairs of the National
Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ı́s of the United States. We would like to thank the
House Committee on International Relations’ Subcommittee on Africa, Global
Human Rights and International Relations for asking us to testify today about the
situations of the Bahá’ı́ communities in Iran and Egypt.
We would like to take this opportunity also to thank Congress for its longtime
support of Iran’s beleaguered Bahá’ı́ community. In 1982, 1984 and 1988 there were
hearings on the persecution of the Iranian Bahá’ı́s. Since 1982, Congress has passed
eight concurrent resolutions calling for the emancipation of that Bahá’ı́ community.
Representatives Kirk and Lantos have just introduced H.Con.Res. 415, once again
condemning the deliberate mistreatment of the Bahá’ı́s in Iran. We hope as many
Members as possible will become cosponsors. We wish to express our particular
gratitude to Congressman Smith, who has cosponsored six of those resolutions and
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has been a main supporter in Congress’ efforts to assist the Iranian Bahá’ı́ community.
Iran has been designated a ‘‘Country of Particular Concern’’ by the U.S. Government for its ‘‘egregious violations of religious freedom.’’ Egypt is on the Watch List
of the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom.
The Bahá’ı́ communities in Egypt and Iran are both threatened by deliberate,
long-term and well-documented government strategies dedicated to their eventual
destruction. In both cases, the threats have recently become more dire, and the situations more urgent.
PERSECUTION IN IRAN

In Iran, where the Bahá’ı́ Faith began in the 19th century, Bahá’ı́s constitute the
largest religious minority. Some 300,000–350,000 Bahá’ı́s live in all regions of the
country. However, the Bahá’ı́ Faith is not recognized as a legitimate religion: the
Islamic regime regards it as apostasy and as a conspiracy. As ‘‘unprotected infidels,’’
Bahá’ı́s have no legal rights.
By order of the Iranian Government, Bahá’ı́s are not permitted to elect leaders,
and they have been barred from institutions of higher education since 1980. According to Iranian law, Bahá’ı́ blood can be spilled with impunity. They are not allowed
to worship collectively. Bahá’ı́s are also denied jobs and pensions: more than 10,000
have been dismissed from government and university posts since 1979. All cemeteries, holy places and community properties were seized soon after the 1979 Islamic
Revolution. Many properties have been destroyed, and none have been returned.
The right of Bahá’ı́s to inherit is denied. Since 1996, Bahá’ı́s have been strictly forbidden to seek probate. In the years immediately following the Islamic Revolution,
more than 200 Bahá’ı́s were killed or summarily executed, and thousands more were
jailed.
The elimination of the Bahá’ı́ community of Iran is explicit government policy. A
secret Iranian Government document published by the U.N. Human Rights Commission in 1993 outlines the official strategy to suppress the Bahá’ı́ community.
Written by the Supreme Revolutionary Cultural Council and signed by Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei, this document dated February 25, 1991, set forth specific
guidelines for dealing with Bahá’ı́s so that ‘‘their progress and development are
blocked.’’
During the past two years, there has been an increase in arbitrary arrests and
imprisonment, the destruction of historic religious sites, defamation campaigns in
government-sponsored media, and other pressures of a type not experienced since
the years immediately following the Islamic Revolution. In 2005, the Iranian Government initiated a new wave of assaults, home raids, harassment and detentions.
More than 120 Bahá’ı́s are awaiting trial after having been imprisoned, most of
them without having been charged. However, one charge has been ‘‘creating anxiety
in the minds of the public and those of the Iranian officials.’’ In December 2005,
59-year-old Mr. Zabihollah Mahrami died of unknown causes after 10 years imprisonment on charges of apostasy. Bahá’ı́s have been barred from institutions of higher
education since 1980. Despite assurances by the Iranian Government that Bahá’ı́s
would be able to attend university in 2005, authorities have continued to exclude
Bahá’ı́s from attending university due to their religion. From October 2005 to the
present, the government-sponsored newspaper, Kayhan, has been running a campaign of vilification and distortion on the Bahá’ı́ Faith to arouse public antipathy
against the Bahá’ı́s. In 2004 and 2005, two important Bahá’ı́ holy places were destroyed and a cemetery was desecrated.
