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STATUS OF INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS
FREEDOM: AN ANALYSIS OF THE STATE
DEPARTMENT’S 2003 ANNUAL REPORT

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 10, 2004

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON INTERNATIONAL TERRORISM,
NONPROLIFERATION AND HUMAN RIGHTS,
COMMITTEE ON INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS,
Washington, DC.

The Subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 5:35 p.m., in Room
2172, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. Elton Gallegly (Chair-
man of the Subcommittee) presiding.

Mr. GALLEGLY. The House International Relations Committee,
Subcommittee on International Terrorism, Nonproliferation and
Human Rights, is holding an oversight hearing on the status of re-
ligious liberty around the world.

Religious freedom is a fundamental human right, yet in many
countries we are seeing systemic repression and persecution of reli-
gious expression, either directly by governments, or with their ac-
quiescence. The United States cannot afford to retreat one inch in
our support of minorities or the rights of practice of one’s religion,
openly and without fear of reprisal.

One of the most important tools that our government has to pro-
mote religious liberty and international religious freedom is the
International Religious Freedom Act which was enacted into law 5
years ago. Among its provisions, it calls for the promotion and pro-
tection of religious freedoms worldwide, establish the Office of
International Religious Freedom and the Commission on Inter-
national Religious Freedom, and calls for the President to take ac-
tion addressing severe violations of religious freedom.

This hearing will explore the findings of the State Department’s
2003 International Religious Freedom Report. First, I would like to
commend Ambassador Hanford for the continued improvements he
has made in the quality of this report. I found this report to be fo-
cused and an extremely useful guide for Members of Congress to
assess both improvements and backsliding by countries on religious
freedom. Most importantly, the report pulls no punches. It treats
all nations objectively, and does not hold back in its criticism, even
when reviewing the policies of our friends.

The report details the status of religious freedom in over 190
countries. Its findings assist in determining the designation of
Countries of Particular Concern and potential presidential actions.
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Last year, Burma, China, Iran, Iraq, North Korea, and Sudan were
designated as CPC countries.

In the past year, we have witnessed some advances in the status
of religious freedom. However, too many people across the globe are
not able to practice their faith freely. In particular, there is con-
cern, regarding Afghanistan, the eventual constitution in Iraq, the
deteriorating situation in Vietnam, and continued severe represen-
tation in China, North Korea, and Burma. I look forward to the
comments of our witnesses on these and other countries.

Although the International Religious Freedom Report is an excel-
lent work product, I must also mention that the report was re-
leased almost 4 months late. I understand the tremendous de-
mands placed on the State Department’s Office of Religious Free-
dom. However, this report is important to Congress, to many non-
governmental organizations, and to those who have suffered from
religious persecution and prejudice. It is important that it be issued
in a timely manner.

It is my understanding that Congressman Sherman, our Ranking
Member, will be here momentarily, and after Mr. Sherman arrives
he will be making an opening statement. The opening statements
of other Members will be submitted for the record in their entirety.

I would also like to mention the dedication on this issue which
has been shown by two Subcommittee Members, my good friend
from New Jersey, Chris Smith, and my good friend, Representative
Joe Pitts.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Gallegly follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE ELTON GALLEGLY, A REPRESENTATIVE IN
CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA, AND CHAIRMAN, SUBCOMMITTEE ON
INTERNATIONAL TERRORISM, NONPROLIFERATION AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Today, the Subcommittee on International Terrorism, Nonproliferation and
Human Rights is holding an oversight hearing on the state of religious liberty
around the world.

Religious freedom is a fundamental human right. Yet, in many countries we are
seeing systematic repression and persecution of religious expression either directly
by governments or with their acquiescence. The United States cannot afford to re-
treat an inch in our support of minority faiths or the right to practice one’s religion
openly and without fear of reprisal.

One of the most important tools that our government has to promote religious lib-
erty is the International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA), which was enacted into law
five years ago. Among its provisions, IRFA calls for the promotion and protection
of religious freedom worldwide, established the Office of International Religious
Freedom and the Commission on International Religious Freedom, and calls for the
President to take action addressing severe violators of religious freedom.

This hearing will explore the findings of the State Department’s 2003 Inter-
national Religious Freedom Report.

