EUROPE AND EURASIA

ALBANIA

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the pe-
riod covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the
generally free practice of religion.

The generally amicable relationship among the religions in society contributed to
religious freedom.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total area of 11,100 square miles, and its population is approxi-
mately 3,069,275. It has a largely homogeneous ethnic population, consisting of
Ghegs in the north and Tosks in the south. The ethnic Greek communities, the larg-
est minority in Albania, are located in the southern part of the country. Other small
minorities include the Roma, Egyptian community (an ethnic group similar to the
Roma but which does not speak the Roma language), Vlachs, and Macedonians.

The majority of citizens are secular in orientation after decades of rigidly enforced
atheism under the Communist regime, which ended in 1990. Despite such secu-
larism, most citizens traditionally associate themselves with a religious group. Citi-
zens of Muslim background make up the largest traditional religious group (esti-
mated at 65 to 70 percent of the population) and are divided into two communities:
those associated with a moderate form of Sunni Islam and those associated with the
Bektashi school (a particularly liberal form of Shi’a Sufism). In 1925 after the revo-
lution of Ataturk, the country became the world center of Bektashism, although it
has not been recognized as such by the Government. Bektashis are concentrated
mainly in the central and southern regions and are estimated to represent approxi-
mately one quarter of the country’s Muslim population.

The Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Albania (referred to as Orthodox) and the
Roman Catholic Church are the other large denominations. An estimated 20 to 30
percent of the population belong to communities that are traditionally Albanian Or-
thodox, and 10 percent are associated with Roman Catholicism. The Orthodox
Church became independent from Constantinople’s authority in 1929 but was not
recognized as autocephalous, or independent, until 1937. The Church’s 1954 statute
states that all its archbishops must have Albanian citizenship; however, the current
archbishop is a Greek citizen whose application for Albanian citizenship has been
pending for several years.

Muslims are concentrated mostly in the middle of the country and to some extent
in the south, Orthodox mainly in the south, and Catholics in the north of the coun-
try; however, this division is not strict. The Greek minority, concentrated in the
south, belongs to the Orthodox Church. There is no data available on active partici-
pation in formal religious services, but estimates are that 30 to 40 percent of the
population practice a religion. Foreign religious representatives, including Muslim
clerics, Christian and Baha’i missionaries, members of Jehovah’s Witnesses, mem-
bers of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons), and many others
freely carry out religious activities.

According to updated data provided by the State Committee on Cults during the
period covered by this report, there are 28 different Muslim societies and groups ac-
tive in the country; some of these groups are foreign. There are 42 Christian soci-
eties representing more than 100 different organizations and 2,500 to 3,000 Chris-
tian and Baha’i missionaries. The largest foreign missionary groups are American,
British, Italian, Greek, and Arab.
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SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice. According to the 1998 Constitution, there is no official
religion and all religions are equal. However, the predominant religious commu-
nities (Sunni Muslim, Bektashi, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic) function as jurid-
ical persons and enjoy a greater social recognition and status based on their histor-
ical presence in the country. All registered religious groups have the right to hold
bank accounts and to own property and buildings.

Religious movements—with the exception of the four de facto recognized reli-
gions—may acquire the official status of a juridical person by registering with the
Tirana District Court under the Law on Associations, which recognizes the status
of a nonprofit association regardless of whether the organization has a cultural, rec-
reational, religious, or humanitarian character. The Government does not require
registration or licensing of religious groups; however, the State Committee on Cults
maintains records and statistics on foreign religious organizations that contact it for
assistance. No groups reported difficulties registering during the period covered by
this report. All religious communities have criticized the Government for its unwill-
ingness to grant them tax-exempt status.

The State Committee on Cults, created by executive decision and based on the
Constitution, is charged with regulating the relations between the State and reli-
gious communities. The Chairman of the Committee has the status of a deputy min-
ister. The Committee recognizes the equality of religious communities and respects
their independence. The Committee works to protect freedom of religion and to pro-
mote interreligious development, cooperation, and understanding. The Committee
claims that its records on religious organizations facilitate the granting of residence
permits by police to foreign employees of various religious organizations; however,
some foreign religious organizations have claimed that the Committee’s involvement
has not facilitated access to residence permits. There is no law or regulation that
forces religious organizations to notify the Committee of their activities. There is no
law on religious communities, although the Constitution calls for bilateral agree-
ments between the State and religious communities. In 2002 the Committee coordi-
nated the drafting of a model bilateral agreement for use in future negotiations with
each religious community. Since then, the four de facto recognized religions (Sunni
Muslim, Bektashi, Roman Catholic, and Orthodox) have submitted their own sepa-
rate draft agreements to be reviewed by the Council of Ministers, but no action has
been taken by the end of the period covered by this report.

According to official figures, there are 14 religious schools in the country with ap-
proximately 2,600 total students. The Ministry of Education has the right to ap-
prove the curricula of religious schools to ensure their compliance with national edu-
cation standards, and the State Committee on Cults oversees implementation.

Official holidays include religious holidays from all four predominant faiths.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

The Government is secular and religion is not taught in public schools. While
there is no law restricting the demonstration of religious affiliations in public
schools, students have not been allowed to do so in practice. In July 2003, a female
Muslim student graduating from university was prohibited from wearing her
headscarf for her graduation picture. After the Office of the People’s Advocate (a
government institution tasked with investigating citizens’ charges of human rights
violations and protecting their fundamental freedoms) intervened, the student was
allowed to take the photograph with the headscarf, and the case was resolved. The
Ministry of Education contends that public schools in the country are secular and
that the law prohibits ideological and religious indoctrination. No restriction is im-
posed on families regarding the way they raise their children with respect to reli-
gious practices.

In 1967 the Communist government banned all religious practices and expropri-
ated the property of the established Islamic, Orthodox, and Catholic Churches. The
Government has not yet returned all the properties and religious objects under its
control that were confiscated under the Communist regime. In cases in which reli-
gious buildings were returned, the Government often failed to return the land that
surrounds the buildings, sometimes due to redevelopment claims by private individ-
uals who began farming it or using it for other purposes. The Government does not
have the resources to compensate churches adequately for the extensive damage
many religious properties suffered; however, in 2001 it announced its intention to
develop a long-term compensation plan, although that plan appears to have stalled
by the end of the period covered by this report. Although it has recovered some con-
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fiscated property, including one large parcel of land near Tirana’s main square, the
Orthodox Church has claimed delays in approvals for construction of churches and
other buildings associated with the Church by the city government, and a lack of
action on a number of other property claims throughout the country, as well as dif-
ficulty in recovering some religious icons for restoration and safekeeping. The
Roman Catholic community also has outstanding property claims, but was able to
consecrate a new cathedral in central Tirana in January 2002, on land provided by
the Government as compensation for other land confiscated during the Communist
era. The Muslim Community has also requested that the Government return a num-
ber of religious properties, including a large parcel of land located across from the
Parliament building in the center of Tirana, on which a mosque once stood. By the
end of June the Government has taken no action to address this property claim or
a number of other such claims. However, some property has been returned to the
Muslim Community.

Parliament and various political parties are working on a property restitution law
that is expected to include provisions addressing religious properties, which may im-
prove the overall situation for all religious communities.

The Albanian Evangelical Alliance, an association of approximately 87 Protestant
churches throughout the country, claimed that it encountered administrative obsta-
cles to accessing the media. However, Evangelical Alliance representatives state
that it is not clear whether the limited access is due to the organization’s small size
or its religious affiliations. The growing evangelical community continues to seek of-
ficial recognition and participation in the religious affairs section of the Council of
Ministers.

There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

Relations among the various religious groups are generally amicable, and toler-
ance is widespread. Society largely is secular. Intermarriage among members of dif-
ferent religions is extremely common. Religious communities take pride in the toler-
ance and understanding that prevails among them.

In January 2003, the General Secretary of the Islamic Community of Albania, Sali
Tivari, was shot and killed at the Community’s headquarters. Tivari was a central
figure in the Islamic community, running the daily affairs of the administration. By
the end of the period covered by this report, his murder had not been solved and
the motives for his murder remained unclear.

Representatives of the country’s Orthodox Church have noted that some churches
and other buildings have been the targets of vandalism; however, these incidents
were isolated and believed to be the result of the country’s weak public order rather
than due to religious intolerance.

Some Bektashi communities outside of Tirana have experienced intimidation, van-
dalism, and threats of violence. There are reports that members of other religious
groups have attempted to prevent Bektashis from attending their teqes (holy
shrines), and otherwise harassed Bektashi community members. During the period
covered by this report a teqe was burned down in Bulqiza.

Bektashi leaders believe that foreign religious influences that are counter to the
country’s efforts to maintain religious tolerance and freedom are at the root of these
incidents. Other religious leaders have expressed similar concerns about the poten-
tially divisive role played by non-citizen religious extremists.

SEcTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT POLICY

The U.S. Government has employed numerous initiatives to foster the develop-
ment of human rights, democracy, and the rule of law in the country, and to further
religious freedom and tolerance. The U.S. Embassy periodically has urged the Gov-
ernment to address outstanding religious property claims and to return church
lands to the denominations that lost them under Communist rule. Embassy officers,
including the Ambassador, meet frequently (both in formal office calls and at rep-
resentational events) with the heads of the major religious communities in the coun-
try. The U.S. Embassy has been active in urging tolerance and moderation as a con-
tinued hallmark of society. In addition, the Embassy’s Public Affairs Office is in the
process of hiring a Cultural Affairs Assistant who will monitor and report on civic
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affairs and religious education in secondary schools, including schools operated by
faith-based organizations, and promote continued religious tolerance.

ANDORRA

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice. There is no state religion; however, the Constitution
acknowledges a special relationship with the Roman Catholic Church, which re-
ceives some privileges not available to other faiths.

There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the pe-
riod covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the
generally free practice of religion.

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has an area of 180.7 square miles, and a population of approximately
67,000. Very few official statistics are available relative to religion; however, tradi-
tionally approximately 90 percent of the population are Roman Catholic. The popu-
lation consists largely of immigrants, with full citizens representing less than 37
percent of the total. The immigrants, who primarily are from Spain, Portugal, and
France, also largely are Roman Catholic. It is estimated that, of the Catholic popu-
lation, about half are active church attendees. Other religious groups include Mus-
lims (who predominantly are represented among the approximately 2,000 North Af-
rican immigrants and are split between two groups, one more fundamentalist); the
New Apostolic Church; the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons);
several Protestant denominations, including the Anglican Church; the Reunification
Church; and Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Foreign missionaries are active and operate without restriction. For example, the
Mormons and members of Jehovah’s Witnesses proselytize from door to door.

SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution acknowledges a special relationship with the Roman Catholic
Church “in accordance with Andorran tradition” and recognizes the “full legal capac-
ity” of the bodies of the Catholic Church, granting them legal status “in accordance
with their own rules.” One of the two constitutionally designated princes of the
country (who serves equally as joint head of state with the President of France) is
Bishop Joan Vives Sicilia of the Spanish town of La Seu d’'Urgell. The Catholic reli-
ﬁious celebration on September 8 of the “Virgen de Merixtall” is also a national holi-

ay.

There is no law that clearly requires legal registration and approval of religions
and religious worship. In 2001 the Government passed a law of associations, which
is very general and does not mention specifically religious affairs. Prior to the 2001
law, each Ministry had its own registry for associations. In August 2001, the Gov-
ernment opened a new, consolidated register of associations to replace the existing
separate registries. The registry records all types of associations, including religious
groups. Registration is not compulsory; however, groups must register or reregister
in order to be considered for the support that the Government provides to non-
governmental organizations. In order to register or reregister, groups must provide
the association statutes, the foundation agreement, a statement certifying the
names of persons appointed to official or board positions in the organization, and
a patrimony declaration that identifies the inheritance or endowment of the organi-
zation.

The authorities reportedly had expressed some concern regarding what treatment
groups whose actions may be considered injurious to public health, safety, morals,
or order should receive. The law does not limit any such groups, although it does
contain a provision that no one may be “forced to join or remain in an association
against his/her will.”

In early 2003, the Muslim community requested that the Government provide a
building to convert into a mosque. Authorities responded that the buildings identi-
fied by the Muslim community were either unavailable or not subject to government
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disposition. The Muslim community has also approached the Catholic Bishop asking
that a former church, no longer utilized as such, be converted into a mosque. Ac-
cording to press reports, Catholic religious authorities are not supportive of the re-
quest. There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

Instruction in the tenets of the Catholic faith is available in public schools on an
optional basis, outside of both regular school hours and the time frame set aside for
elective school activities, such as civics or ethics. The Catholic Church provides
teachers for religion classes, and the Government pays their salaries. The Cultural
Islamic Center provides 43 students with Arabic lessons. The Government and the
Moroccan community continue to discuss plans that would allow children to receive
Arabic classes in school outside of the regular school day.

The Government has not taken any official steps to promote interfaith under-
standing, nor has it sponsored any programs or forums to coordinate interfaith dia-
log. However, it has been responsive to certain needs of the Muslim community. On
occasion the Government has made public facilities available to various religious or-
ganizations for religious activities.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

_Government policy and practice contributed to the generally free practice of reli-
gion.
Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
refusal to allow such persons to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

Societal attitudes between and among differing religious groups in general appear
to be amicable and tolerant. For example, the Catholic Church of la Massana lends
its sanctuary twice per month to the Anglican community, so that visiting Anglican
clergy can conduct services for the English-speaking community. Although those
who practice religions other than Roman Catholicism tend to be immigrants and
otherwise not integrated fully into the local community, there appears to be little
or no obstacle to their practicing their own religions.

There are no significant ecumenical movements or activities to promote greater
mutual understanding among adherents of different religions.

An opinion poll published by the Institute of Andorran Studies on the “the values
and traditions of the Andorran Society” indicates that 52 percent of citizens see
themselves as “very religious people.”

SEcCTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT POLICY

U.S. officials discuss religious freedom issues with the Government in the context
of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights. Both the U.S. Ambas-
sador, resident in Madrid, and the Consul General, resident in Barcelona, have met
with Bishop Vives, the leader of the Catholic community.

ARMENIA

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion; however, the law specifies some
restrictions on the religious freedom of adherents of minority faiths, and there were
some restrictions in practice. The Armenian Apostolic Church, which has formal
legal status as the national church, enjoys some privileges not available to adher-
ents of other faiths.

There was no overall change in the status of respect for religious freedom during
the period covered by this report. In March 2002, the Government abolished the
State Council on Religious Affairs (CRA) by presidential decree. The Government
continued to reject the application by the Jehovah’s Witnesses for legal recognition
as a registered religion, and members of the group reported individual acts of dis-
crimination. Other denominations occasionally report acts of discrimination, usually
by mid-level or lower level government officials.

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
kg.g;'iouls freedom; however, societal attitudes towards some minority religions are am-

ivalent.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.
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SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total area of 11,496 square miles, and its population is approxi-
mately 3 million.