One of the most ominous signs of the government’s intentions was exposed on
March 20, 2006. The U.N. Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief revealed the existence of a confidential letter from the Command Headquarters of
Iran’s Armed Forces to several Iranian government agencies. The letter stated that
the Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, had instructed the Command Headquarters to identify persons who adhere to the Bahá’ı́ Faith and to monitor their
activities. The letter went on to order the Ministry of Information, the Revolutionary
Guard and the Police Force to collect, in a highly confidential manner, any and all
information about members of the Bahá’ı́ Faith. The White House subsequently expressed its concern for the ‘‘worsening’’ situation of the Bahá’ı́s in Iran. The AntiDefamation League called the Iranian Government’s actions ‘‘reminiscent of the
steps taken against Jews in Europe and a dangerous step toward the institution of
Nuremberg-type laws.’’
On May 19, 2006, 54 Bahá’ı́s were arrested in the city of Shiraz while they were
engaged in humanitarian service with underprivileged children. Most of the Bahá’ı́s
who were arrested were young people. It was one of the largest mass arrests of
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Bahá’ı́s since the 1980s. On that same day, the houses of six of those arrested were
raided. Notebooks, computers, books and documents were confiscated. The Bahá’ı́s
who were arrested were later released, but all await trial.
PERSECUTION IN EGYPT

The most urgent issue that faces the Bahá’ı́ community in Egypt is the Government’s decision to require all of its citizens to obtain mandatory identification cards.
At present, Bahá’ı́s are not legally permitted to obtain these cards.
The Bahá’ı́ community in Egypt traces its roots to the 1860s. The first National
Spiritual Assembly of Egypt, the Bahá’ı́ national governing body, was elected in
1924, and legally incorporated in 1934.
In 1925, the Supreme Religious Court of Cairo annulled the marriage between a
Bahá’ı́ man and a Muslim woman on the grounds that the Bahá’ı́ Faith was a ‘‘heresy.’’ The court also acknowledged that the Bahá’ı́ Faith was ‘‘a new religion, [and]
entirely independent.’’ This was the first official recognition of the Bahá’ı́ Faith as
an independent religion in the Muslim world.
In 1960, President Nasser signed Presidential Decree 263 banning Bahá’ı́ activities. The ban dissolved ‘‘all Bahá’ı́ Assemblies and Centers.’’ ‘‘Individuals, bodies and
institutions’’ were forbidden from engaging ‘‘in any activity.’’ All Bahá’ı́ properties,
including the national headquarters building, the libraries, and cemeteries, as well
as all Bahá’ı́ funds and assets were confiscated. These properties and assets have
never been returned. The ban on Bahá’ı́ organization and activities remains law
today.
In keeping with the Bahá’ı́ principle of obedience to government, the Bahá’ı́s of
Egypt immediately disbanded their religious institutions in 1960. The Government
promised that individuals would remain free to practice their religion, and Bahá’ı́s
accordingly replaced community services with worship by individuals and families.
Nevertheless, they have faced several episodes of arrests, detentions, and imprisonment, the most recent being in 2001. Bahá’ı́s remain under constant police surveillance. Their homes are periodically searched. Bahá’ı́ literature is taken and destroyed.
Over the last several decades, the Egyptian Bahá’ı́ community has diminished in
size by 90 percent, to 500 people.
Along with Christianity and Judaism, the Bahá’ı́ Faith has been regularly vilified
and misrepresented in the Egyptian media. The attacks in the media appear designed to inspire popular hostility against the Bahá’ı́s. Recurring themes are that
Bahá’ı́s are spies of foreign powers and that they indulge in immoral activities.
These calumnies have no basis in fact, but for many Egyptians this is the only information about the Bahá’ı́ Faith they have ever encountered.
The Bahá’ı́ community of Egypt has also faced persecution and harassment from
the religious orthodoxy in Egypt. Over the years, the Bahá’ı́ Faith has been the subject of numerous ‘‘fatwas’’ that deride it as a heresy and accuse its followers of apostasy, a charge which is punishable by death under traditional Islamic law. Most recently, on December 15, 2003, a fatwa by the Islamic Research Academy of Al-Azhar
University described the Bahá’ı́ Faith as ‘‘a lethal spiritual epidemic in the fight
against which the state must mobilize all its contingencies to annihilate it.’’ The
statement goes on to demand: ‘‘those [Bahá’ı́s] who have committed criminal acts
against Islam and our country must disappear from life and not be allowed to announce their deviation from Islam.’’
The crisis that immediately confronts the Egyptian Bahá’ı́s concerns the identification cards that must be obtained by each Egyptian citizen by the end of 2006.
The cards must be presented for any type of government service, such as medical
care in a public hospital or processing for a property title or deed. They are required
to obtain employment, education or banking services. They are needed to pass
through police checkpoints, and individuals without cards are deprived of their freedom of movement.