First, I would like to commend Ambassador Hanford for the continued improve-
ments he has made in the quality of the Report. I found this Report to be focused
and an extremely useful guide for members of Congress to assess both improve-
ments and backsliding by countries on religious freedom. Most importantly, the Re-
port pulls no punches. It treats all nations objectively and does not hold back in its
criticism, even when reviewing the policies of our friends.

The Report details the status of religious freedom in over190 countries. Its find-
ings assist in determining the designation of Countries of Particular Concern (CPC)
and potential Presidential actions. Last year Burma, China, Iran, Iraq, North
Korea, and Sudan were designated as CPC countries.

In the past year, we have witnessed some advances in the status of religious free-
dom. However, too many people across the globe are not able to practice their faith
freely. In particular, there is concern regarding Afghanistan, the eventual constitu-
tion in Iraq, the deteriorating situation in Vietnam, and continued severe repression
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in China, North Korea and Burma. I look forward to the comments of our witnesses
on these and other countries.

Although the International Religious Freedom Report is an excellent work prod-
uct, I must also mention that the Report was released almost four months late. I
understand the tremendous demands placed upon the State Department’s Office of
Religious Freedom. However, this Report is important to Congress, many non-gov-
ernmental organizations and to those who have suffered from religious persecution
and prejudice. It is important that it be issued in a timely manner.

It is my understanding that Congressman Sherman, the ranking member on the
subcommittee, will be here momentarily. After Mr. Sherman arrives, he will be
making an opening statement. The opening statement of other members will be sub-
mitted in their entirety for the record.

I would also like to mention the dedication on this issue which has been shown
by two subcommittee members—Representative Chris Smith and Representative
Joe Pitts.

We will now hear from Ambassador Hanford.

Mr. GALLEGLY. At this time, since Mr. Sherman has not yet ar-
rived, I will go to our first witness, Ambassador Hanford, and
thank you very much for being here today, Ambassador.

STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE JOHN V. HANFORD III, AM-
BASSADOR-AT-LARGE FOR INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS
FREEDOM, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE

Ambassador HANFORD. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and Members
of the Committee.

Let me begin by thanking you for holding this hearing on the
2003 Annual Report on International Religious Freedom. 1 am
proud to represent the Department of State and President Bush in
this regard, and I am grateful to Congress for the indispensable
role that many Members continue to play on this issue as partners
and supporters and as very strong advocates in your own right.

At the outset I would like to use this occasion to pay tribute to
two groups of people. The first group is those dedicated and tireless
officers at the State Department who devoted so much effort to pro-
ducing this report. From human rights officers at our Embassies
and consulates, to my own staff in the International Religious Free-
dom Office, countless hours of toil, sweat, and perhaps even an oc-
casional tear went into bringing the report before us today.

The second group whom we all work to pay tribute to is the
countless religious believers around the world who continue to be-
lieve, pray, gather, worship, and live their faith in the face of seri-
ous restrictions or even severe persecution.

What for us may be somewhat of an abstraction in a report is
for them a harsh, vivid, inescapable reality. From the house church
Protestant, underground Catholic, Tibetan Buddhist, or Uighur
Muslim in China, to the independent Buddhist, underground
Protestant, or dissident Catholic in Vietnam, to the Bahai’ in Iran,
to an array of believers in Turkmenistan, to the Shi’ite, or any non-
Muslim in Saudi Arabia, to the evangelical Protestant or Jehovah’s
Witness in Eritrea, many religious believers must choose between
their personal welfare or follow the call of their faith.

This report seeks to reveal their plight to the world. This report
is also for all of those worldwide who yearn for liberty, who know
that religious liberty is inseparable from human dignity, who un-
derstand it includes many other freedoms, such as freedom of
speech, assembly, conscience and association, and who appreciate
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that religious freedom is indispensable for building a just and good
society.

This is why religious freedom remains such a high priority for
President Bush, for Secretary Powell, and why advancing freedom
worldwide continues to inspire this Administration’s foreign policy.

As mentioned, the International Religious Freedom Act created
both the office which I lead and the requirement to report annually
on religious freedom worldwide. The primary purpose of my office
is to engage in vigorous diplomacy worldwide on behalf of those
who are being imprisoned, tortured, beaten, or otherwise prevented
from practicing their faith. But another important part of my office
is overseeing the production of this annual report.

We regularly hear from religious believers around the world how
much this report means to them, how it encourages them to know
that they are not forgotten, and how they regard this report as a
gold standard on the issue.