The country is ethnically homogeneous, with approximately 95 percent of the pop-
ulation classified as ethnic Armenian. Approximately 90 percent of citizens nomi-
nally belong to the Armenian Apostolic Church, an Eastern Christian denomination
whose spiritual center is located at the cathedral and monastery of Etchmiadzin.
Religious observance was discouraged strongly in the Soviet era, leading to a sharp
decline in the number of active churches and priests, the closure of virtually all
monasteries, and the nearly complete absence of religious education. As a result, the
number of active religious practitioners is relatively low, although many former
atheists now identify themselves with the national church.

For many citizens, Christian identity is an ethnic trait, with only a loose connec-
tion to religious belief. This identification was accentuated by the conflict over
Nagorno-Karabakh in 1988-94, during which Armenia and Azerbaijan expelled their
respective Azeri Muslim and Armenian Christian minorities, creating huge refugee
populations in both countries. The head of the Church, Catholicos Garegin II (alter-
nate spelling Karekin), was elected in 1999 at Etchmiadzin with the participation
of Armenian delegates from around the world.

There are comparatively small, but in many cases growing, communities of other
faiths. The Government does not provide figures for religious adherents, but the
congregants themselves offered the following estimates: Yezidi (a Kurdish religious/
ethnic group which includes elements derived from Zoroastrianism, Islam, and ani-
mism, with approximately 30,000 to 40,000 nominal adherents); Catholic, both
Roman and Mekhitarist (Armenian Uniate) (approximately 180,000 adherents); Pen-
tecostal (approximately 25,000); Greek Orthodox (approximately 6,000); Jehovah’s
Witnesses (approximately 7,500); Armenian Evangelical Church (approximately
5,000); Baptist (approximately 2,000); unspecified “charismatic” Christian (approxi-
mately 3,000); Seventh-day Adventist; the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (Mormons; 1,500 to 2,000); Jewish (500 to 1,000), and Baha’i (over 200). In
addition, small Muslim, Hare Krishna, and pagan communities exist in the country.
Yezidis are concentrated primarily in agricultural areas around Mount Aragats,
northwest of Yerevan. Armenian Catholic and Greek Orthodox Christians are con-
centrated in the northern region, while most Jews, Mormons, and Baha’is are lo-
cated in Yerevan. There is a remnant Muslim Kurdish community of a few hundred
persons, many of which live in the Abovian region; a small group of Muslims of
Azeri descent live primarily along the eastern or northern borders. In Yerevan there
are approximately 1,000 Muslims, including Kurds, Iranians, and temporary resi-
dents from the Middle East.

Members of Jehovah’s Witnesses continue their missionary work fairly visibly and
reported gains in membership during 2000 and 2001. Evangelical Christians and
Mormons also are engaged in missionary work.

SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal [ Policy Framework

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion; however, the law specifies some
restrictions on the religious freedom of adherents of faiths other than the Armenian
Apostolic Church. The Constitution also provides for freedom of conscience, includ-
ing the right either to believe or to adhere to atheism. The 1991 Law on Freedom
of Conscience, amended in 1997, establishes the separation of church and state, but
grants the Armenian Apostolic Church official status as the national church. A 1993
presidential decree, later superseded by the 1997 law, supplemented the 1991 law
and further strengthened the position of the Armenian Apostolic Church.

The 1991 law requires all religious denominations and organizations other than
the Armenian Apostolic Church to register with the CRA. However, a March 2002
presidential decree abolished the CRA, which had been inactive except for reg-
istering religious groups, largely due to lack of resources. A presidential spokesman
announced that an office attached to the Prime Minister would take over the Coun-
cil’'s former functions, and a high-ranking official from the former CRA was ap-
pointed as the Prime Minister’s Advisor on Religious Affairs. The function of reg-
istering religious groups was transferred to the Office of the State Registrar, with
the Advisor on Religious Affairs holding a consultative role in the registration proc-
ess. Petitioning organizations must “be free from materialism and of a purely spir-
itual nature,” and must subscribe to a doctrine based on “historically recognized
Holy Scriptures.” To qualify a religious organization must have at least 200 adult
members. A religious organization that has been refused registration may not pub-
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lish newspapers or magazines, rent meeting places, broadcast programs on tele-
vision or radio, or officially sponsor the visas of visitors. No previously registered
religious group has been denied reregistration, and all existing registered denomina-
tions have been reregistered annually except the Hare Krishnas, whose membership
is below the membership threshold of 200, and the Jehovah’s Witnesses.

The Government still denies registration to Jehovah’s Witnesses, although there
are enough members to qualify; the group was in the process of providing requested
information to experts in the Government at the end of the period covered by this
report. Several other religious groups are unregistered, including the Molokhany, a
branch of the Russian “Old Believers,” and some Yezidis. According to a government
official, those two groups, which number in the hundreds, have not sought registra-
tion. According to the leadership of the Yezidi community, appeals to officials on
their behalf regarding alleged societal discrimination elicited only a vague, non-com-
mittal response. By the end of the period covered by this report, the Government
registered 48 religious organizations, some of which are individual congregations
from within the same denomination. All previously registered denominations have
been reregistered annually. The Hare Krishnas do not have enough members to
qllaaliffy, as their numbers had dropped below even the previous membership thresh-
old of 50.

There is no formally operating mosque; however, Yerevan’s one surviving 18th
century mosque, which was restored with Iranian funding, is open for regular Fri-
day prayers. While its legal basis is tenuous since it is not registered as a religious
facility, the Government does not create any obstacles for Muslims who wish to pray
there.

The law permits religious education in state schools only by instructors appointed
by the Armenian Apostolic Church. If requested by the school principal, the Arme-
nian Apostolic Church sends priests to teach classes in religion and religious history
in those schools; however, students may choose not to attend such classes. In 2002
many schools introduced the history of the Armenian Apostolic Church as part of
mandatory coursework on religion, covering global religions in elementary school
and the Armenian Apostolic Church in middle school. Other religious groups are not
allowed to provide religious instruction in schools, although registered groups may
do so in private homes to children of their members.

As a result of extended negotiations between the Government and the Armenian
Apostolic Church, a memorandum was signed in 2000 that provided for the two
sides to negotiate a concordat. This was scheduled to occur in time for the 1,700th
anniversary celebrations in 2001 of the country’s conversion to Christianity; how-
ever, disagreements in some areas precluded this and negotiations were in progress
at the end of the period covered by this report. The document is expected to regulate
relations between the two bodies, settle disputes over ecclesiastical properties and
real estate confiscated during the Soviet period, and define the role of the Armenian
Apostolic Church in such fields as education, morality, and the media.

The Government’s Human Rights Commission, together with the Commission on
National Minorities, continued to meet with many religious minority organizations
during the period covered by this report.

Local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) organized at least two nationwide
seminars on religious freedom during the period covered by this report. The meet-
ings brought together national representatives of religious groups and government
representatives.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

During the period covered by this report, most registered religious groups re-
ported no serious legal impediments to their activities. However, members of faiths
other than the Armenian Apostolic Church are subject to some government restric-
tions. In particular the 1991 law forbids “proselytizing” (undefined in the law), ex-
cept by the Armenian Apostolic Church, and required all other religious denomina-
tions and organizations to register with the Government. The Government contin-
ued to deny registration to the Jehovah’s Witnesses during the period covered by
this report, despite their six attempts to register since 1995. The CRA previously
had stated that the denial was due to the group’s opposition to military service;
however, in 1999 and 2000 the Council defended its refusal to accept applications
by the Jehovah’s Witnesses by stating that the group cannot be registered because
“1llegal proselytism” is allegedly integral to its activities. Discussions between Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses and the CRA were suspended in 2001 due to a lack of progress on
this issue. No further discussions between Jehovah’s Witnesses and the CRA regard-
ing registration took place in 2001 and 2002 prior to the CRA’s abolition. In October
2002, the newly appointed Advisor on Religious Affairs sent a compromise proposal
to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, suggesting changes in their administrative by-laws that
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would allow for the group’s registration. The Jehovah’s Witnesses are considering
the proposals, pending the decision of the Assembly of Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Although the law bans foreign funding for foreign-based churches, the Govern-
ment has not enforced this ban and considers it unenforceable. The law also man-
dates that religious organizations other than the Armenian Apostolic Church need
prior permission from the Government to engage in religious activities in public
places, travel abroad, or invite foreign guests to the country. However, in practice
travel by religious personnel is not restricted, and at the end of the period covered
by this report it was not clear how the CRA’s abolition would affect such travel. No
action has been taken against missionaries. A 1993 presidential decree required the
CRA to investigate the activities of the representatives of registered religious orga-
nizations and to ban missionaries who engage in activities contrary to their status.
However, religious groups did not report any investigations of missionaries during
the period covered by this report.

Abuses of Religious Freedom

At the end of the period covered by this report, 23 members of Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses remained in prison and 7 in pretrial detention charged with draft evasion
or, if forcibly drafted, with desertion due to refusal to serve. During the reporting
period, eight members who had been serving terms were released to house arrest
after serving one-third of their sentences. Representatives of Jehovah’s Witnesses
said that those imprisoned were members of their community who had been called
for military service and went directly to police to turn themselves in rather than
waiting until induction to declare conscientious objection. Between mid-2001 and
2002, Amnesty International reported that at least 16 conscientious objectors were
released from detention after serving only part of their sentences, although they
were required to report regularly to the police. Others were released under the
terms of an amnesty.

As part of its required undertakings for joining the Council of Europe (COE), the
Government pledged in January 2001 to pass a new law conforming to European
standards on alternatives to military service within 3 years. Government officials
stated that, according to their interpretation of COE regulations, those presently in
prison as conscientious objectors were not required to be released until the new law
was passed. However, COE officials stated that their interpretation was that the
Government’s undertaking required immediate release of such conscientious objec-
tors. At the end of the period covered by this report, two different drafts of proposed
legislation were circulating within the Government for comments. A local official of
Jehovah’s Witnesses said that they had no objection to any alternative forms of civil
service; however, they could not take part in anything categorized as military serv-
ice even if it did not involve bearing arms.

There are reports that hazing of new conscripts is more severe for Yezidis and
other minorities and that military and civilian security officials’ treatment of mem-
bers of Jehovah’s Witnesses is even harsher, because their refusal to serve in the
military is seen as a threat to national survival.

By law, a religious organization that has been refused registration may not pub-
lish newspapers or magazines, rent meeting places, broadcast programs on tele-
vision or radio, or officially sponsor the visas of visitors. During the period covered
by this report, members of Jehovah’s Witnesses did not report experiencing dif-
ficulty renting meeting places as in the past. Lack of official visa sponsorship means
that Jehovah’s Witnesses visitors must pay for tourist visas. In previous years, there
were reports that government officials seized Jehovah’s Witness publications at the
border. Although members of Jehovah’s Witnesses supposedly were allowed to bring
in small quantities of printed materials for their own use, Jehovah’s Witnesses offi-
cials reported that “spiritual letters” from one congregation to another, which they
said were meant for internal rather than proselytizing purposes, continued to be
confiscated by customs officials.

The International Helsinki Federation reported that in recent years there have
been numerous allegations that members of non-traditional religions, including Je-
hovah’s Witnesses, have been dismissed from their jobs or physically attacked due
to their faith. In May the country’s highest court reinstated Zemfira Voskanyan to
her position as financial controller for a regional police division after having been
fired for her membership in the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Voskanyan returned to work
but appealed the decision, challenging the constitutionality of an internal law en-
forcement regulation requiring all officers to be members of the Armenian Apostolic
Church. The appeal was eventually dismissed on technical grounds. In 2001, Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses official Levon Markarian was arrested and charged under a Soviet-
period antireligious law, which remains in force pending adoption by Parliament of
a new Criminal Code, with “influencing people to refuse their civic duties” (i.e., serv-
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ice in the military) and “leading children astray” by inviting them to unsanctioned
religious meetings. In 2001 a court acquitted Markarian of the charge after a
lengthy trial, and in 2002 the Appeals Court and the Court of Cassation, the coun-
try’s highest court, rejected the Procurator General’s appeal and upheld the acquit-
tal. The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) closely mon-
itored the case.

Other than Jehovah’s Witnesses who were conscientious objectors, there were no
other reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom; however, societal attitudes towards some minority religions are am-
bivalent.

The Armenian Apostolic Church is a member of the World Council of Churches
and, despite doctrinal differences, has friendly official relations with many major
Christian denominations, including the Eastern Orthodox churches, the Roman
Catholic Church, the Anglican Church, and major Protestant churches. In 2001, the
Armenian Apostolic Church celebrated the 1,700th anniversary of the official con-
version of Armenia to Christianity. For this occasion, Pope John Paul II paid the
first visit to the country by a head of the Roman Catholic Church, and Orthodox
Patriarchs Bartholomew I of Constantinople and Aleksiy II of Moscow, along with
numerous other religious figures, also visited Yerevan.

Suppressed through 70 years of Soviet rule, the Armenian Apostolic Church has
neither the trained priests nor the material resources to fill immediately the spir-
itual void created by the demise of Communist ideology. Nontraditional religious or-
ganizations are viewed with suspicion, and foreign-based denominations operate
cautiously for fear of being seen as a threat by the Armenian Apostolic Church.

Societal attitudes toward most minority religions are ambivalent. Many citizens
are not religiously observant, but the link between religion and Armenian ethnicity
is strong. As a result of the Karabakh conflict with Azerbaijan, most of the country’s
Muslim population was forced to leave the country. Antipathy towards Muslims re-
mains a problem, and the few Muslims remaining in the country keep a low profile,
despite generally amicable relations between the Government and Iran.

There was no officially sponsored violence reported against minority religious
groups during the period. Yezidi children on occasion reported hazing by teachers
and classmates. Some observers reported increasingly unfavorable attitudes toward
members of Jehovah’s Witnesses among the general population, both because they
are seen as “unpatriotic” for refusing military service and because of a widespread
but unsubstantiated belief that they pay money to the desperately poor for conver-
sions. The press reported a number of complaints lodged by citizens against mem-
bers of Jehovah’s Witnesses for alleged illegal proselytizing. Jehovah’s Witness rep-
resentatives reported a few cases during the year in which the Prosecutor General’s
office sent official warnings to individual members regarding their proselytizing ac-
tivities, and the group was at times the focus of religious attacks and hostile preach-
ing by some Armenian Apostolic Church clerics.

Although it is difficult to document, it is likely that there is some informal societal
discrimination in employment against members of certain religious groups.

SECTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT PoLICY

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights. The U.S. Am-
bassador and Embassy officials maintain close contact with the Catholicos at
Etchmiadzin and with leaders of other major religious and ecumenical groups in the
country. During the period covered by this report, Embassy officials met with the
Military Prosecutor to discuss, among other topics, hazing of minority conscripts and
the status of Jehovah’s Witnesses, and continued to meet with the government offi-
cials to urge that progress be made towards registering Jehovah’s Witnesses. The
Embassy also maintains regular contact with traveling regional representatives of
foreign-based religious groups such as the Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses and
raises their concerns with the Government. Embassy officials closely monitor trials
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related to issues of religious freedom and take an active role in policy forums and
NGO roundtables regarding religious freedom.

AUSTRIA

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the pe-
riod covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the
generally free practice of religion.

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom; however, there is some societal mistrust and discrimination against
members of some nonrecognized religious groups, particularly those referred to as
“sects.” There was no marked deterioration in the atmosphere of religious tolerance
in the country during the period covered by this report.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total area of 32,368 square miles, and its population is an esti-
mated 8.0 million. The largest minority groups are Croatian, Slovene, Hungarian,
Czech, Slovak, and Roma. In the past several years, the country has experienced
a rise in immigration from countries such as Turkey and Bosnia-Herzegovina, which
has increased the number of Muslims in the country.

According to the 2001 census, the memberships in major religions are as follows:
Roman Catholic Church—74.0 percent; Lutheran Church (Augsburger and Helvetic
Confessions)—4.7 percent; Islamic Community—4.2 percent; Jewish Community—
0.1 percent; Eastern Orthodox (Russian, Greek, Serbian, Romanian, and Bul-
garian)—2.2 percent; other Christian churches—0.9 percent; other non-Christian re-
ligious groups—0.2 percent. Atheists accounted for 12 percent; 2 percent did not in-
dicate a religious affiliation.

The vast majority of groups termed “sects” by the Government are small organiza-
tions with less than 100 members. Among the larger groups are the Church of
Scientology, with between 5,000 and 6,000 members, and the Unification Church,
with approximately 700 adherents throughout the country. Other groups found in
the country include: the Brahma Kumaris, Divine Light Mission, Divine Light Cen-
ter, Eckankar, Hare Krishna, the Holosophic community, the Osho movement,
Sahaja Yoga, Sai Baba, Sri Chinmoy, Transcendental Meditation, Landmark Edu-
cation, the Center for Experimental Society Formation, Fiat Lux, Universal Life,
and The Family.

The provinces of Carinthia and Burgenland have somewhat higher percentages of
Protestants than the national average, as the Counter-Reformation was less success-
ful in those areas. The number of Muslims is higher than the national average in
Vienna and the province of Vorarlberg, due to the higher number of guestworkers
from Turkey in these provinces.

Approximately 17 percent of Roman Catholics actively participate in formal reli-
gious services.

SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

The status of religious organizations is governed by the 1874 Law on Recognition
of Churches and by the 1998 Law on the Status of Religious Confessional Commu-
nities, which establishes the status of “confessional communities.” Religious organi-
zations may be divided into three legal categories (listed in descending order of sta-
tus): officially recognized religious societies, religious confessional communities, and
associations. Each category of organizations possesses a distinct set of rights, privi-
leges, and responsibilities.

Religious recognition under the 1874 law has wide-ranging implications, such as
the authority to participate in the mandatory church contributions program, to pro-
vide religious instruction in public schools, and to bring into the country religious
workers to act as ministers, missionaries, or teachers. Under the 1874 law, religious
societies have “public corporation” status. This status permits religious societies to
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engage in a number of public or quasi-public activities that are denied to confes-
sional communities and associations. State subsidies for religious teachers at both
public and private schools are provided to religious societies but not granted to other
religious organizations.

Religious groups not recognized as religious societies under the 1874 law may
choose to organize as associations under the Law of Associations. Some groups have
organized as associations, even while applying for recognition as religious societies.

When the Law on the Status of Religious Confessional Communities came into ef-
fect in 1998, there were 12 recognized religious societies. Although the law allowed
these 12 religious societies to retain their status, it imposed new criteria on other
religious groups that seek to achieve this status, including a 20-year period of exist-
ence (at least 10 of which must be as a group organized as a confessional community
under the 1998 law) and membership equaling at least two one-thousandths of the
country’s population (approximately 16,000 people). Of nonrecognized religious
groups, only Jehovah’s Witnesses meet this latter membership requirement; only 4
of the 13 recognized religious groups would meet the same requirement. Thirteen
religious bodies are currently recognized as religious societies under the 1874 law:
The Roman Catholic Church, the Lutheran Church (Augsburger and Helvetic Con-
fessions), the Islamic Community, the Old Catholic Church, the Jewish Community,
the Eastern Orthodox Church (Russian, Greek, Serbian, Romanian, and Bulgarian),
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons), the New Apostolic
Church, the Syrian Orthodox Church, the Armenian Apostolic Church, the Meth-
odist Church of Austria, the Buddhist Community, and the Coptic Orthodox Church.

In 1998 Jehovah’s Witnesses received the status of a confessional community. Ac-
cording to the law, after receiving such status, the group is subject to a 10-year pe-
riod of existence as a confessional community under the 1998 law before they are
eligible for recognition as a religious society. In April 2001, the Constitutional Court
upheld a previous Education Ministry finding that Jehovah’s Witnesses must fulfill
the required 10-year waiting period.

The 1998 law allows nonrecognized religious groups to seek official status as “con-
fessional communities” without the fiscal and educational privileges available to rec-
ognized religions. To apply groups must have at least 300 members and submit to
the Government their written statutes describing the goals, rights, and obligations
of members, as well as membership regulations, officials, and financing. Groups also
must submit a written version of their religious doctrine, which must differ from
that of any religious society recognized under the 1874 law or any confessional com-
munity established under the 1998 law. The doctrine is then examined for a deter-
mination that the group’s basic beliefs do not violate public security, public order,
health and morals, or the rights and freedoms of citizens.

Religious confessional communities, once they are recognized officially as such by
the Government, have juridical standing, which permits them to engage in such ac-
tivities as purchasing real estate in their own names, contracting for goods and
services, and other activities. The category of religious confessional community did
not exist prior to the adoption of the 1998 law. A religious group that seeks to ob-
tain this new status is subject to a 6-month waiting period from the time of applica-
tion to the Ministry of Education and Culture. According to the Ministry, by the end
of 2002, 13 groups had applied for the status of religious confessional community,
and 11 were granted the new status. The Church of Scientology and the Hindu
Mandir Association withdrew their applications. The Hindu Mandir Association re-
applied under the name Hindu Religious Community and was granted the new sta-
tus. The Ministry rejected the application of the Sahaja Yoga group in 1998.

The 10 religious groups that have constituted themselves as confessional commu-
nities according to the law are: Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Baha’i Faith, the Baptists,
the Evangelical Alliance, the Movement for Religious Renewal, the Free Christian
Community (Pentecostalists), the Pentecostal Community of God, the Seventh-day
Adventists, the Hindu Religious Community, and the Mennonites. In March the
Coptic Orthodox Church, which had been granted confessional community status
under the 1998 law, became a recognized religious society.

Religious groups that do not qualify for either religious society or confessional
community status may apply to become associations under the Law of Associations.
Associations are corporations under law and have many of the same rights as con-
fessional communities, including the right to own real estate.

The Government provides subsidies to private schools run by any of the 13 offi-
cially recognized religious societies.

There are no restrictions on missionary activities. Although in the past nonrecog-
nized religious groups had problems obtaining resident permits for foreign religious
workers, administrative procedures adopted in 1997 have addressed this problem in
part. Visas for religious workers of recognized religions are not subject to a numer-
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ical quota. Visas for religious workers who are members of nonrecognized religions
are subject to a numerical cap; however, this appears to be sufficient to meet de-
mand. The Austrian Evangelical Alliance, the umbrella organization for nonrecog-
nized Christian organizations, has reported some delays in obtaining visas for reli-
gious workers. Members of the Jehovah’s Witnesses noted that they have been un-
able to get a visa for a Tagalog speaker to minister to their Filipino community.

No law expressly prohibits discrimination on the basis of religion in employment.

In June the Government in conjunction with the Austrian Islamic Community
hosted a conference in Graz of European Imams and heads of Muslim centers. Ap-
proximately 100 representatives of Islamic organizations in Europe attended the
conference, which was the first of its kind in Europe.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

The 1998 law allowed 12 previously recognized religious societies to retain their
status; however, it imposed new criteria on other religious groups that seek to
achieve that status. Numerous religious groups not recognized by the Government,
as well as some religious law experts, dismiss the benefits of obtaining status under
the 1998 law and have complained that the law’s additional criteria for recognition
as a religious society obstruct claims to recognition and formalize a second-class sta-
tus f(ir nonrecognized groups. Some experts have questioned the 1998 law’s constitu-
tionality.

Following a 1997 denial of recognition and a court appeal, in 1998 the Education
Ministry granted Jehovah’s Witnesses the status of a confessional community; the
group immediately requested recognition as a religious society under the 1874 law.
The Education Ministry denied the application on the basis that, as a confessional
community, Jehovah’s Witnesses would need to submit to the required 10-year wait-
ing period. The group appealed this decision to the Constitutional Court, arguing
that the requirement for a 10-year waiting period was unconstitutional. In April
2001, the Constitutional Court upheld the Education Ministry’s finding. Jehovah’s
Witnesses filed an appeal with the Administrative Court, arguing that the law is
illegal on administrative grounds. That appeal remained pending at the end of the
period covered by this report. In 1998 Jehovah’s Witnesses also filed a complaint
with the European Court for Human Rights (ECHR), arguing that the group had
not yet been granted full status as a religious entity under the law, despite having
made numerous attempts for more than 2 decades. In June the ECHR examined the
case and sent a list of questions to the Government. The Government has until Oc-
tober to respond.

In 2002 the Ministry for Social Security and Generations ceased issuing its con-
troversial brochure on nonrecognized religious groups. However, the Ministry and
the City of Vienna were funding a controversial NGO that actively works against
sects and cults (the Society against Sect and Cult Dangers.) This NGO distributes
information to schools and the general public and runs a counseling center for those
who believe they have been negatively affected by cults or sects.

The Federal Office of Sect Issues continues to function as a counseling center for
those who have questions about sects and cults. Under the law, this office has inde-
pendent status, but its head is appointed and supervised by the Minister for Social
Security and Generations. The office’s 2002 annual report to Parliament on its oper-
ations was not available at the time of this publication.

Several provinces funded offices that provided information on sects and cults. The
website of the Family Office of the Government of Lower Austria included a presen-
tation that negatively characterized many religious groups. The presentation in-
cluded the Jehovah’s Witnesses, despite its status as a confessional community.

The Austrian Branch of the International Coalition for Religious Freedom (ICRF)
publicly attacked the CD-ROM entitled “The Search for Meaning: an Orientation
Guide to Organizations that Offer the Solution.” The CD-ROM contained informa-
tion on a range of recognized and nonrecognized religious groups, including criticism
of the Church of Latter-day Saints and Jehovah’s Witnesses. The CD-ROM had
been issued by the Catholic Diocese of Linz and contained a strong endorsement by
the Deputy Governor of Upper Austria. In response to the ICRF’s allegations, the
Deputy Governor noted that the CD-ROM no longer was being produced. He also
agreed that nonrecognized religious groups could submit a description of themselves
for use on the Upper Austrian Education Intranet.

The conservative Austrian People’s Party (OVP) position that party membership
is incompatible with membership in a sect remained in force.

Prisoners who belong to nonrecognized religious groups are entitled to pastoral
care. Some groups have reported experiencing problems with access to pastoral care
in isolated instances; however, there are no allegations of widespread problems.



265

The Government provides funding for religious instruction in public schools and
places of worship for children belonging to any of the 13 officially recognized reli-
gious societies. The Government does not offer such funding to nonrecognized reli-
gious groups. A minimum of three children is required to form a class. In some
cases, religious societies decide that the administrative cost of providing religious
instruction is too great to warrant providing such courses in all schools. Unless stu-
dents 14 years of age and over (or their parents in the case of children under the
age of 14) formally withdraw from religious instruction (if offered in their religion)
at the beginning of the academic year, attendance is mandatory.

There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

Relations among the 13 officially recognized religious societies are generally ami-
cable. Fourteen Christian churches, among them the Roman Catholic Church, var-
ious Protestant confessions, and eight Orthodox and old-oriental churches are en-
gaged in a dialog in the framework of the Ecumenical Council of Austrian Churches.
The Baptists and the Salvation Army have observer status in the Council. The
international Catholic organization “Pro Oriente,” which promotes a dialog with the
Orthodox churches, also is active in the country.

The Austrian Roman Catholic Church traditionally has been active in fostering
amicable relations and promoting a dialog among the Christian, Jewish, and Islamic
communities. The international Catholic group “Pax Christi,” which pursues inter-
national interreligious understanding with projects involving Christianity, Islam,
Judaism, and Buddhism, has a chapter in the country.

There were no reports of violence or vigilante action against members of religious
minorities. However, some societal mistrust and discrimination continues against
members of some nonrecognized religious groups, particularly against those consid-
ered to be members of sects. A large portion of the public perceives such groups as
exploiting the vulnerable for monetary gain, recruiting and brainwashing youth,
promoting antidemocratic ideologies, and denying the legitimacy of government au-
thority. Societal discrimination against sects is, at least in part, fostered by the Gov-
ernment.

Muslims have complained about incidents of societal discrimination. They re-
ported that a school in Vienna distributed a working paper that turned the five pil-
lars of Islam into a preparation for battle. They also have complained of incidents
of verbal harassment. In December 2002, the Muslim section of the city cemetery
in Traun was vandalized. Approximately 40 gravestones were broken, torn out, or
destroyed. Police had not identified any potential suspects at the end of the period
covered by this report.

Sensitivity to Scientology in the country remains an issue. The Church of Scien-
tology has reported that individual Scientologists have experienced discrimination
in hiring. Scientology leaders complained that their bank account was closed with-
out cause. They also noted that the city government would not give them permission
to erect an informational tent on one of the squares in downtown Vienna. However,
Scientology leaders also noted that the Vienna Provincial Tax Authority granted
them tax-exempt, non-profit status.

The Austrian Jewish Community (IKG) is facing severe financial problems and
has requested additional subsidies from the Government. The IKG rejected offers by
the Government for interest-free loans, stating the solutions offered were inad-
equate and did not address the community’s long-term financial problems. In a pub-
lic interview, the head of the Jewish community complained about latent anti-Semi-
tism that occasionally surfaces in the form of phone threats and verbal assaults.
During the period covered by this report, there were incidents of desecration of Jew-
ish cemeteries.

SECTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT PoLICY

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

The U.S. Embassy monitors the Government’s adherence to religious tolerance
and freedom of expression as part of its evaluation of the Government’s policies and
commitments to freedom of expression.
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The Ambassador and other Embassy officers regularly meet with religious and po-
litical leaders to reinforce the U.S. Government’s commitment to religious freedom
and tolerance and to discuss the concerns of nongovernmental organizations and re-
ligious communities regarding the Government’s policies towards religion. In the fall
of 2002 and the spring of 2003, the Embassy made a special attempt to reach out
to members of the Islamic community through roundtable discussions and digital
videoconferences. The Embassy’s Public Affairs Office highlights religious freedom
and tolerance in its programs.