These identification cards require citizens to state their religious affiliation. The
current system allows for only one of the three recognized religions of Egypt to be
entered: Islam, Christianity, or Judaism.
In the past, Bahá’ı́s had been permitted to leave the religious affiliation space
blank, or to make a dash, or to write ‘‘other.’’ A few were even permitted to list
‘‘Bahá’ı́.’’ Now only one of the three recognized religions can be entered.
The Bahá’ı́s in Egypt have approached their government on numerous occasions
to plead for a change in the identification card. Their requests for a change have
been repeatedly denied.
We wish to emphasize that the Bahá’ı́s of Egypt are not asking for special treatment. They wish to follow the regulations of their government. Bahá’ı́s are willing
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to continue to write a dash, or leave the religious affiliation space blank. It is evident that the challenges facing the Bahá’ı́s could be faced by any Egyptian citizen
who also is not a Muslim, a Christian or a Jew.
What the Egyptian Bahá’ı́s are not able to do is to lie to their government by
claiming to be members of a religion they are not—both because it is a matter of
religious principle to them and because they do not wish to perpetrate a fraud
against their government.
On April 4, 2006, an Egyptian Administrative Court found that Bahá’ı́s have the
right to obtain government-issued documents that state their religion as Bahá’ı́. Notably, the court found that Bahá’ı́s have a right to accurate documents regardless
of whether or not the government recognizes the legitimacy of their religion for
‘‘open practice.’’ The Ministry of the Interior has appealed that ruling. The Ministry
of Justice has requested the Council of Islamic Studies at Al-Azhar to provide its
opinion on the subject of the legitimacy of the Bahá’ı́ religion. On May 15, the Supreme Administrative Court suspended implementation of the lower court ruling
pending the Government’s appeal. On June 19, that same court postponed the appeal hearing until September 16, 2006.
MOVING FORWARD

In Egypt, the ultimate hope of the Bahá’ı́ community is the rescinding or nullification of Presidential Decree 263—lifting the ban on their Faith. The Egyptian Government is signatory to several international human rights treaties, including the
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which guarantees religious freedom. Our urgent plea is for the Egyptian Government to allow all of its citizens, including the
Bahá’ı́s, to be treated as equal. The April 4 Administrative Court ruling provided
a positive first step toward reaching that goal. We hope that the Supreme Administrative Court upholds on appeal the lower court’s ruling.
In 1996, the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief recommended
actions that the Iranian Government could take toward the eventual emancipation
of the Bahá’ı́ community. They were: allowing full access to education and employment; providing the right to citizenship, burials, freedom of movement, and security
of the person; allowing Bahá’ı́s to reestablish their banned administrative institutions; and nondiscrimination against the Bahá’ı́s and the restoration of Bahá’ı́ community properties. None of these steps has yet been implemented. Given the recent
crackdown on the largest religious minority in that country, we appeal once again
to the Iranian Government to stop arresting and harassing Bahá’ı́s, not to implement its plan to record the names and monitor the activities of all Bahá’ı́s, and to
permit Bahá’ı́s to practice their religion in complete freedom.
Before we conclude, we would like to take this opportunity to thank the various
agencies of the U.S. Government—the White House, the State Department, the Congress, and the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom—for speaking
out in the U.S. and internationally at the U.N. about the persecution of the Bahá’ı́s
in Iran and Egypt. We believe that a government’s repressive policies and actions
must not be allowed to remain hidden. We thank Senators Reid and Brownback and
Congressmen Kirk and Lantos, along with the many co-sponsors who are supporting
the current Congressional resolutions calling for the emancipation of the Bahá’ı́s in
Iran. We hope Congress will continue to voice its concern and will work with Parliamentarians worldwide for the religious freedom of all people. The Bahá’ı́s of the U.S.
thank Congress for affirming the right of the long-suffering Bahá’ı́s in Iran and
Egypt to practice freely their religion.

Mr. SMITH. Thank you very much, Ms. Bigelow. I was actually
at the White House when President Reagan first began making the
plight of the Baha’is, especially in Iran, a key issue for U.S. diplomacy. I applaud you on your steadfast support for religious freedom in general, but especially for the Baha’is for all of these years.
Just a few questions because all of your testimonies were very
powerful and persuasive and gives this Subcommittee and Congress much to do in follow-up.
Basically I would like to ask all of you, what has been your response, Father Firas, with the U.S. Government? Have you been
satisfied with the U.S. efforts?