I would like to highlight briefly a few countries, and I have sub-
mitted my full statement and I am just going to summarize a few
countries that I think have seen some measurable improvements
and then turn to some that have not.

As noted in the executive summary, both Kazakhstan and Laos
undertook efforts to demonstrate a greater respect for religious lib-
erty this past year. In Kazakhstan, no further attempts have been
made to pass restrictive legislation, and instances of harassment of
religious organizations by local officials have decreased.

Just before I visited Laos in October, the last major group of
long-term religious prisoners were released. In most provinces, inci-
dents of arrest of religious leaders declined. There were few reports
of church closings, and several undertook efforts to demonstrate a
greater respect for religious liberty. In addition, several long-closed
churches, especially in Vientiane Province, were allowed to reopen.

Unjust restrictions still exist and violations continue to occur,
such as two recent incidents in Savannakhet and Attapeu Prov-
inces, and fortunately with the help of our good Ambassador and
staff in Vientiane, these prisoners have been released.

Additionally, we have also seen measurable improvements in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq. In the wake of each country’s liberation from,
respectively, the oppressions of the Taliban regime and the Saddam
Hussein regime, what has been experienced by the peoples of new
lands has been religious freedom. This progress may not always be
noted by international commentary, but it is no doubt appreciated
by many Afghan and Iraqi religious believers.

Unfortunately, in too many countries, religious freedom remains
fragile, threatened, or hardly existent. In this regard, I would men-
tion several nations which continue to draw our attention and con-
cern. In Turkmenistan, the government continues to restrict almost
all forms of religious expression, and we have been very dis-
appointed at the government’s issuance of a new law that re-
phrases religious activity even further.

I recently returned from my second visit to Vietnam. In addition
to having many long and vigorous meetings with government offi-
cials, I also traveled to some areas where the report of persecution
has been particularly severe. This has included attempts to force
many ethnic minority Protestants to renounce their faith and hun-
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dreds of churches and religious gatherings have been forced to close
or they had been pressured to stop meeting in those same areas.

I also recently returned from Saudi Arabia and can report that
freedom of religion still does not exist by any internationally recog-
nized standard.

We are continuing to press the Saudis on the need for greater
tolerance for those who do not follow the state-sanctioned interpre-
tation of Islam, and we particularly seek to highlight the connec-
tions between religious intolerance and religious-based terrorism.

In conclusion, let me thank you, Members of the Committee, for
helping to ensure that this issue which is so near and dear to the
hearts of the American people, is also raised to its rightful place
in the workings of the American government.

I look forward to continuing to work closely with you in the days
ihead and I am happy, of course, to answer any questions you may

ave.

[The prepared statement of Ambassador Hanford follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE JOHN V. HANFORD III, AMBASSADOR-AT-
LARGE FOR INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE

Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee: let me begin by thanking you for
holding this hearing on the 2003 Annual Report on International Religious Freedom.
I consider it a tremendous honor to be here today. This hearing represents another
important stage in our government’s advocacy on behalf of that most fundamental
of rights, religious freedom. I am proud to represent the Department of State and
President Bush in this regard. And I am grateful to Congress for the indispensable
role that many Members continue to play on this issue, as our partners and sup-
porters and as advocates in your own right.

At the outset, I would like to use this occasion to pay tribute to two groups of
people. The first group is those dedicated and indefatigable officers in the State De-
partment who devoted so much effort to producing this report. From human rights
officers at our embassies and consulates, to the editors in the Country Reports of-
fice, to my own staff in the International Religious Freedom office, countless hours
of toil, sweat, and even occasional tears went in to bringing together the report be-
fore us today.

The second group, whom we all work to pay tribute to, is the countless religious
believers around the world who continue to believe, pray, gather, worship, and live
their faith in the face of serious restrictions or even severe persecution. What for
us may be somewhat of an abstraction in a report is for them a harsh, vivid, and
inescapable reality. Many of us here have met with people who have experienced
some of the persecution such as reported in this volume. And we know that it is
almost impossible to articulate in words the toll that such suffering can exact on
human lives.