AZERBAIJAN

The Constitution provides that persons of all faiths may choose and practice their
religion without restrictions; however, there were some abuses and restrictions.

There was slight improvement in the status of respect for religious freedom dur-
ing the period covered by this report. While some religious groups reported delays
in and denials of registration, several churches have indicated that they either re-
ceived or expect to receive their registration, they are able to import religious lit-
erature, and they meet without government interference. However, local authorities
occasionally monitor religious services, and officials at times harassed nontradi-
tional religious groups.

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom; however, there is popular prejudice against Muslims who convert to
non-Muslim faiths and hostility towards groups that proselytize, particularly Evan-
gelical Christian and missionary groups.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights. The Embassy
is engaged actively in monitoring religious freedom and maintains contact with the
Government and a wide range of religious groups.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

According to official figures, the country has a total area of 33,774 square miles,
and its population is approximately 8 million. There are no reliable statistics on
memberships in various faiths; however, according to official figures approximately
96 percent of the population is nominally Muslim. The rest of the population ad-
heres to other faiths or consists of nonbelievers. Among the Muslim majority, reli-
gious observance is relatively low and Muslim identity tends to be based more on
culture and ethnicity than religion, although imams reported increased attendance
at mosque during 2002. The Muslim population is approximately 70 percent Shi’a
and 30 percent Sunni; differences traditionally have not been defined sharply.

The vast majority of the country’s Christians are Russian Orthodox whose iden-
tity, like that of Muslims, tends to be based as much on culture and ethnicity as
religion. Christians are concentrated in the urban areas of Baku and Sumgait. Most
of the country’s Jews belong to one of two groups: The “Mountain Jews” are de-
scendents of Jews who sought refuge in the northern part of the country more than
2,000 years ago, and a smaller group of “Ashkenazi” Jews, descendents of European
Jews who migrated to the country during Russian and Soviet rule.

These four groups (Shi’a, Sunni, Russian Orthodox, and Jewish) are considered
traditional religious groups. There also have been small congregations of Evan-
gelical Lutherans, Roman Catholics, Baptists, Molokans (Russian Orthodox old-be-
lievers), Seventh-day Adventists, and Baha’is in the country for more than 100
years. In the last 10 years, a number of new religious groups that are considered
foreign or nontraditional have been established. These include “Wahhabist” Mus-
lims, Pentecostal and Evangelical Christians, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Hare
Krishnas.

There are fairly sizeable expatriate Christian and Muslim communities in the cap-
ital city of Baku; authorities generally permit these groups to worship freely.

The Government is concerned about Islamic missionary groups (predominately
Iranian and Wahhabist) that operate in the country, whose activities have been re-
stricted in recent years. The Government closed several foreign-backed Islamic orga-
nizations as a result of reported connections to terrorist activity.
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SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal [ Policy Framework

The Constitution provides that persons of all faiths may choose and practice their
religion without restriction; however, there were some abuses and restrictions.
Under the Constitution, each person has the right to choose and change his or her
own religious affiliation and belief—including atheism, to join or form the religious
group of his choice, and to practice his or her religion. The Law on Religion ex-
pressly prohibits the Government from interfering in the religious activities of any
individual or group; however, there are exceptions, including cases where the activ-
ity of a religious group “threatens public order and stability.”

A number of legal provisions enable the Government to regulate religious groups,
including a requirement in the Law on Religion that religious organizations be reg-
istered by the Government. The State Committee for Work with Religious Associa-
tions (SCWRA), which replaced the Department of Religious Affairs in June 2001,
assumed responsibility for the registration of religious groups from the Ministry of
Justice. Government authorities gave SCWRA and its chairman, Rafig Aliyev,
sweeping powers for registration; control over the publication, import, and distribu-
tion of religious literature; and the ability to suspend the activities of religious
groups violating the law.

Registration enables a religious organization to maintain a bank account, rent
property, and generally act as a legal entity. Lack of registration exposes groups to
charges that they are illegal and makes it difficult, but not impossible, for a reli-
gious group to function. The process is burdensome, and there are frequent, lengthy
delays in obtaining registration. Religious groups are permitted to appeal registra-
tion denials to the courts.

Unregistered groups were more vulnerable to attacks and closures by local au-
thorities. Following a number of attacks in 1999, President Heydar Aliyev spoke
publicly and in detail about the Government’s commitment to religious freedom. As
a result, a number of groups with long-pending registration applications were reg-
istered, including Pentecostal and Baptist churches, as well as Jehovah’s Witnesses.
In August 2001, religious groups were called upon to reregister with SCWRA, mark-
ing the third time that religious groups have been asked to reregister since the
country’s independence in 1991.

To register, religious groups must complete a seven-step application process that
is cumbersome, opaque, arbitrary, and restrictive. One of the primary complaints is
the requirement to indicate a “religious center,” which requires additional approval
by appropriate government authorities if it is located outside the country. Board
members also are required to provide their place of employment. Many groups have
reported that SCWRA employees charged with handling registration-related paper-
work repeatedly argued over the language in statutes and also instructed some
groups on how to organize themselves. SCWRA has taken a particularly strict ap-
proach to the registration of minority religious communities outside of Baku and has
failed to prevent local authorities from illegally banning such communities.

By the end of the period covered by this report, 199 religious groups were reg-
istered successfully, compared with 406 that were registered previously. The major-
ity of the registered groups were Muslim. SCWRA estimates that 2,000 religious
groups are in operation; many have not filed for reregistration. Among minority reli-
gious communities that have faced re-registration problems was the Baptist denomi-
nation. Of its five main churches, three have gained reregistration. In April the
Baku International Fellowship church was registered after a multi-year battle. In
June SCWRA registered an Adventist Church in Naxchivan after the Ministry of
Justice revoked its earlier registration.

The Law on Religious Freedom also prohibits foreigners from proselytizing, which
the Government enforces. The law permits the production and dissemination of reli-
gious literature with the approval of SCWRA; however, the authorities also ap-
peared to restrict individuals selectively from importing and distributing religious
materials. The procedure for obtaining permission to import religious literature re-
mains burdensome, but religious organizations report that it is becoming more reg-
ular and that the SCWRA appears to be handling requests more effectively.

Muslim organizations are subordinate to the Spiritual Directorate of All-Caucasus
Muslims, a Soviet-era Muftiate, which appoints Muslim clerics to mosques, monitors
sermons, and organizes annual pilgrimages to Mecca for the Hajj. Although it re-
mains the first point of control for Muslim groups wishing to register with SCWRA
according to the Law on Religious Freedom, it also has been subject to interference
by SCWRA, which has attempted to share control with the Spiritual Directorate
over the appointment and certification of clerics and internal financial control of the
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country’s mosques. Some Muslim religious leaders object to interference from both
the Spiritual Directorate and SCWRA.

Religious instruction is not mandatory in public schools. In 2002 SCWRA contin-
ued its campaign to institute a mandatory religion course in all secondary schools.
A draft textbook, authored by the SCWRA Chairman, dedicates the majority of the
text to Islam but includes a small portion on other traditional faiths and on some
non-traditional Christian faiths. Ministry of Education officials have not approved
the class, which would conflict with constitutional laws protecting secular education.

The Government has worked actively to bring leaders of various faiths together
for discussions. SCWRA convened leaders of various religious communities on sev-
eral occasions to resolve disputes in private and has provided forums for visiting of-
ficials to discuss religious issues with religious figures. In October 2002, SCWRA
and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s Organization for
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) jointly sponsored a con-
ference in Baku on religious freedom and combating terrorism. In March the Euro-
pean Jewish community in Baku opened the largest synagogue in the Caucasus in
a ceremony that representatives of the Government, leaders of the Muslim and
Christian religious communities, and members of the diplomatic corps attended. In
May andUdin-Albanian church destroyed by the tsarist Russian regime in 1836 was
reopened.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

The Government restricted some religious freedom during the period covered by
this report. SCWRA continued to delay or deny registration to a number of protes-
tant Christian groups, including two Baptist churches. At the end of the period cov-
ered by this report, the SCWRA had registered less than half the number of reli-
gious communities previously registered. Some groups reported that SCWRA em-
ployees tried to interfere in the internal workings of their organizations during the
registration process. Although unregistered religious groups continued to function,
some reported official harassment, including break-ups of religious services and po-
lice intimidation and beatings of worshippers by police. SCWRA also failed to pre-
vent local authorities from illegally banning minority groups outside of Baku.

At the end of the period covered by this report, the ethnic Azeri “Love” Baptist
church continued to conduct services pending another appeal to the Supreme Court
after charges were brought against Sari Mirzoyev, the pastor of the church, for in-
sulting Muslim fasting traditions in a sermon during the holy month of Ramadan.
Mirzoyev has been prohibited from conducting sermons since December 2001.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses have had difficulties in holding large meetings in Baku.
In September 2002, they planned a convention for 500 people and obtained official
permission. Circumstances required them to change their venue; as a result, they
received a letter from the SCWRA saying that they had broken the law by changing
their plans without notifying SCWRA and by allowing unaccompanied minors to at-
tend.

Under the law, political parties cannot engage in religious activity, and religious
leaders are forbidden from seeking public office. Religious facilities may not be used
for political purposes.

Local law enforcement authorities occasionally monitor religious services, and
some observant Christians and Muslims are penalized for their religious affiliations.
Although there are no legal restrictions to large groups of religious observers gath-
ering publicly, it is discouraged by local authorities. Both Jehovah’s Witnesses and
the Pentecostal “Cathedral of Praise” church reported that authorities interfered
with their ability to rent public halls for religious gatherings.

The Law on Religious Freedom expressly prohibits religious proselytizing by for-
eigners, and this is enforced strictly. Government authorities have deported several
Iranian and other foreign clerics operating independently of the organized Muslim
community for alleged violations of the law.

Some religious groups continued to report some restrictions and delays in the im-
port of religious literature by some government ministries, although SCWRA has
also facilitated the import of such literature. In December 2002, SCWRA denied a
Baku bookstore permission to import 400 religious books on the grounds that the
store was not a “religious organization.” SCWRA officials told foreign diplomats that
they had blocked the import of Islamic literature that did not accord with the coun-
try’s values. In October 2002, authorities returned 20,000 of the 35,000 books seized
in 1996 from the Baku Society of Krishna Consciousness.

No religious identification is required in passports or other identity cards. In 1999
a court decided in favor of a group of Muslim women who sued for the right to wear
headscarves in passport photos; however, the Center for Protection of Conscience
and Religious Persuasion Freedom (DEVAMM) reports that authorities still prohibit
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Muslim women from wearing headscarves in passport photos. In spring 2002, stu-
dents at Baku State University and the Baku Medical Institute reportedly were in-
structed to refrain from wearing headscarves to classes; however, according to
DEVAMM, the issue ceased to be a problem.

During the reporting period, the Government took no action on the return of
places of worship seized during the Soviet period, which included the city’s Euro-
pean (Ashkenazi) synagogue, the Lutheran church, and a Baptist church.

Press reports indicate that in the breakaway Nagorno-Karabakh region, a pre-
dominantly ethnic Armenian area over which the authorities have no control, the
Armenian Apostolic Church enjoys a special status. The Armenian Church’s status
also results in serious restrictions on the activities of other confessions, primarily
Christian groups. The ongoing state of war (which is regulated by a cease-fire) has
led to hostility among Armenians living in Nagorno-Karabakh toward Jehovah’s
Witnesses, whose beliefs prohibit the bearing of arms. Courses in religion are man-
datory in Nagorno-Karabakh schools. The largely Muslim ethnic Azeri population in
Nagorno-Karabakh, who fled the region during the conflict with Armenia in the
1990s, has not been able to return to the country.

Abuses of Religious Freedom

Sporadic violations of religious freedom by some officials continued. In the north-
ern city of Khachmaz, there were reports that local policemen beat Muslim worship-
pers, who have denied any wrongdoing and complained to government authorities.
Some family members of the accused also were called in for questioning by police.
Also during the period covered by this report, some Muslim worshippers in Ganja
and Khachmaz reportedly were arrested and beaten as suspected Wahhabis with
links to terrorism. In January the Military Court for Grave Crimes began an inves-
tigation of the Baku “Abu-Bekr” mosque’s activities after 13 persons who reportedly
attended it were convicted for their intention to fight for the Chechens in Chechnya.
In November 2002, security forces detained Imam Kazim Aliyev of Juma Mosque
in Ganja on charges of preparing a coup d’etat.

In many instances, abuses reflected the popular antipathy towards ethnic Azeri
converts to Christianity and other nontraditional religions. DEVAMM reported that
an Adventist family in Naxchivan was harassed by local authorities, who barred
three of their children from attending school, and attempted to deport the family
to Baku in spring 2002. In early 2002, authorities arrested a few members of the
Pentecostal and Baptist churches in Sumgait and sentenced them to short prison
sentences. In April 2002, three employees at a mosque in Ganja were detained for
3 weeks before being released.

Government authorities took various actions to restrict what they claimed were
political and terrorist activities by Iranian and other clerics operating independently
of the organized Muslim community. The Government outlawed several Islamic hu-
manitarian organizations because of credible reports about connections to terrorist
activities. The Government also deported foreign Muslim clerics it suspected of en-
gaging in political activities. In May 2002, government authorities sentenced several
members of a religious extremist group Hizb ut-Tahrir to 6-7 years imprisonment
for allegedly planning terrorist attacks. There also were reports that the Govern-
ment harassed Muslim groups due to security concerns. In 2002 authorities closed
22 of the country’s 26 madrassahs (Islamic schools) allegedly for violating religious
education norms.

There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

Improvements and Positive Developments in Respect for Religious Freedom

Religious groups in the country report improvements in their ability to function
freely. Several churches have indicated that they either received or expect to receive
their registration, they were able to import religious literature, and they met with-
out government interference.

During the reporting period, the Government has registered 74 more religious
groups. Of particular importance, this spring the SCWRA registered the Baku Inter-
national Fellowship Church after a multi-year battle and an Adventist Church in
Naxchivan. The latter’s pastor also reported that authorities ceased interfering with
its members’ right to worship and that the Chair of the SCWRA gave him a letter
guaranteeing the church’s right to exist.

Several religious groups have reported fewer restrictions on the import of religious
literature during the reporting period. In November 2002, government officials



270

granted permission to the Evangelical Christian Baptist Church in Baku to import
3,000 religious books, after refusing permission for 6 months.