I know the answer to some extent, especially Ms. Malek-Yonan,
with regards to what seems to be a deaf ear to the Assyrians. But
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when violence occurs, has the bishop been able to convey that destruction of churches? You mentioned 27 churches attacked or
bombed between 2004 and 2006. What has been the response by
the U.S. Government? Is there a response to the U.S. military command?
We certainly will raise and present copies of your testimony and
ask for an official response.
And in regards to the voting, obviously voter fraud is something
that we take very seriously as well. When ballot boxes disappear,
that is very serious. The first time ever in Iraqi history, and yet
again denial. If you can answer what the U.S. and Iraqi response
has been to your well documented charges.
Father as well. All of you really. That is an open question.
Ms. MALEK-YONAN. We voice our concerns. Our bishops speak
up, but nobody listened. If nobody listens, it falls on deaf ear, our
hands are tied. Who should we go to and say look at what they
have done to us? Look at what is happening in Iraq? Look at what
is happening to this minority people?
We don’t have a country. We don’t have political standing. Unless other governments step in and speak on our behalf, then our
hands are tied. We just sit quietly and remain victims.
As far as the issue of voting, of course we spoke up. We always
do. But again, nothing was done about it. There are a lot of incidents where they photographed people voting, and the same person
kept going back. They had special solutions to remove the purple
ink off their fingers. We have the photographs. We have all of the
evidence.
These cases that I have cited here, these are real cases. These
are real people with real faces and names. We try to tell the media,
but nobody listens. And if something does get reported, it just gets
reported as ‘‘the Christians of Iraq’’ or ‘‘minority Christians.’’ we
have a name. We are Assyrians. We need to be called by our name,
not just a generic Christian. We have a name and we want to be
recognized as such.
Mr. SMITH. Is the bishop, is his life put at risk? Or pastors,
priests?
Ms. MALEK-YONAN. Absolutely. They don’t know what to do.
They don’t know who to turn to. Who can they talk to? Not even
the U.S. military, nobody. Of course we know what is going on. Of
course the U.S. military knows what is going on. If there are
churches bombed, they are aware of it; but it doesn’t go beyond
that. It needs to move beyond that.
Mr. SMITH. I appreciate that.
Father FIRAS. After the visit of Father McCarrick, he came to us
when he came to Aboud. I went to the highest level for us here in
the United States, and he met President Bush and told him about
Aboud. But we are waiting to see something. We want something,
to feel it.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you.
Ms. BIGELOW. Mr. Chairman, as you mentioned, the case of the
Iranian Baha’is has been brought to the attention of the U.S. Government for many, many years. President Reagan himself took a
very strong leadership role. And the role of the United Nations,
and it is particularly with the United Nations because we do not
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have bilateral relations with Iran so that makes it much more challenging. So the United States has been invaluable working with
the EU, the Canadians and the Australians working on resolutions
at the United Nations.
The Egyptian case is more recent and is now just becoming more
public. And we are urging the U.S. Government, whether it would
be the White House or the State Department or Congress, to speak
out more strongly about the situation that the Baha’is in Egypt
face.
Mr. SMITH. One final question, Ms. Malek-Yonan. The UN, has
that been of any help to the Assyrian Christians?
Ms. MALEK-YONAN. No one has been of any real help that makes
a difference in the lives of the Assyrians. Sometimes attempts are
made, but we need real help. We are losing most of our people from
Iraq. They are migrating, they are being forced out of the country.
If there is help, it is too little.
Mr. SMITH. You mentioned that young 15-year-old boy, Fadi
Shamoon. Was the perpetrator of that crime ever brought to justice?
Ms. MALEK-YONAN. No.
Mr. SMITH. That is a horrible story.
Thank you. Again, we will follow-up with each of our testimonies.
For example, in Iraq, we will ask our command what they are
doing, how they investigate. And I know that the U.S. Commission
on Religious Freedom has done some very good reporting on the
Assyrian Christians, and we thank them for that work, but reporting is not enough. We need action. You give us much to work on.
Mr. Payne.
Mr. PAYNE. I would like to thank each of you for your testimony.
I think sometimes the wheel of justice and democracy grinds slowly. But the fact that your testimony is a matter of record, I think
we will be able to focus more on the individual situations that each
of you have spoken about.
As you indicated, the cradle of civilization is around the Tigris
and Euphrates Rivers. The Assyrians are the first people that you
read about. It certainly must be preserved. We will certainly work
with the Chairman to see if there can be resolution.
The same with your issue, Ms. Bigelow.