From the house church Protestant, underground Catholic, Tibetan Buddhist, or
Uighur Muslim in China, to the independent Buddhist, underground Protestant, or
dissident Catholic in Vietnam, to the Bahai’ in Iran, to an array of believers in
Turkmenistan, to the Shi’ite or any non-Muslim in Saudi Arabia, to the evangelical
Protestant or Jehovah’s Witness in Eritrea, many—indeed, too many—religious be-
lievers must choose between their personal welfare or following the call of their
faith. That they, or any believer, would be forced to confront such a choice, is wrong.
This report seeks to reveal their plight to the world.

This report is also for all of those worldwide who yearn for liberty, who know that
religious liberty is inseparable from human dignity, who understand that it includes
many other freedoms, such as freedoms of speech, assembly, conscience, and associa-
tion, and who appreciate that religious freedom is indispensable for building a just
and good society. This is why religious freedom remains such a high priority for
President Bush, and why advancing freedom worldwide continues to inspire this Ad-
ministration’s foreign policy. In our President’s words, “Liberty is both the plan of
Heaven for humanity, and the best hope for progress here on Earth.” To that end,
we modestly hope that this report and the work of our office will play a meaningful
role in the progress of liberty.

As I have noted before, while the Office of International Religious Freedom is a
relatively new office, concern for this issue is not new to the American government.
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For example, last year marked the 100th anniversary of a watershed moment for
such endeavors. It was in 1903 that President Theodore Roosevelt led an interfaith
coalition of American Jews and Christians in sending a strong protest to Tsarist
Russia condemning the Kishinev Pogrom against Russian Jews.

His advisors counseled Roosevelt to keep the U.S. out of such matters. But when
he learned that members of the Russian Government had incited the murders of
dozens of Jews, attacks on hundreds more, and the destruction of the homes of thou-
sands, the President was unwilling that America stand by in silence. In fact, in ad-
dition to sending the Tsar a strong message of U.S. protest, Roosevelt pulled out
his wallet and contributed his own money to the relief effort.

For a government to speak out in this way was almost unprecedented in that day,
yet it heralded what, over time, has come to be a core American commitment to ad-
dressing this age-old problem of religious persecution.

A second President named Roosevelt, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, further en-
shrined this commitment as a national priority and international ideal. In January,
1941, as much of the world lay in chains or in peril and the war in Europe and
Asia ominously approached our nation’s door, he responded not just with economic
and security assistance but also with the promise of the “Four Freedoms.” One of
these “essential human freedoms,” he proclaimed, is the “freedom of every person
to worship God in his own way—everywhere in the world.”

In many ways, we find ourselves facing a similar challenge today. As we continue
to wage a global war against terror, we remain as resolved as ever to respond to
this challenge not only with our military and economic might, as formidable and
necessary as that is, but also with the promise of freedom. And religious freedom
is for us in America and for many around the world the “first freedom.”

The International Religious Freedom Report

The International Religious Freedom Act created both the office which I lead, and
the requirement to report annually on religious freedom worldwide. The primary
purpose of my office is to engage in sophisticated, vigorous diplomacy worldwide on
behalf of those who are being imprisoned, tortured, beaten, or otherwise prevented
from practicing their faith. My staff and I do this on many fronts around the world,
and we count it a privilege to carry out this work in cooperation with many of you.

As you are aware, a tool established by IRFA is the required designation of “coun-
tries of particular concern.” These countries are those which meet the threshold of
engaging in or tolerating “systematic, ongoing, egregious violations of religious free-
dom.” This designation process was established to ensure that the worst abusers of
religious freedom would receive the scrutiny and action warranted by their abuses.
Sadly, as in years past, there continue to be a number of contenders for this title.

It has been the practice for the last few years for these considerations to take
place following the Report’s publication. While I can assure you the review process
is already well underway, I also want to mention that the designations are not nec-
essarily to be restricted to an annual event. When and if a designation is warranted,
IRFA grants authority to make it at any time. Please be assured that I will make
such a recommendation at any time it becomes necessary, to the Secretary and to
the President. Additionally, we often seek to use the possibility of CPC designation
as a tool for negotiating with different countries to secure measurable improvements
in religious freedom and avoid designation. Some negotiations of this manner are
ongoing as well.

Another important part of my office is overseeing the production of this annual
report. We regularly hear from religious believers around the world how much this
report means to them, how it encourages them to know that they are not forgotten,
and how they regard this report as a gold standard on this issue.