During the reporting period, the Government worked actively to promote inter-
faith understanding. SCWRA convened leaders of various religious communities on
several occasions to resolve disputes in private and has provided forums for visiting
officials to discuss religious issues with religious figures. In October 2002, SCWRA
and OSCE/ODIHR jointly sponsored a conference in Baku on religious freedom and
combating terrorism.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom; however, there is popular prejudice against Muslims who convert to
non-Muslim faiths and hostility towards groups that proselytize, particularly Evan-
gelical Christian and missionary groups. This has been accentuated by the unre-
solved conflict with Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh. During the reporting period,
newspapers and television broadcasts depicted small, vulnerable religious groups as
a threat to the identity of the nation, undermining the country’s traditions of inter-
faith harmony, which led to local harassment.

Throughout the reporting period, articles critical of Wahhabism and Christian
missionaries appeared in many newspapers in the country.

Religious proselytizing by foreigners is against the law, and there is vocal opposi-
tion to it.

Hostility also exists toward foreign (mostly Iranian and Wahhabist) Muslim mis-
sionary activity, which partly is viewed as seeking to spread political Islam and
therefore as a threat to stability and peace. The media targeted some Muslim com-
munities that the Government claimed were involved in illegal activities.

Prominent members of the Russian Orthodox and Jewish communities report that
there are no official or societal restrictions on their freedom to worship.

Hostility between Armenians and Azeris, intensified by the unresolved conflict
over Nagorno-Karabakh, remains strong. In those portions of the country controlled
by Armenians, all ethnic Azeris have fled and those mosques that have not been
destroyed are not functioning. Animosity toward ethnic Armenians elsewhere in the
country forced most ethnic Armenians to depart, and all Armenian churches, many
of which were damaged in ethnic riots that took place more than a decade ago, re-
main closed. As a consequence, the estimated 10,000 to 30,000 ethnic Armenians
who remain in the country are unable to attend their traditional places of worship.

SECTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT PoLICY

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights. During the
period covered by this report, the Ambassador repeatedly conveyed U.S. concerns
about the registration process to the Chairman of SCWRA and expressed strong con-
cerns about the Government’s commitment to religious freedom with others in the
Government and publicly in the press. The Embassy also repeatedly expressed ob-
jections to the censorship of religious literature. In 2002 visiting U.S. Government
officials discussed issues of religious freedom with authorities in the country and
met with members of Muslim, Jewish, and Christian faiths to hear their concerns,
as well as with members of human rights advocacy groups.

The Ambassador and Embassy officers maintain close contacts with leading Mus-
lim, Russian Orthodox, and Jewish religious officials, and regularly meet with mem-
bers of non-official religious groups in order to monitor religious freedom.

In November 2002, the Ambassador hosted an Iftar for leaders of the country’s
major religious communities, and in March the Embassy reiterated its support for
rBeli{gious tolerance by attending the opening of the European Jewish Synagogue in

aku.

BELARUS

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion; however, the Government re-
stricts this right in practice.

The status of respect for religious freedom worsened during the period covered by
this report. On October 31, 2002, the Government implemented a new law on reli-
gion, ignoring widespread domestic and foreign opposition. The law strongly re-
stricts religious freedom. On June 12, the Government and the Belarusian Orthodox
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Church (BOC), a branch of the Russian Orthodox Church, signed a Concordat that
many consider to elevate the BOC’s status, providing the Church with privileges not
enjoyed by other faiths. Authorities continued to harass other denominations and
religions. The Government has repeatedly rejected the registration applications of
some of these, including many Protestant denominations, the Belarusian Orthodox
Autocephalous Church (BAOC), and some Eastern religions. Without registration,
many of these groups find it difficult, if not impossible, to rent or purchase property
to conduct religious services. The authorities continued to enforce a 1995 Cabinet
of Ministers decree that restricts the activities of religious workers in an attempt
to protect Orthodoxy and curtail the growth of other religions. During the period
covered by this report, the government-run media continued to attack Protestant
and other non-Orthodox religious groups. Despite continued harassment, some mi-
nority faiths have been able to function if they maintain a low profile, while others
have openly declared their refusal to seek reregistration under the new religion law.

There are, for the most part, amicable relations among registered, traditional reli-
gious communities; however, anti-Semitism persisted, and negative attitudes toward
minority faiths continued to increase.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues, including specific cases,
and the poor human rights situation in the country with the Government, and
called upon the authorities to ensure that the right to worship be provided to all
citizens.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total area of 76,810 square miles, and its population is approxi-
mately 9,990,000.

The country historically has been an area of interaction, as well as competition
and conflict, between Russian Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism. Repression under
the Russian and Soviet empires resulted in a shift from the Greek Rite Catholic
Church to the Orthodox Church as the majority religion, and a culture that is large-
ly secular in orientation. According to a 1998 opinion poll, less than half of the pop-
ulation believed in God and approximately 60 percent identified for cultural or his-
torical reasons with the Russian Orthodox Church. The Government indicates that
of all persons who profess a religious faith approximately 80 percent belong to the
Belarusian Orthodox Church and approximately 15 to 20 percent are estimated to
be either practicing Roman Catholics or identify themselves with the Roman Catho-
lic Church (the second largest religious grouping). Between 50,000 and 90,000 per-
sons identify themselves as Jews. There are a number of Protestants and adherents
to the Greek Rite Catholic Church and the Belarus Autocephalous Orthodox Church.
Other minority religious faiths include, but are not limited to, the following: Hare
Krishnas, Hindus, Baha’i, Seventh-day Adventist, Old Believer, Muslim (the Su-
preme Administration of Muslims, abolished in 1939, reestablished in early 1994),
Jehovah’s Witnesses, Apostolic Christian, Calvinist, and Lutheran. A small commu-
nity of ethnic Tatars, with roots dating back to the 11th century, practices Islam.

The country was designated an Exarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church in
1989, thereby creating the BOC. Under the leadership of Patriarchal Exarch Filaret,
the number of Orthodox parishes throughout the country had grown to approxi-
mately 1,265 by the end of the period covered by this report. There were approxi-
mately 400 Roman Catholic parishes in the country. The Roman Catholic presence
traditionally has been stronger in areas under Polish influence in the west and
north; however, the ethnic Polish community, numbering at least 400,000 persons,
does not account for the total number of Roman Catholics, as parishes are found
throughout the country. Sensitive to the dangers of the Roman Catholic Church
being viewed as a “foreign” church or as a political threat, the Head of the Church
has tried to keep out of the country’s internal political problems. Although the Car-
dinal has prohibited the display of Polish national symbols in churches and encour-
aged the use of Belarusian in church services, some priests continued to conduct
services in Polish for congregations of Polish speakers.

It is estimated that approximately 120,000 citizens were considered to have Jew-
ish “nationality” near the end of the Soviet period in 1989, compared to between
50,000 and 90,000 at the end of the period covered by this report. At least half of
the present Jewish population is thought to live in or near Minsk. A majority of the
country’s Jews are not actively religious. Of those who are, most are believed to be
either Reform or Conservative. There is also a small but active Lubavitch commu-
nity. In 2002 a Jewish Community Center, with foreign assistance opened in Minsk.

Adherents of Protestant faiths, while still small, are growing in number. Since
1990 the number of Protestant congregations, registered and unregistered, has more
than doubled and totals more than 1,000 according to government and independent
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sources. Protestant faiths, although historically relatively small in the country, have
been active in the country for hundreds of years. The two largest Protestant groups
are registered under separate Pentecostal and Baptist unions. A significant number
of Pro(ti:estant churches, including charismatic and Pentecostal groups, remain unreg-
istered.

There are a number of congregations of the Greek Rite Catholic Church, which
once had a membership of approximately three-quarters of the population but suf-
fered from severe persecution under Russian and Soviet rule. Following the 1991
reestablishment of Belarusian independence, the attempt to revive the Church,
which maintains Orthodox rituals but is in communion with the Vatican, has had
only limited success.

On November 14, 2002, a new Muslim organization, the Spiritual Office of Mus-
lims, was established following a split within the Belarusian Muslim Religious Asso-
ciation, the main organizational body of the 30,000 Muslims in the country. Al-
though the Spiritual Office of Muslims claims that 90 percent of the Muslim com-
munity belongs to this new Muslim organization, this claim cannot be confirmed.

SECTION II. STATUS OF FREEDOM OF RELIGION

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion; however, the Government re-
stricts this right in practice. Although the 1996 amended Constitution reaffirms the
equality of religions and denominations before the law, it also contains restrictive
language that stipulates that cooperation between the State and religious organiza-
tions “is regulated with regard for their influence on the formation of spiritual, cul-
tural, and country traditions of the Belarusian people.”

A 2001 Presidential Edict reconstituted the State Committee for Religious and
Nationalities Affairs as the Committee of Religious and Nationalities Affairs of the
Council of Ministers (CRNA). The CRNA regulates all religious matters in the coun-

try.

On October 31, 2002, President Lukashenko formally signed a new religion law
into effect, despite protests from international and domestic human rights organiza-
tions, the European Union, and domestic religious groups, including Orthodox reli-
gious groups not affiliated with the BOC. On June 27, 2002, members of the lower
house of the National Assembly overwhelmingly voted to postpone discussion of the
religion law until the Fall session; however, on June 28, 2002, after intense govern-
ment pressure, the lower house assembled its deputies, and they overwhelmingly
voted to approve the draft law. The vote was taken, despite the fact that several
deputies were unable to make the meeting. Media and eyewitness reports indicated
that debate on the law was highly emotional, with some deputies allegedly exchang-
ing profanity and anti-Semitic insults. The law recognizes the historical importance
of the Roman Catholic Church, Orthodox Judaism, Sunni Islam and Evangelical
Lutheranism, groups commonly referred to as traditional faiths in society, as well
as the “determining role of the Orthodox Church in the historical formation and de-
velopment of spiritual, cultural and state traditions of the Belarusian people.”

The law contains a number of very restrictive elements that increase the Govern-
ment’s control of the activities of religious groups. It requires all religious groups
to receive prior governmental approval to import and distribute literature and pre-
vents foreigners from leading religious organizations, yet denies groups the right to
establish religious schools to train their own clergy. Further, the law establishes
complex registration requirements that many religious groups, both traditional and
nontraditional, will have difficulty fulfilling. The new law required all registered
groups to reregister within 2 years and effectively banned immediately all religious
activity of unregistered religious groups. Some registered religious groups may not
be able to meet many of the new requirements; however, officials have stated pub-
licly that no group that was registered when the law was enacted would lose its reg-
istration status. While leaders of some minority religious groups are skeptical of this
assurance, there were no reports of the Government denying reregistration to pre-
viously registered religious groups during the period covered by this report.

The BOC has hailed the law, which according to Metropolitan Filaret, “offers ad-
ditional protection of citizens from pseudo-religious forces and opens new prospects
of cooperation between the state and the church.” Similarly, the CRNA claimed that
the law’s adoption is necessary to protect society from so-called “destructive and
pseudo-religious groups” that the Government claims are active in the country. De-
spite this claim, the Government has been unable to provide evidence that such
groups exist. Although the Government has repeatedly cited the approval of the law
})y traditional faiths, members of these groups have expressed concerns with the
aw.
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The new law establishes a three-tiered structure of religious groups: Religious
communities, religious associations, and Republican religious associations. Religious
communities, or local individual religious organizations, must comprise 20 people
over the age of 18 who must live in neighboring areas. To register, the community
must submit a list of founders with their full names, place of residence, citizenship,
and signatures; copies of their founding statutes; minutes of their founding meeting;
and permission confirming the community’s right to any property indicated in their
founding statues. For those communities practicing religions not previously known
to the Government, information on their faith must also be submitted. According to
the law, the Oblast Executive Committees (for those groups outside of Minsk) or the
Minsk City Executive Committee handle all application requests. While the law de-
nies communities the right to establish institutions to train religious clergy, it per-
mits them to operate Sunday schools.

Religious associations are comprised of 10 communities, 1 of which must have
been active in the country for at least 20 years and can only be formed by a Repub-
lican (national level) religious association. To register, associations must provide a
list of members of the managing body with biographical information, proof of per-
mission that the association can be located at its designated location, and minutes
from the founding congress of the association. By law, associations have the exclu-
sive right to establish religious educational institutions, invite foreigners to work
with respective religious groups, and organize cloister and monastic communities.

Republican religious associations are formed only when there are active religious
communities in the majority of the oblasts in the country. By law, all applications
g)RIeiIsIgablish associations and Republican associations must be submitted to the

On June 12, the Prime Minister and Metropolitan Filaret signed a Concordat be-
tween the BOC and the Government. The Concordat guarantees the BOC autonomy
in its internal affairs and the ability to fulfill all religious rights, as well as the right
to consider itself in a special relationship with the State. It recognizes the BOC’s
“influence on the formulation of spiritual, cultural and national traditions of the
Belarusian people.” The Concordat calls for the Government and the BOC to cooper-
ate in implementing policy in various fields, including education, development and
protection of cultural legacies, and security. Although it states that the agreement
will not limit the religious freedoms of other faiths, the Concordat calls for the Gov-
ernment and the BOC to combat unnamed “pseudo-religious structures that present
a danger to individuals and society.”

The Government refers to those groups it does not consider to be traditional faiths
as “nontraditional,” and government officials and state media also widely use the
term “sect” when referring to nontraditional religious groups, although it is not an
official designation. Authorities deny legal registration at the national level to non-
traditional faiths and to all of those considered to be sects. The Government gen-
erally considers Protestant groups to be nontraditional, but it sometimes also con-
siders some of them to be sects. As of March, the CRNA reported that there are
26 registered religions and 2,825 religious communities, of which 1,265 are
Belarusian Orthodox, 492 are Evangelical Christian, 432 Roman Catholic, and 268
Baptist. Some congregations are registered only on a local basis, which provides only
limited rights. Only congregations registered nationally are allowed to invite foreign
religious workers and open new churches. While all registered religious organiza-
tions enjoy tax-exempt status, government subsidies appear limited to the BOC.
Government employees are not required to take any kind of religious oath or prac-
tice elements of a particular faith.

Under regulations issued in 2001, the Government requires an invitation for rep-
resentatives of foreign religious organizations to visit the country. Representatives
must obtain a visa and permission from the CRNA, even if their visit is for nonreli-
gious purposes such as charitable activities. The inviting organization must make
a written request to invite foreign clergy, including the dates and reason for the
visit. The CRNA has 20 days in which to respond and there is no provision for ap-
peal of the CRNA’s decision. Legislation restricts “subversive activities” by foreign
organizations in the country and prohibits the establishment of offices of foreign or-
ganizations whose activities incite “national, religious and racial enmity” or could
“have negative effects on the physical and mental health of the people.”

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

The Government increased its harassment of religious groups based not only upon
the religion law, but also on directives that provide additional rules and require-
ments for religious groups that are not outlined in the law.

During the reporting period, the CRNA continued to deny registration to several
religious groups. Authorities continued to refuse registration to the Hindu group
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“Light of Kaylasa,” which has sought registration since 1992. Other religious groups
such as the Unification Church and the Church of Scientology have also been denied
registration.