Father, I know you have one of the greatest champions with
Archbishop McCarrick. He has moved around the world and has
done so much. He was the archbishop in Newark, New Jersey, my
city, and I had the privilege of having many breakfasts with him
right at our, about, a basilica in Newark, and it is unfortunate that
he had to retire. I wanted to send a note to the Pope to push the
retirement age up to 80, but I couldn’t get through to the Pope.
We will certainly take all of your issues and do the best we can
with them.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you.
Ms. McCollum.
Ms. MCCOLLUM. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I have two letters
that I would like to submit for the record. One is from the Friends
Committee on National Legislation and the other is from Churches
for Middle East Peace. You might have already included them into
the record, but if you haven’t, please do so.
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Mr. SMITH. Without objection, so ordered.
Ms. MCCOLLUM. I would like to just thank the witnesses for their
testimony.
I would like to ask, Father, you talked a little bit in your statement about the way in which the boundaries have affected the ability for interfaith worship, but I also know there are some challenges with some of the schools, with students being able to get to
and from school and return to home. The Catholic schools are interfaith teaching schools, and the hospitals I know in my district a lot
of them are sponsored by my mother’s faith, which was Lutheran.
They have experienced some difficulties and supplies and people
being able to get back and forth. If you would comment on that.
Just to the other two witnesses, thank you so much more sharing. They did talk about the elections and the ballot boxes and individuals, and it was just one or two newspapers that mentioned it,
but it was overwhelming success and it was taken care of and people were found and it didn’t effect the outcome of the election. And
it was so wonderful to hear you speak because quite often when I
speak up it is often looked at as being partisan, and so I feel my
voice has been marginalized. Thank you so much for your words.
We have much to do in our own country about the Baha’i and
other faiths being fully integrated and recognized. We have work
here to do as well.
Father, you traveled such a great distance, and if I can just call
upon you.
Father FIRAS. In our school we have about 72 Muslims, and
when we have catechism for both, we have catechism for Christians
and Muslims in the same school. We have good relations with them
because of all the Muslims in the village or the village around, they
are coming to our school because we have the best education in the
area.
Sometimes I have a problem with the kids when they want to
travel because the entrance sometimes is closed by a military jeep.
Sometimes I have to go up there to the entrance to bring them to
the school with my car.
With the barrier, they will close a little bit the road, the street,
from three villages around so they will not have the ability to come
to our school.
About the hospitals, to go to the hospital in Jerusalem or Hadassah, sometimes we can’t because we don’t have permit.
I want to tell you the story of a mother of a priest in a village
about 15 kilometers from Aboud. She died at a checkpoint of heart
attack because of waiting. They don’t care who is in the ambulance.
Sometimes we can’t access from Aboud or in Aboud. I spend
about 3 hours on my first day entering Aboud, 3 hours at the
checkpoint without doing anything. You don’t have a checkpoint to
enter here. I am a Jordanian and I am a parish priest. I have to
enter to my parish. No way. You can’t enter. You don’t have a permit to enter here. But I entered.
Sometimes I don’t have the permit to go out from Aboud. Once
I went to the supermarket and I turned back; just in 5 minutes.
You don’t have the right to enter here. It is our life in Aboud.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you.
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Would any of you like to add anything before we conclude the
hearing?
If not, let me just make one final comment, and we will followup on your very powerful and passionate and fact filled testimonies. It gives us a real launching pad. The Committee has been
aware, but this gives us fresh impetus to act, and I want to thank
you for that.
I do want to make a point today that in 1989 on what was my
then fifth trip to Romania focusing on particular religious freedom,
I met a brilliant young Foreign Service officer about the same age
as me—I was young then—Dennis Curry, who was the human
rights officer in Romania, and we quickly became friends. Frank
Wolf and I, another fellow laboring in the vineyard of human
rights, particularly with regard to Romania, and I got to know this
man, Dennis Curry. And he has worked in Brazil, Romania, Monrovia, Russia and his next posting will be to Saudi Arabia where
I am sure he will encounter the religious freedom issue head on.
But he has been working on the Subcommittee now for the last
year. He has done a tremendous job of researching and providing
us with very usable information that has been put into legislation.
He has been a drafter of bills, some of which have become law, others which will become law we hope very soon. The Subcommittee
is going to miss him dearly. He has been brilliant in this position.
The State Department’s loss for a year, our gain, will now be
their gain once again. I want to wish Dennis Curry every success
and reiterate how much he will be missed. We actively recruited
him and State didn’t want to let him go, but he is now going back.
Dennis, thank you so much.
Without any further ado, the hearing is adjourned.
[Whereupon, at 12:30 p.m., the Subcommittee was adjourned.]
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