We take this responsibility seriously, and my office actively monitors develop-
ments on the issue. This work includes seeking out government officials, religious
leaders, human rights groups and NGOs, and believers from many religious tradi-
tions, both here and abroad. We draw on a massive volume of press and NGO re-
porting, as well as on the good work of the US Commission on International Reli-
gious Freedom. We rely significantly on the fact-gathering and investigation of
abuses by our U.S. Embassies and Consulates around the world. And we do no
small amount of firsthand investigating ourselves. My staff has traveled and will
continue to travel to a number of the countries in which religious liberty is at risk.

The IRF report is prepared initially by the men and women of our Embassies and
Consulates around the world. Their drafts are then compiled and edited, in close
consultation with my staff and the country desks, by the Office of Country Reports
and Asylum Affairs in the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor. All of
these individuals deserve great commendation for their work, which collectively
shines the light of exposure into the dark recesses of religious persecution abroad.
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This year’s report covers over 190 countries during the period from July 1, 2002
through June 30, 2003. The Introduction articulates the signal importance of reli-
gious freedom not only to Americans but also for the world. The Executive Summary
highlights categories, causes and trends in religious freedom issues and summarizes
U.S. efforts to address abuses. In accordance with the IRF Act, it also identifies
countries in which there have been significant or measurable improvements in reli-
gious freedom.

I would like to highlight briefly a few countries in which we have seen some meas-
urable improvements this year. As noted in the Executive Summary, both
Kazakhstan and Laos undertook efforts to demonstrate a greater respect for reli-
gious liberty. In Kazakhstan, President Nazarbayev began an initiative to promote
dialogue among religions; an international conference drawing regional dignitaries
and religious figures was held in February. Following the Constitutional Council’s
April 2002 determination that restrictive amendments to the National Religion Law
were unconstitutional, no further attempts have been made to amend the legisla-
tion. Instances of harassment of religious organizations by local officials, including
legal actions against the Jehovah’s Witnesses and Baptists, decreased.

In Laos, although the Lao Government continued to inhibit religious practice
overall, the Lao Government made some significant improvements. Just before I vis-
ited Laos in October, I was encouraged to learn that the last major group of long-
term religious prisoners had been released. In most provinces incidents of arrests
of religious leaders declined, there were no reports of new church closings, and other
acts of abuse of Christian minorities, such as village expulsions, were limited to a
small number of areas. In addition, several long-closed churches, especially in Vien-
tiane Province, were allowed to reopen. In general, the Government appeared sin-
cere in its efforts to promote conciliation between religious faiths and displayed
greater tolerance for the Lao Evangelical Church. Government officials made fre-
quent trips to provinces experiencing problems of religious intolerance towards
Christians in order to instruct local officials on respecting the activities of Christian
congregations under Lao law. Violations continue to occur, such as two incidents of
arrests of Protestants in December in Savannakhet and Attapeu Provinces. And yet
even these incidents illustrate the state of both problems and improvements in Laos.
On learning of the arrests, Ambassador Doug Hartwick and his staff at Embassy
Vientiane immediately intervened with the Lao Government and saw to it that the
Christians were released. Such responsiveness on the part of the Lao Government,
and willingness to resolve such incidents, mark a new and welcome spirit of co-
operation that we had not seen in the past.

Additionally, we have also seen measurable improvements in Afghanistan and
Iraq. In the wake of each country’s liberation from, respectively, the oppressions of
the Taliban regime and the Saddam Hussein regime, one benefit which has been
certainly experienced by the peoples of each land has been significant new degrees
of religious freedom. This progress may not always be noted by international com-
mentary, but it is no doubt appreciated by many Afghan and Iraqi religious believ-
ers.

In Afghanistan, we have seen the recent adoption by the Constitutional Loya
Jirga of a new Constitution by and for the people of Afghanistan. The Constitution
establishes that Afghanistan is an Islamic country, but guarantees that “followers
of other religions are free to exercise their faith and perform their religious rites
in accordance with the law.” It also affirms “the state shall abide by the UN charter,
international treaties, international conventions that Afghanistan has signed, and
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” This is no small commitment. Article
18 of the Universal Declaration and of the International Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights, to which Afghanistan is a signatory, both contain robust and precise
guarantees of religious freedom. With this Constitution, the people of Afghanistan
enjoy more legal protection for their religious freedom than at any other point in
their modern history.