On January 30, the CRNA issued a document containing methodological rec-
ommendations on registering and reregistering religious groups. According to the
CRNA, these recommendations, which the Ministry of Justice did not approve, are
intended to streamline registration and reregistration for all religious groups. It
claims that this document is an internal document with no legal force; however,
local officials used these recommendations to deny registration to a Church of Scien-
tology religious community in Minsk.

In December 2002, a Minsk city Church of Scientology religious community sub-
mitted their application for registration with the CRNA. The CRNA later informed
the group that their application was suspended because additional information
about their religion was required and provided a list of 264 additional issues that
the Church needed to address.

On October 18, 2002, a Minsk district court upheld the August 2002 decision by
the CRNA to deny registration to a Hare Krishna religious association on the
grounds that the association’s legal address was not valid. The decision was made
despite the fact that the legal address had been issued by local authorities. The
CRNA’s decision was made 17 months after the group had initially submitted its
application in 2001. The group appealed the decision in the City and Supreme
Courts in November 2002 and May 2003, respectively. Both courts upheld the deci-
sion to deny registering the religious association.

Authorities continued to refuse to register the BAOC. In October 2002, a BAOC
community in Berestovitsky district submitted an application for registration, which
local authorities rejected. The Government claimed that in 2001 it offered the
Church the possibility of registration in Berestovitsky district if it dropped the word
“Orthodox” from the name, but the Church refused. Although neither the Govern-
ment nor the BOC recognizes Father Ian Spasyuk as a priest, he serves as the
priest in charge of BAOC parishes for a faction that has close ties to the Ukrainian
Autocephalous Orthodox Church. The BAOC is unable to train a sufficient number
of priests to meet the growing needs of its parishioners in its 70 parishes because
of its inability to register a seminary.

With or without official registration, some faiths have great difficulty renting or
purchasing property to establish places of worship, difficulty building churches (e.g.,
the Greek Catholics and Protestant groups) or openly training clergy.

Citizens theoretically are not prohibited from proselytizing and may speak freely
about their religious beliefs; however, authorities often intervene to prevent, inter-
fere with, or punish individuals who proselytize on behalf of an unregistered reli-
gion. The Government continued to enforce a 1995 Council of Ministers decree that
regulates the activities of religious workers. A 1997 Council of Ministers directive
permits the teaching of religion at youth camps for registered religious groups.

Foreign missionaries are not permitted to engage in religious activities outside of
the institutions that invited them. The law requires 1-year, multiple-entry “spiritual
activities” visas for foreign missionaries. According to the CRNA, in 2002 all visa
requests from religious organizations were approved. CRNA statistics show that
over 1,250 foreigners went to the country to work with domestic religious groups.
Among them, 375 were Roman Catholic, 203 Pentecostals, 142 Orthodox, 123 Bap-
tists, and 196 Jews. Despite these figures, religious groups continue to experience
difficulties in obtaining visas, even those that have a long history in the country.
As a result of its revival since 1991, the Roman Catholic Church has experienced
a shortage of qualified native clergy. At times the Church has had difficulty getting
permission from authorities to bring in a sufficient number of foreign religious
workers, primarily from Poland, to make up for the shortage. Members of the Hare
Krishna and Protestant communities reported that they have been unable to invite
foreign clergy to participate in religious activity in their respective religious organi-
zations.

Between 2001 and 2002, foreigners invited by the Roman Catholic Church who
had previously been granted 1-year multiple entry visas, were at first issued 6-
month visas and then received 3-month visas, without explanation. In December
2002, the Government ended the practice of issuing 3-month visas to foreign Roman
Catholic religious workers and once again began to reissue 1-year validity visas at
a higher price than was previously charged. In the past, foreign clergy or religious
workers who did not register with the authorities or who tried to preach without
government approval, or without an invitation and permission from a registered re-
ligious organization, have been expelled from the country; however, there were no
reports of such expulsions during the period covered by this report. Approval for vis-
its by foreign clergy or religious workers often involves a lengthy bureaucratic proc-
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ess. Internal affairs agencies may expel foreign clergymen from the country by not
extending their registration or by denying them temporary stay permits. These au-
thorities may make decisions on expulsion on their own or based on recommenda-
tions from Religious Affairs Councils, regional executive committees, or the Reli-
gious Affairs Department of the Executive Committee of the city of Minsk.

A second Roman Catholic seminary was opened in Pinsk in September 2001, after
one opened in Grodno in 1989. The Government indicated that in light of these new
seminaries foreign priests would no longer be allowed to work in the country, al-
though it did not always enforce this order at the local level and allowed at least
some foreign priests to work. The Roman Catholic Church reported that local au-
thorities in Grodno Oblast took steps to limit the number of foreign Roman Catholic
workers and in April revoked the residence permits of and deported three foreign
Roman Catholic nuns. Bishops must receive permission from the CRNA before
transferring a foreign priest to another parish.

Since April, Grodno city authorities have repeatedly denied the registration of a
foreign rabbi because he does not speak Belarusian or Russian.

There were no reports of discrimination against religious adherents in the mili-
tary services. Those who object to serving in armed units work in either construc-
tion or engineering battalions.

According to the Government, the law permits residential property to be used for
religious services once it has been converted from residential use. The Housing Code
permits the use of such property for nonresidential purposes with the permission
of local executive and administrative bodies. Since 2000 local authorities have en-
forced this statute, effectively requiring all religious organizations to reregister their
properties. Government figures indicated in 2002 that 110 religious communities, in-
cluding 34 Protestant denominations, had their property registered through this
process; however, authorities continue to deny permission to many Protestant
churches, as well as other nontraditional faiths, which become caught in circular re-
quirements. They are denied permission to convert their properties for religious uses
because these groups are not registered religious groups. However, an organization
must have a legal address to register. Religious groups that cannot register often
are forced to meet illegally or in the homes of individual members. A number of non-
traditional Protestant faiths have not attempted to register because they do not be-
lieve that their applications would be approved.

On October 2, 2002, Grodno Oblast authorities issued a directive to movie thea-
ters to sever all existing rental agreements with churches that were conducting reli-
gious services at their movie theaters. Following the directive, a Grodno movie the-
ater cancelled an existing agreement to rent its theater to the Living Word Church.

On November 14, 2002, the Minsk Prosecutor’s Office requested regional prosecu-
tors to monitor the implementation of the religion law. The letter instructed local
prosecutors to verify the validity of lease agreements where religious services are
conducted, whether minors participated in such services, and whether local authori-
ties had approved these meetings. One Pentecostal group reported that local au-
thorities questioned local pastors and instructed them to provide information about
their communities, including lists of minors, despite the fact that no such list is re-
quired under the religion law. The pastors refused to provide these lists.

In December 2002, the CRNA sent a letter to oblast authorities advising them of
the need to assess public opinion before the new construction of religious buildings
and the reconfiguration of existing buildings for religious purposes. According to the
CRNA, authorities may cite negative public opinion as a reason to prevent religious
groups from constructing or renovating religious property, even though this require-
ment is not established in the law.

During the period covered by this report, many traditional and nontraditional reli-
gious groups continued to experience problems obtaining property, due to govern-
ment efforts to restrict the ability of these groups to establish houses of worship.
During the reporting period, local authorities rescinded an earlier decision to allo-
cate property to a Pentecostal community in the town of Druzhnii, claiming that the
group should first ascertain the public opinion of the town. Oblast authorities over-
ruled the decision and local authorities have since offered the community three plots
of land from which to choose. Authorities continue to deny permission to the reg-
istered New Life Evangelical Church to build a church in Minsk.

On September 13, 2002, Ibragim Kanapatsky, deputy Mufti of the Muslim Reli-
gious Association of Belarus, accused Minsk city authorities of imposing a high tax
on land allotted to the Association to build a mosque to deliberately hamper the con-
struction of the city’s only mosque. However, in April, the Minsk City Council de-
cided to lower land tax for religious groups. This decision has been implemented to
the satisfaction of the Muslim Religious Association.
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In October 2002, local authorities in the Minsk Oblast town of Borovlyani refused
to permit a registered Full Gospel community to renovate a privately built home
into a church. The community had received all necessary permission from local au-
thorities, and the religious affairs office of the Minsk Oblast promised the necessary
notification that the group was registered. Despite the promise to issue the notifica-
tion and the fact that only the Minsk Oblast authorities have the right to make
such a decision, the religious affairs office rejected the application outright. The
CRNA office cited a letter it received from several Orthodox townspeople that ac-
cused members of the Full Gospel community of illegally entering homes to pros-
elytize, stealing Orthodox crosses from those wearing them, and belonging to an un-
registered sect. The letter was reportedly prepared by the local BOC priest. Despite
the group’s appeal to the Procurator General to prove these charges, no investiga-
tion has occurred.

A government decree specifies measures to ensure public order and safety during
public gatherings. Meeting hall officials have cited this decree as a basis for can-
celing or refusing to extend agreements with religious groups for the use of their
facilities. Nontraditional groups were unable to rent space in meeting halls to con-
duct prayer services. According to the Full Gospel Evangelical Christian Church,
during the reporting period, Minsk authorities have rejected at least five applica-
tions from the Church to rent space at a local meeting hall. In one case, on Sep-
tember 30, 2002, the Minsk City Court overturned a July 2002 decision by a local
court to grant permission to rent the hall to the Church. During the reporting pe-
riod, Protestants filed numerous requests to the CRNA to allow them to rent prop-
erty to worship, most recently in June. In its responses, the CRNA claimed that
only local authorities decide whether or not to grant such permission.

Although the Catholic Church opened a new church in Minsk in the first half of
2002, it cited difficulties in receiving permission from local authorities to build addi-
tional churches in Minsk. There were anecdotal reports of local officials denying
land to Roman Catholic communities to construct churches in Brest Oblast.

Although it is registered officially, the Greek Catholic Church has experienced
problems with the Government because of historical tensions between it and the Or-
thodox Church and its emphasis on the use of the Belarusian language. Along with
some Protestant denominations, some Greek Catholic congregations also experi-
enced difficulties renting venues for conducting services.

There were no reports of religious groups being evicted from property during the
period covered by this report; however, authorities regularly broke up unsanctioned
religious gatherings in apartments.

State-run periodicals as well as literature affiliated with the BOC continued to
publish articles attacking Protestants and other nontraditional faiths. An article in
the September 2002 issue of Svyataya Rus (Holy Russia) accused Protestants,
Pentecostals, Hare Krishnas and others of fostering negative attitudes towards tra-
ditional faiths, of being unpatriotic, and of illicit drug use.

In April and May, the Minsk Community of Krishna Conscience and the Union
of Evangelical Faith Christians filed separate appeals to the Procurator General’s
office to remove the textbook “Man, Society and State” from the educational cur-
riculum. The book, published in 2002 and distributed throughout the country, dis-
cusses the various characteristics of religious sects. Both groups, which in the past
have been described as sects, contend that the book espouses intolerance towards
nontraditional faiths. According to the book, such groups believe in blind devotion
to religious leaders, unconditional acceptance of doctrine, and voluntarily severance
of all ties to society. The Ministry of Education’s response on May 30 defended the
use of the word “sect” as a scientific term and refused to remove the books from
circulation or punish the writers of the book. The letter failed to respond to a Hare
Krishna request for an explanation addressing the textbook’s accusations about
them. However, the Ministry promised not only to instruct teachers to devote more
time in their lessons to this issue, but also to consider the concerns expressed by
Hare Krishna and Evangelical Christian groups, as well as to revise the controver-
sial text when the book is reprinted. Fearing for their safety, members of an unreg-
istered Baptist community in Brest Oblast removed their children from classes. In
March, the Ministry of Education released another textbook for religious instruction
called Religious Conduct that describes Hare Krishnas, Evangelical Christians, and
Scientologists as “neocults” and “sects.”

During the reporting period, the government-run newspaper Narodnaya Gazeta
continued to publish articles hostile towards Pentecostals in connection with the
2000 death of Igor Orlovsky, a Union of Evangelical Faith Christian deacon in the
town of Starie Dorogi. The articles, which appeared in four issues, continued to al-
lege that the pastor was sacrificed by Evangelical Christians. According to a Janu-
ary 2002 Narodnaya Gazeta article, the Church denied the requests of the deacon’s
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mother to provide medical assistance to her son, who was dying of liver cirrhosis.
Following his death, the mother accused the Church of deliberately poisoning her
son in order to sacrifice him. This story also had been covered during an April 2001
episode of a television program called “Human Rights: A Look at the World.” The
show’s host, Yevgeny Novikov, interviewed the deacon’s mother, who accused the
Church of “sacrificing” her son. The deacon’s mother filed a suit against the Union
of Evangelical Faith Christians and the pastor of the Church in Starie Dorogi for
moral damages; a Minsk court dismissed her case.

In May 2001, the Union of Evangelical Faith Christians filed a slander suit
against Novikov, the Belarusian Television and Radio Company, Narodnaya Gazeta,
and the deacon’s mother. On April 1, the Minsk City Court upheld a prior district
court ruling that Novikov had defamed Evangelical Christians and ordered Novikov
to air an open apology. Novikov’s apology was aired during the June 21 television
program “Pa Sutnasti.” Instead of offering an apology to Evangelical Christians,
Novikov’s presentation was filled with numerous anti-Protestant remarks, which in-
cluded his apology to “the sectists.” The program was aired on the state-owned
Belarusian Television Channel. According to the CRNA, after receiving complaints
from Pentecostal groups, it sent a request to Belarusian Television for a copy of the
program to submit for examination. Belarusian Television refused to provide a copy
of this program. In its response to the groups, the CRNA claimed that it was unable
to render a decision on the content of the program and advised the groups to pursue
their cases in court. The CRNA further claimed that on June 23, Novikov appeared
on television and issued a second apology, for comments made during his June 21
program; however, Protestant groups have stated that no such apology was aired.

An issue of the state-run newspaper Respublika published on April 18 contained
an article alleging that a student at a Mogilev school had fallen under the “dan-
gerous” influence of a Scientologist instructor at school, and that he was returned
from his “zombie” state after a year of psychiatric treatment. The article also
claimed that Scientology was a destructive sect that was engaged in illegal activity
in the country.

A series of state television documentaries that targeted Protestants, particularly
Pentecostals, and Catholics as destructive groups that engage in fanatical rituals
and pose a threat to society were broadcast in 2000 and 2001. In March and April
2001, a series shown on state television accused Protestant churches of engaging in
human sacrifices, poisoning children, and other “destructive rituals.” In the series,
CRNA officials claimed that Protestant groups were undermining the authority of
the regime, were agents of the West, and needed to be banned from the country.
The CRNA and the courts rejected efforts by Catholic and Protestant groups to halt
these broadcasts. According to one lower house deputy and Protestant groups, mem-
bers of the BOC showed the program to lower house deputies, in an effort to per-
suade the lower house deputies to approve the religion law prior to its passage.