However, many questions and challenges remain. Other provisions in the Con-
stitution have the potential to be interpreted or abused in ways that could restrict
religious freedom. And some voices of intolerance continue to resist the prospect of
respecting other interpretations of Islam or other faiths. So while Afghanistan’s reli-
gious freedom improvements are substantial, they are also fragile. We will continue
to work closely with the new government in supporting its efforts to restore stability
and protect freedom.

In Iraq, the Saddam Hussein regime was annually designated by the Secretary
of State as one of the world’s worst violators of religious freedom, and has been on
the list of Countries of Particular Concern since the first designations were made
in 1999. Iraqis suffered persecution under the Ba’athist regime regardless of their
religion, but Saddam Hussein was particularly repressive of Shi’a Muslims and con-
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ducted a brutal campaign of killings, summary execution, arbitrary arrest, and pro-
tracted detention against the Shi’a. Today, all the people of Iraq are enjoying reli-
gious freedom. In April, over a million Shi’a publicly commemorated the Ashura for
the first time in decades. We look forward to the creation of a new Iraqi government
that recognizes the fundamental human rights of all the people of Iraq, including
the freedom of thought, conscience, and religion.

Unfortunately, in too many countries, religious freedom remains fragile, threat-
ened, or hardly existent. In this regard, I would mention a few particular nations,
which continue to draw our attention and concern.

In Turkmenistan, the Government continues to restrict almost all forms of reli-
gious expression. Governmental entities at all levels, including the courts, inter-
preted the laws in such a way as to discriminate against those practicing any faith
other than Sunni Islam or Russian Orthodox Christianity, which are controlled by
the Government. The Government used the law to prevent all other religious groups
from registering, including some with the required 500 members, and severely lim-
ited the activities of unregistered religious congregations by prohibiting them from
gathering publicly, proselytizing, and disseminating religious materials, and by re-
stricting their freedom to meet and worship in private. Government harassment of
nearly all unregistered religious groups lessened beginning in June 2002 but re-
sumed in March 2003. Such harassment included detention, arrest, confiscation of
religious literature and materials, pressure to abandon religious beliefs, and threats
of eviction and loss of jobs. The Government restricted the number of Muslim
mosques, controlled and restricted access to Islamic education, and limited the num-
ber of people allowed to participate in the annual Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca. The
enforced use of President Niyazov’s spiritual guide, “Rukhnama,” in educational in-
stitutions, mosques, and Russian Orthodox churches constituted a restriction of free-
dom of thought, conscience and belief, as did the replacement of imams who did not
cooperate with the elevation of Rukhnama to a place beside the Koran.

More recently, we have been very disappointed at the Government’s issuance of
a new law that represses religious activity even further. The Government has been
cautioned repeatedly that such restrictive laws and practices put it at great risk of
being designated as a “Country of Particular Concern” (CPC).

In Uzbekistan, the Government permitted the existence of mainstream religions
but invoked the Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations to re-
strict the religious freedom of other groups. The Government continued its harsh
campaign against unauthorized Islamic groups it suspected of extremist sentiments
or activities, arresting numerous alleged members of these groups and sentencing
them to lengthy jail terms after unfair trials. The rate of detention and arrests of
suspected extremists declined slightly but remains high, although 923 prisoners
were released in the second large-scale amnesty in 2002, and another 700 were re-
leased in 2003. This repressive campaign led authorities to be highly suspicious of
those who were among the most observant, including frequent mosque attendees,
bearded men, and veiled women, creating a climate of intimidation and fear for
some devout believers. Authorities harassed Christian groups with ethnic-Uzbek
members. The Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations is not in
keeping with international norms. The registration requirements for religious orga-
nizations are strict and burdensome, and a number of minority religious groups had
difficulty satisfying them, thus forcing many groups to operate illegally and some
clandestinely. Prohibited activities included organizing an illegal religious group,
persuading others to join such a group, drawing minors into a religious organization
without the permission of their parents, and even participating in a religious service
conducted by an unregistered religious organization. The Government continued to
prohibit proselytizing, ban almost all religious subjects in public schools, prohibit
the private teaching of religious principles, and require religious groups to obtain
a license to publish or distribute materials. There were stiff penalties for these ac-
tivities.

I recently returned from my second visit to Vietnam. In addition to having many
long and vigorous meetings with government officials, I also traveled to some areas
where the reported persecution had been particularly severe. In Vietnam, the Gov-
ernment continued to place significant restrictions on publicly organized activities
of religious groups not recognized by the Government, and on actions by recognized
groups that it considered to be at variance with state interests. Religious groups
faced difficulties in training and ordaining clergy and encountered some restrictions
in conducting educational and charitable activities. Officials reportedly attempted to
force many Hmong and other ethnic minority Protestants in several northwestern
provinces as well as many Montagnards in several Central Highland provinces to
renounce their faith. According to credible reports, the police harassed and some-
times detained and beat religious believers, particularly in mountainous areas large-
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ly populated by ethnic minorities. Hundreds of churches and religious gatherings
have been forced to close or pressured to stop meeting in these same areas. The
Government also reportedly destroyed or forced the demolition of a number of build-
ings used for worship in the Central Highlands. Government officials continued to
restrict or supervise closely access to the Central and Northwest Highlands by dip-
lomats, nongovernmental organizations, journalists, and other foreigners, making it
difficult to verify conditions in those areas.

I also recently returned from Saudi Arabia, and can report that freedom of reli-
gion still does not exist by any internationally recognized standard. The Govern-
ment continued to enforce a strictly conservative version of Sunni Islam and sup-
press the public practice of other interpretations of Islam and non-Muslim religions.
Muslims not adhering to the officially sanctioned version faced harassment at the
hands of the Mutawwa’in (religious police). Members of the Shi’a minority faced po-
litical and economic discrimination, including limited employment opportunities, lit-
tle representation in official institutions, and restrictions on the practice of their
faith and on the building of mosques and community centers. The Government con-
tinued to detain some Shi’a religious leaders and members of the Ismaili Shi’a com-
munity in Najran province. Non-Muslim worshippers risked arrest, imprisonment,
lashing, deportation, and sometimes physical abuse for engaging in religious activity
that attracted official attention. There were frequent instances in which mosque
preachers, whose salaries are paid by the Government, used violently anti-Jewish
and anti-Christian language in their sermons. The Government announced, how-
ever, that it had replaced more than 2,000 imams for extremist preaching. Hindus,
regarded as polytheists, faced greater discrimination than some other non-Muslims
with respect to compensation for accidental death and injury.

In Eritrea, respect for religious freedom has continued to deteriorate. The Govern-
ment harassed, arrested, and detained members of non-sanctioned Protestant reli-
gious groups locally referred to collectively as “Pentes,” reform movements from and
within the Coptic Church, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and adherents of the Baha’i Faith.
By some estimates there are over 250 independent Protestants imprisoned, along
with 11 Jehovah’s Witnesses. There were also numerous reports of forced
recantations and physical torture. Only the four government-sanctioned religious
groups—Orthodox Christians, Muslims, Catholics, and members of the Evangelical
Church of Eritrea—were allowed to meet freely. Following a May 2002 government
decree that all religious groups must register or cease all religious activities, all reli-
gious facilities not belonging to the four sanctioned religious groups were closed. The
Government failed to respond to applications of those groups that attempted to reg-
ister.

In China, the Government continued its efforts to restrict religious practice to gov-
ernment-sanctioned organizations and registered places of worship. Unregistered re-
ligious groups experienced varying degrees of official interference and harassment.
Members of some unregistered religious groups were subjected to restrictions, lead-
ing in some cases to intimidation, harassment, and detention. In some localities,
“underground” religious leaders reported increased pressure to register either with
the State Administration for Religious Activities or its provincial and local offices.
They also reported facing pressure to be affiliated with and supervised by official
party organizations linked to the legally recognized churches, in order to prevent
their facilities from being closed. Police closed underground mosques, temples and
seminaries, as well as some Catholic churches and Protestant “house churches,”
many with significant memberships, properties, financial resources and networks.
Many religious leaders and adherents were detained, arrested, or sentenced to pris-
on terms. Local authorities also used an administrative process to punish members
of unregistered religious groups, whereby citizens may be sentenced by a non-judi-
cial panel of police and local authorities to up to 3 years in reeducation-through-
labor camps. The Government continued its repression of groups that it determined
to be “cults” in general and of the Falun Gong in particular. In areas where ethnic
unrest has occurred, especially among the Uighurs in Xinjiang, officials continued
to restrict the building of mosques and prohibited the teaching of Islam to children.
In addition, teachers, professors and university students were not allowed to prac-
tice religion openly in Xinjiang. In Tibet, although the authorities permit many tra-
ditional religious practices and public manifestations of belief, activities perceived
by the Government to be vehicles for political dissent, such as religious activities
believed to be advocating Tibetan independence or any form of separatism, were
promptly and forcibly suppressed. Restrictions on religious practice and places of
worship continued and the level of repression in Tibet remained high.