Restitution of religious property remained limited during the period covered by
this report. There is no legal basis for restitution of property that was seized during
the Soviet and Nazi occupations, and the law restricts the restitution of property
that is being used for cultural or educational purposes. Many former synagogues in
Minsk are used as theaters, museums, sports complexes, and even a German-owned
beer hall; most of the Jewish community’s requests to have these synagogues re-
turned have been refused. The few returns of property to religious communities
have been on an individual and inconsistent basis, and local government authorities
in general are reluctant to cooperate. Over the past several years, the Jewish com-
munity has lobbied the authorities successfully to return several properties in
Minsk and other cities. According to Jewish groups, the most recent instance of res-
titution occurred in June 2002, when local authorities returned a synagogue to the
Jewish community in Bobrusk. In 2000 and 2001, authorities in Molodechno and
Kalinkovichi returned property to the local Jewish communities. Although the
Roman Catholic Church has been somewhat successful in obtaining former Church
property, it reported that it had been unable to secure the return of 21 former
Catholic churches by the end of the reporting period. The Greek Catholic Church
has indicated that only one of the many houses of worship taken from it when the
region was annexed to the Russian Empire had been returned. The Orthodox
Church appears to have had the most success on the issue of property restitution;
however, a number of restitution claims by the Orthodox Church remained unre-
solved at the end of the period covered by this report.

During the reporting period, government officials continued to take a number of
actions that indicated a lack of sensitivity toward the Jewish community. In Janu-
ary renovative construction work commenced at a sports stadium in Grodno that
had been originally built in the 1950s on the site of a former Jewish cemetery that
existed since the 1600s. During the course of excavating the earth, workers at the
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site found human remains, which were removed from the site to be collected for fu-
ture reburial. Photographs taken by the Jewish community showed human remains,
not only mixed in earth filling dump trucks, but also mixed with earth from the site
and used to resurface a road. Despite appeals from the local Jewish community and
international Jewish groups to halt construction, and mistreatment of remains,
work continued at the site. However, Grodno authorities engaged in discussions
with representatives of the local Jewish community to find an amicable solution
that would include the reburial of remains according to Jewish tradition, with a me-
morial, but no formal agreement was reached between the local Jewish community
and Grodno authorities by the end of the reporting period.

In September 2002, authorities in Mogilev decided to change the status of the
city’s Jewish cemetery, which authorities had officially designated as a Jewish ceme-
tery in 2001, to a public cemetery. Following the decision, local authorities per-
mitted the removal of human remains and headstones from existing gravesites to
make room for non-Jewish burials. Remains found during the digging were left on
the ground. In June the local Jewish community sent an appeal to President
Lukashenko to halt such activity. Following the appeal and pressure on local au-
thorities, the authorities banned all non-Jewish burials in the site of the Jewish
cemetery. As of June 30, the community was seeking to annul the September 2002
decision and to restore the status of the cemetery as a Jewish cemetery.

On July 9, 2002, approximately 30 people from a local Jewish organization pro-
tested against the continued construction in downtown Minsk of an apartment com-
plex on the sites where two synagogues were located. In November 2002, 75 of 109
deputies in the lower house of the National Assembly issued an appeal to President
Lukashenko to prevent the destruction of Jewish cultural landmarks in Minsk. In
December 2002, the State Control Committee rejected the appeal, responding on be-
half of President Lukashenko.

On September 19, 2002, the Minsk City Court upheld a previous district court de-
cision to reject the lawsuit of a local Jewish leader to rebuild one of the synagogues
that was demolished in September 2001.

In January 2002, authorities in Brest arrested and later released a 17-year-old
for desecrating a Holocaust memorial.

During the reporting period, the Government took some steps to address issues
concerning the Jewish community. On July 24, 2002, President Lukashenko issued
a statement that there were no grounds for anti-Semitism in the country. In May,
after consultations with the CRNA and Prosecutor General, the Ministry of Informa-
tion ordered the removal of the Russian newspaper “Russkii Vestnik” from kiosks
and stores in Minsk. The decision came following the April 3 appeal by several Jew-
ish leaders to remove the newspaper, which printed several anti-Semitic articles
during the reporting period.

During the reporting period, government officials continued to publicly make anti-
Semitic statements. During a November 25 interview with the newspaper
Belorusskaya Gazeta, Chair of the International Affairs Committee of the lower
house of parliament, Sergei Kastsyan, said he opposed attempts to “turn Belarus
into a springboard for Zionism.” He added, “If a mosque or a synagogue stands in
the way of the city development plan, I believe it is acceptable to bulldoze it.” His
remarks were in response to an appeal on November 15 by lower house deputies
to preserve Jewish landmarks.

In a November 23, 2002 article in Narodnaya Gazeta, Eduard Skobelyov, editor
of the Presidential Administration newspaper, blamed the influence of the “tens of
officially registered Jewish groups in Belarus” and international Jewish organiza-
tions for hindering the “fight for historical truth.” Several Jewish groups have
claimed that Skobelyov published several anti-Semitic articles while a member of
the Belarusian Communist Party in the early 1990s.

Despite the decision to pull Russkii Vestnik from distribution, during the report-
ing period, anti-Semitic literature continued to be sold in government buildings and
in stores and at events indirectly associated with the Belarusian Orthodox Church.
Anti-Semitic literature was openly sold during the April Verbny Kirmash Orthodox
book fair. Anti-Semitic and Russian ultra-nationalist newspapers were sold at
Pravoslavnaya Kniga (Orthodox Bookstore), a store that sells Orthodox literature
and religious paraphernalia.

The July/August 2002 issue of the state-run literary journal Neman published a
short story by Alexander Prokhanov, editor in chief of the Russian ultra-nationalist
newspaper Zavtra. The story “Mr. Hexagon” included numerous anti-Semitic ref-
erences.

According to the CRNA, the Committee regularly responds to all public expres-
sions of xenophobia by notifying the relevant government agencies responsible for
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pursuing legal action against them; however, no such legal actions were observed
during the reporting period.

Abuses of Religious Freedom

During the reporting period, the Government frequently took steps abusing the
religious freedom of several religious groups. While local authorities in April issued
passports to family members of BAOC priest Yan Spasyuk, who had been unable
to obtain passports since November 2001, the Government took numerous actions
against the BAOC priest and a BAOC community in the town of Pogranichny.

The Government continuously harassed, threatened and arrested members of the
unregistered Hindu community Light of Kaylasa. On July 13, 2002, police arrested
18 members of this community as they were preparing to hold a meditation cere-
mony in a Minsk park. Several of those arrested were jailed for 2 days and heavily
fined. On August 9, 2002, police broke up an outdoor wedding ceremony that was
being conducted by the group. On August 17, 2002, police broke up a demonstration
held by the group protesting against Government pressure on the Light of Kaylasa.
Six members of the group were sentenced to 10 days imprisonment, including
Tatiana Akadanava, the leader of the group, and her husband Sergei, who was the
group’s Priest. The Akadanavs reported that while in detention, police refused to in-
tervene during an incident when a fellow inmate attacked and beat Tatiana and re-
f_used to render medical assistance. Members who were not jailed received heavy
ines.

On March 17, members of a Pentecostal group filed a complaint against Nikolai
Sinitsyn, Chairman of the town council of Slobodka. Sinitsyn, accompanied by an-
other local official, broke up a Pentecostal prayer and bible-reading session in a pri-
vate home. Sinitsyn warned those in attendance that they were engaged in an unau-
thorized prayer meeting and threatened to contact the police should they continue
to meet.

Throughout the reporting period, several Pentecostals were fined for illegally con-
ducting and hosting religious services. According to the CRNA, convictions for such
offenses were based on charges of either disturbing public order or illegally gath-
ering without prior permission. The law allows people to gather to pray in private
homes; however, it provides restrictions on holding rituals, rites, or ceremonies in
such locations and requires prior permission from local authorities for such events.

On May 25, police broke up a Hindu prayer service that was held in a Minsk
apartment. The police warned the participants that such activity was illegal for un-
registered religious groups and that they would be arrested in the future if they
were to continue to conduct such activity. On June 1, police broke up another
unsanctioned prayer meeting held in another apartment and ordered participants
to leave. As participants were leaving, police armed with machine guns arrived, and
after searching the worshipers, forced them on the floor as the police conducted a
search of the apartment, which reportedly resulted in heavy damage. On June 25,
authorities again broke up another unsanctioned prayer meeting and questioned the
owner of the apartment.

During the reporting period, authorities harassed, fined, and detained several
Hare Krishnas for illegally distributing religious literature. The group reported that
authorities initially detained some of their members for illegally distributing lit-
erature and then fined them for irregularities with their visas or other documenta-
tion. In October 2002, a Hare Krishna distributing literature in Gomel was detained
for three days. According to members of the Hare Krishna community, in December
2002, plainclothesmen in Kobryn used force to detain several followers who were
distributing religious literature. The individuals were later fined.

On May 21, 2001, authorities rearrested BAOC priest Ian Spasyuk while he was
attempting to hold a service in the village of Radaulyany (Berestavitsky district).
Authorities then summoned Spasyuk and his wife to a local court where, in a closed
hearing and without the ability to call witnesses or obtain legal assistance, Spasyuk
was detained and fined for petty hooliganism. Following direct government pressure
and harassment of their respective religious organizations, BAOC priest Yan
Spasyuk and the Light of Kaylasa leaders Sergei Akadanav and Tatyana
Akadanava left the country in 2003.

On September 16, 2002, the Keston News Agency quoted Aleksandr Antonyuk, a
member of the Progranichny unregistered BAOC community, who reported that sev-
eral members of the BAOC were summoned to the local administration office in the
town of Berastavitsa. Local authorities reportedly threatened BAOC members to ei-
ther stop supporting Spasyuk or loose their jobs. Local authorities have denied these
charges. In May Father Spasyuk’s sister was fired from her job after Spasyuk de-
clared his intention to seek political asylum. There has also been anecdotal evidence
of Protestants being harassed at work due to their faith.
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Members of the Light of Kaylasa that were fined for their participation in
unsanctioned demonstrations and protests have reported that authorities have
threatened them with confiscation of property and additional legal charges should
their fines go unpaid. Authorities have also warned, threatened and harassed their
family members for payment. On March 25, authorities forced the parents of one
member of the group to pay the outstanding fine of their son. During the reporting
period, members of the Light of Kaylasa reported being fired from their jobs due
to their affiliation with the group. One member reported that she was fired because
she was a “sektantka,” member of a cult. Local authorities told employees of one
company that their company would be closed since the company’s director was a
member of the group.

On October 2, 2002, local authorities issued a warning to Vasily Yurevich, Pastor
of the New Life Church, for illegally protesting against the religion law. On Novem-
ber 8, 2002, the Keston News Agency reported that police detained two Roman
Catholic demonstrators who protested against the new law on religion outside the
Parliament building in Minsk. However, this report could not be confirmed by either
the CRNA or the Roman Catholic Church.

On November 9, 2002, police and local authorities broke up a gathering of
Scientologists in a Minsk apartment. Two people were fined approximately $25
(50,000 rubles) for participating in an illegal gathering. Following an appeal by the
group, a Minsk court overruled the fines on February 26.

On August 1, 2002, local authorities in the Grodno Oblast border town of
Pogranichny demolished the church of the BAOC that they claimed was built ille-
gally, because the building permit specified a private house. The church was demol-
ished despite the fact that the community had been given construction permission
in July 2001. Prior to the church’s destruction, local authorities arrested three jour-
nalists at the site.

There were no reports of religious detainees or prisoners.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

There are, for the most part, amicable relations among the registered, traditional,
religious communities. According to an October 2002 poll conducted by the Inde-
pendent Institute for Social, Economic, and Political Research, 57.7 percent of re-
spondents favored equality between various religious groups, while 33 percent felt
that the Orthodox Church should receive special government privileges. Anti-Semi-
tism persisted and sentiment critical of minority faiths increased during the period
covered by this report.

In two separate incidents in May and August 2002, skinheads attacked several
foreign Jews in downtown Minsk. In one incident, police arrived at the scene but
did not arrest the assailants. In September 2002, unknown assailants attacked a
rabbi and his son near the Russian Embassy in Minsk. Local guards at the Embassy
assisted the rabbi and notified the police who opened an investigation into the inci-
dent, but no significant action has been taken. On July 2, 2002, a synagogue in
Gomel received a bomb threat from an unidentified individual. Police investigated
the scene, but found no explosive device.

During the reporting period, unknown assailants assaulted several members of
the Light of Kaylasa. One member of the group, Tatyana Zhilevich, was taken to
a hospital with head injuries. On August 25, 2002, unknown individuals broke into
a private apartment used by the group for religious services, vandalizing it and
damaging the group’s altar and other religious paraphernalia.

Jewish organizations continued to criticize the Government for failing to protect
cemeteries and Holocaust memorials. In May and June, unknown assailants vandal-
ized both Jewish and non-Jewish gravesites at three Gomel cemeteries. Although
the authorities launched criminal investigations into the incidents, no arrests have
been made. In April and July 2002, approximately 70 tombstones in a Jewish ceme-
tery in Borisov and 19 tombstones in a Jewish cemetery in Minsk were vandalized.
On July 16, 2002, local authorities in Borisov detained a teenager on suspicion of
participating in the Borisov cemetery desecration. Given the fact that non-Jewish
headstones were also damaged during these attacks, there is no indication that
these acts were specifically motivated by anti-Semitism.

During the reporting period, unknown persons vandalized several Holocaust me-
morials in several cities in Belarus: On May 26, the Yama Holocaust memorial com-
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plex in Minsk; a Holocaust memorial in the town of Timkovichi; and a cemetery in
Bobrusk; on August 18, 2002, a Holocaust memorial in Lida.

During the reporting period, unknown vandals destroyed crosses, both Orthodox
and non-Orthodox, that were erected at Kuropaty, an area used by the NKVD to
murder over 300,000 people in the 1930s. The authorities made no attempts to find
those responsible. In July 2002, Orthodox residents of the town of Ruba protested
against the construction of a Pentecostal church.

According to the Anti-Defamation League and the World Jewish Congress, there
are a number of small ultra-nationalist organizations on the fringes of society, and
a number of newspapers regularly print anti-Semitic material. Anti-Semitic mate-
rial from Russia also circulates widely.

The Jewish community is concerned by the concept of a “greater Slavic union”
that is popular among nationalist organizations active in the country, including the
Russian National Union (RNU), still active despite officially dissolving in 2000, and
the National Bolshevik Party, another Russian extremist organization.

The official 2003 Belarusian Orthodox calendar, printed in Minsk, marks May 20
as the anniversary of the 1690 death of Gavriil Belostoksky, a young child who is
alleged to have been murdered by Jews near Grodno. A May 20 prayer for
Belostoksky makes reference to Jews as “real beasts” who allegedly kidnapped and
murdered Belostoksky for religious purposes.

In January local Orthodox citizens in Stolin called for the Stolin District Council
to remove Ivan Pashkevich from his position as a member of the lower house of the
National Assembly. The petition claimed that Pashkevich had not fulfilled his prom-
ises to support the Belarusian Orthodox Church and accused him of “protecting neo-
cults and sects.” Pashkevich, a member of the Respublika opposition faction in the
National Assembly and prominent figure in the Baptist community, has openly op-
posed the religion law and spoken out against government restriction of religious
freedom.

In February unknown vandals spray-painted anti-Muslim graffiti in downtown
Minsk. On July 5, 2002, unknown persons vandalized a Muslim cemetery in Slonim.
On November 9, 2002, unknown assailants vandalized a mosque in Slonim.

On June 8, unknown individuals scrawled the word “antichrist” on the sign of the
Living Faith Evangelical Church in Gomel. The Church was the target of similar
attacks in August and November 2002. The Church reported that local authorities
have been uncooperative in investigating these attacks.

On June 27, an unidentified car hit the vehicle of Alexander Sakovich, leader of
the Union of Evangelical Faith Christians, and well-known opponent of the religion
law, as he was driving in Minsk; Sakovich was unharmed. Shortly afterwards,
Sakovich received a threatening call from an unknown person who warned him that
next time he would not be so lucky.

There is no indication that the BOC has changed its view that it would cooperate
only with religious faiths that have “historical roots” in the country. Members of
most non-BOC faiths have expressed their opposition to the religion law and have
openly criticized the law’s restrictions and vagueness. On June 18, the Union of
Evangelical Faith Christians announced that in protest to the law’s passage, the
group will not seek reregistration.

Prior to the passage of the law on religion, representatives of many religious
faiths, including traditional and nontraditional, established the Civil Initiative for
Religious Freedom. The group actively opposed the law on religion and other govern-
ment restrictions on religious groups. In August 2002, the group published “The
White Book,” which detailed the Government’s many abuses of religious freedom
and information about the religion law.

SECTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT PoLICY

The U.S. Embassy continues to promote and monitor religious freedom as part of
frequent discussions on the poor human rights situation in the country. The US Em-
bassy regularly coordinated its efforts to promote religious freedom with Western
diplomatic missions in Minsk. Embassy staff maintained regular contact with rep-
;esentatives of religious groups and government officials responsible for religious af-
airs.

The Embassy has hosted several roundtables of religious leaders to discuss rel-
evant issues pertaining to religious freedom and government harassment. In Octo-
ber and December 2002, visiting officials from the Department of State and the U.S.
Agency for International Development met with representatives of several religious
groups to ascertain the religious freedom situation. The U.S. Embassy also assisted
in making arrangements for delegations of foreign organizations concerned with reli-
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gious freedom. Embassy staff also attended trials and demonstrations of those pro-
testing against the Government’s repressive policies on religious groups.

During the reporting period, the U.S. Government issued several press releases
on religious freedom issues. On June 25, 2002, the U.S. Embassy expressed its con-
cern with the draft law on religion and called upon the Government to take steps
to ensure that all religious groups be allowed to worship freely. On November 1,
2002, the Department of State issued a public statement criticizing the passage of
the law, citing the law’s numerous restrictive elements. The U.S. delegation to the
OSCE criticized the Government’s poor religious freedom record in an October 2002
public statement. The U.S. Embassy released public statements condemning the
passage of the law on religion and called upon the Government to ensure that all
citizens have the right to worship freely. On May 31, the U.S. Embassy condemned
the vandalizing of the Holocaust memorials and Jewish cemeteries in several cities.

Despite promises to discuss religious freedom concerns with the U.S. Embassy,
the Government took steps either to avoid discussing these concerns or prevent Em-
bassy staff from reporting on religious freedom issues. On October 7, 2002, the
CRNA unexpectedly cancelled a meeting between CRNA officials and a visiting U.S.
Government official and the Ambassador which had been scheduled well in advance.
On October 9, 2002, three U.S. Embassy staff and a Department of State official,
having stopped at the demolition site of the BAOC Church, were detained for four
hours in the town of Pogranichny, allegedly for illegally entering the border zone.
A local employee of the Embassy, who was accompanying the delegation who was
scheduled to meet the mayor of Pogranichny to discuss U.S. Government concerns
over the destruction of the BAOC Church, received an official warning for failing
to provide personal identification to local authorities.

BELGIUM

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the pe-
riod covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the
generally free practice of religion; however, the Government continued to take action
against groups that it considers “harmful sects.”

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom; however, several religious groups complained of discrimination, par-
ticularly groups that have not been accorded official “recognized” status by the Gov-
ernment and those associated primarily with immigrant communities.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total area of 12,566 square miles, and its population is approxi-
mately 10.3 million.

The population is predominantly Roman Catholic. According to the 2001 Survey
and Study of Religion, jointly conducted by a number of the country’s universities
and based on self-identification, approximately 47 percent of the population identify
themselves as belonging to the Catholic Church. The Muslim population numbers
approximately 364,000, and there are an estimated 380 mosques in the country.
Protestants number between 125,000 and 140,000. The Greek and Russian Ortho-
dox Churches have approximately 70,000 adherents. The Jewish population is esti-
mated at between 45,000 and 55,000. The Anglican Church has approximately
10,800 members. The largest nonrecognized religions are Jehovah’s Witnesses, with
approximately 27,000 baptized members, and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints (Mormons), with approximately 3,000 members.

Estimates indicate that approximately 15 percent of the population do not identify
with any religion. Approximately 7.4 percent of the population describe themselves
as laic (members of nonconfessional philosophical organizations), and another 1.1
percent belong to organized laity.

According to a 1999 survey by an independent academic group, only 11.2 percent
of the population attend weekly religious services. However, religion still plays a
role in major life events—65 percent of the children born in the country are bap-
tized; 49.2 percent of couples opt for a religious marriage; and 76.6 percent of funer-
als include religious services.
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SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

The Government accords “recognized” status to Roman Catholicism, Protestantism
(including evangelicals), Judaism, Anglicanism, Islam, and Orthodox Christianity
(Greek and Russian). These religions receive subsidies from government revenues.
The Government also supports the freedom to participate in laic organizations.
These secular humanist groups serve as a seventh recognized “religion,” and their
organizing body, the Central Council of Non-Religious Philosophical Communities of
Belgium, receives funds and benefits similar to those of the six other recognized reli-
gions.

The Federal Government and Parliament have responsibility for recognizing
faiths and paying the wages and pensions of ministers. As a result of constitutional
reforms enacted by Parliament in 2001, religious teaching, accounting by religious
groups, and religious buildings have become the jurisdiction of the regional govern-
ments. Laic organizations remain under the jurisdiction of the federal authorities.

By law each recognized religion has the right to provide teachers at government
expense for religious instruction in schools. The Government also pays the salaries,
retirement, and lodging costs of ministers and subsidizes the construction and ren-
ovation of religious buildings for recognized religions. The ecclesiastical administra-
tions of recognized religions have legal rights and obligations, and the municipality
in which they are located must pay any debts that they incur. Some subsidies are
the responsibility of the Federal Government, while the regional and municipal gov-
ernments pay others. According to an independent academic review, the Govern-
ment at all levels spent $523 million (approximately 23 billion Belgian francs) on
subsidies for recognized religions in 2000. Of that amount, 79.2 percent went to the
Catholic Church, 13 percent to laic organizations, 3.5 percent to Muslims, 3.2 per-
cent to Protestants, 0.6 percent to Jews, 0.4 percent to Orthodox Christians, and 0.1
percent to Anglicans.

The Government applies the five criteria in deciding whether or not to grant rec-
ognition to a religious group: The religion must have a structure or hierarchy; the
group must have a sufficient number of members; the religion must have existed
in the country for a long period of time; it must offer a social value to the public;
and the religion must abide by the laws of the State and respect public order. The
five criteria are not listed in decrees or laws, and the Government does not formally
define “sufficient,” “long period of time,” or “social value.” A religious group seeking
official recognition applies to the Ministry of Justice, which then conducts a thor-
ough review before recommending approval or rejection. Final approval of recog-
nized status is the sole responsibility of the Parliament; however, the Parliament
generally accepts the decision of the Ministry of Justice. A group whose application
is refused by the Ministry of Justice may appeal the decision to the Council of State.

The lack of recognized status does not prevent religious groups from practicing
their faith freely and openly. Nonrecognized groups do not qualify for government
subsidies; however, they may qualify for tax-exempt status as nonprofit organiza-
tions.

The Muslim Executive Council, the group recognized by the Government to rep-
resent the Islamic faith, received government funding during the period covered by
this report, but mosques, imams, and Islamic schools and teachers did not. In June
the Justice Ministry agreed on the composition of a new interim Muslim Executive
Council, as well as a list of mosques, imams, and other Islamic institutions that
would be eligible to receive government subsidies. Both issues remained under con-
sideration by the Government at the end of the period covered by this report.

In 2003, the Justice Minister signed a Royal Decree on the partial renewal of the
Muslim Executive Council. Elections for a new Muslim General Assembly, a wider
representative body, are scheduled for 2004.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

Government policy continued to contribute to the generally free practice of reli-
gion; however, the Government continued to take action against groups that it con-
siders as “harmful sects.”

A special Parliamentary Commission established to examine the potential dangers
posed by sects issued a report in 1997 that divided sects into two broadly defined
categories. The Commission defined the first category of “respectable” sects as “orga-
nized groups of individuals espousing the same doctrine with a religion,” which re-
flect the normal exercise of freedom of religion and assembly provided for by funda-
mental rights. The Commission defined the second category, “harmful sectarian or-
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ganizations,” as groups having or claiming to have a philosophical or religious pur-
pose and whose organization or practice involves illegal or injurious activities, harm
to individuals or society, or impairment of human dignity. The report included a list
of 189 sectarian organizations, including the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Church of Scientology, and the Young Wom-
en’s Christian Association. Although the introduction to the list stated that there
was no intent to characterize any of the groups as “dangerous,” the list quickly be-
came known in the press and to the public as the “dangerous sects” list. The Par-
liament eventually adopted several of the report’s recommendations but never
adopted the list itself.

Some religious groups included in the 1997 parliamentary list have continued to
complain that their inclusion has resulted in discriminatory action against them. In
July a report issued by the International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights as-
serted that the Government had not taken any effective measures to counteract the
hostility and discrimination suffered by members of religious groups depicted as
“sects.”

The 1997 parliamentary report led to the creation of a government-sponsored Cen-
ter for Information and Advice on Harmful Sectarian Organizations, which collects
publicly available information on a wide range of religious and philosophical groups
and provides information and advice to the public upon request regarding the legal
rights of freedom of association, privacy, and freedom of religion. The Center’s li-
brary is open to the public and contains information on religion in general as well
as on specific religious groups, including information provided by those groups. The
Center has the authority to share with the public any information it collects on reli-
gious sects; however, it does not have the authority to provide assessments of indi-
vidual sectarian organizations to the general public, and despite its name, the regu-
lations prohibit it from categorizing any particular group as harmful.

An interagency coordination group designed to work in conjunction with the Cen-
ter to coordinate government policy meets quarterly to exchange information on sect
activities. The Government also has designated the Federal Prosecutor and 1 mag-
istrate in each of the 27 judicial districts to monitor cases involving sects.

The 1997 parliamentary report also recommended that municipal governments
sponsor information campaigns to educate the public, especially children, about the
phenomenon of harmful sects. A 1998 law formally charges the country’s State Secu-
rity with the duty of monitoring harmful sectarian organizations as potential
threats to the internal security of the country. A subgroup of law enforcement offi-
cials meets bi-monthly to exchange information on sect activities. Most law enforce-
ment agencies have an official specifically assigned to handle sect issues.

In June a Prosecutor froze approximately $375,000 (326,000 euros) in a Church
of Scientology bank account on suspicion of money laundering. The Prosecutor has
directed a criminal investigation into the Church of Scientology’s operations since
1999 on suspicion of fraud and privacy violations and criminal association. The
Chamber of Indictment (a judicial panel that rules on the admissibility of charges
formulated during a criminal investigation) returned the Church of Scientology file
to the investigating judge and cleared the way for the case to proceed. The inves-
tigating judge indicated that the investigation was nearly complete, and the case
could go to trial in 2004.

In February 2002, police detained five American volunteer workers at an Assem-
blies of God school and media center for working without employment permits; four
were deported shortly thereafter. Assemblies of God teachers for years had obtained
missionary visas, which do not require work permits. The Government now says
that the teachers do not qualify for that status and must have work permits but
have not identified a permit for which volunteer workers could apply. The Assem-
blies of God leaders closed the school in the wake of the deportations. At the end
of the period covered by this report, the school remained closed, and Assemblies of
God officials had still not been able to find an acceptable way for foreign volunteers
to teach at the school.

The Church of Latter-day Saints continues to work to resolve the problem of ob-
taining visas for its missionaries. The Government had suspended visa issuance to
Mormon missionaries for several months in 2000 and again beginning in November
2001. Mormon missionaries, who work as unpaid volunteers, do not qualify to obtain
the work permits necessary to obtain visas under the Foreign Worker’s Act of 1999,
nor do they qualify for missionary visas due to the unrecognized status of the
Church of Latter-day Saints. In June 2002, through the efforts of church officials
and the U.S. Embassy, the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs agreed to exempt volunteer Mormon missionaries from the certificate require-
ment and to process all 85 pending visa applications. In March Mormon Church rep-
resentatives appealed to the Government to formalize the agreement in writing. At
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the end of the period covered by this report, no written agreement had been ob-
tained.

Some courts in the Flanders region have stipulated, in the context of child custody
proceedings and as a condition of granting visitation rights, that a noncustodial par-
ent who is a member of Jehovah’s Witnesses may not expose his or her children to
the teachings or lifestyle of that religious group during visits. These courts have
claimed that such exposure would be harmful to the child; however, other courts
have not imposed this restriction.

In 2002 the Advisory Bio-Ethical Committee criticized the practice of requiring
that a physician respect the decision of an adult Jehovah’s Witness to refuse a life-
saving blood transfusion.

The Government permits religious instruction in public schools; however, students
are not required to attend religion classes. Public school religion teachers are nomi-
nated by a committee from their religious group and appointed by the Minister of
Education. All public schools offer a teacher for each of the six recognized religions.
A seventh choice, a nonconfessional course, is available if the child does not wish
a religious course. Private Catholic schools receive government subsidies for working
expenses and teacher salaries. A few Catholic schools teach the Islamic faith, and
the issue of whether Catholic schools should be obligated to offer religious teaching
for other faiths was being discussed in the community and regional parliaments.

There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom; however, several religious groups complain of discrimination, particu-
larly groups that have not been accorded offic