Finally, I should mention France and some potential initiatives which cause us
concern. We have been following closely what appears to be growing support for leg-
islation restricting the display of religious clothing and symbols in public schools.
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Just today, the lower house of Parliament overwhelmingly passed a version of this
law. While we appreciate France’s political and cultural traditions, as well as the
challenges it faces in assessing the needs of a changing population, we will continue
to reaffirm the principle that religious liberty includes the right to peacefully mani-
fest one’s religious convictions through attire and symbols.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it is my privilege to be here with you today. As a man whose faith
is central to his own identity, I have long held religious freedom at the core of both
my personal life and my professional life. When I meet with foreign officials, I ex-
plain why Americans care so passionately about this issue. It’s because we have
brothers and sisters of faith in nations across the world, and we feel a special obli-
gation to seek to relieve their suffering. If we succeed, we will not only have ex-
panded a fundamental human right, but we will thereby have helped to establish
a cornerstone of democracy, promoted other fundamental human rights, and as-
sisted in the war against religion-based terrorism.

Our national ideals have always transcended our national borders. It was for this
reason that Abraham Lincoln, whose birthday we celebrate this week, insisted that
the principles embodied in our Declaration of Independence ultimately promised
“liberty not alone to the people of this country, but hope to the world for all future
time.” And so it is with religious freedom. It is not the exclusive birthright of Ameri-
cans, but an inalienable right of all people. It must not only be jealously guarded
here at home, but also vigorously promoted around the world.

Thank you, Members of the Committee, for helping to ensure that this issue,
which is so near and dear to the hearts of the American people, is also raised to
its rightful place in the workings of the American government. I look forward to con-
tinuing to work closely with you in the days ahead. And now I would be happy to
take any questions.

Mr. GALLEGLY. Thank you very much, Mr. Ambassador, and
thank you for coming at an unusual time for a hearing, but because
of the timely nature of wanting to get this on record, this seemed
to be the best way to achieve that.

Mr. Ambassador, the International Religious Freedom Act has
been in place now for the better part of 5 years. Can you evaluate
whether, and where, the legislation has achieved its intended effect
of helping those suffering from severe constraints on their religious
liberty; and, additionally, has the designation of Country of Par-
ticular Concern or the threat of such designation had a positive im-
pact on the religious freedom situation in those specific countries?

Ambassador HANFORD. Well, thank you Mr. Chairman.

I, as you know, worked on this issue full time for 14 years up
here on the Hill and so I have a bit of a standard of comparison.
And I would say that while we still have a long way to go, there
has been a lot of improvement in the emphasis that has come
about as a result of the International Religious Freedom Act, and
this was the purpose of the legislation.

There was the feeling that while this issue was a part of our
human rights agenda, it had not received as much attention as
some of the other human rights, and so a permanent apparatus
was put into place.

Now, with any new office or initiative, things take time, but I
would say the trajectory has been good, in terms of how things
have been built up on this. And let me just give several examples.

We are here today to talk about the report and I must say, as
someone involved in putting together the legislation, I was pleas-
antly surprised at how comprehensive the report was, the 1st year
or 2. I frankly did not expect it to be quite this extensive and was
impressed that the State Department took the assignment this se-
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riously. And this happened for 2 or 3 years before the responsibility
of the report landed in my lap.

I am now fulfilling what many American citizens wish that all
of us who work up here on the Hill would have to do, and that is
fulfill something you had a role in putting together: Legislation. It
is a big job, putting this report together, but the State Department
takes it very seriously, and you can look at the length and the de-
tail, and there are still things that need to be improved in the re-
port.

We need to do a better accounting in the report of what we are
doing country by country, and my office works hard to get detailed
examples in the report, and so we will continue to improve.

My office started out in a very modest way, with an Ambassador
and one staffer. We are now up to 10 people, and that is certainly
an improvement. We have the whole world to take on, but I have
got a great staff.

The commission has continued to make its mark and to build and
to create its staff, and they are certainly having a significant im-
pact around the world. And it is my pleasure to work with them,
for example, in Afghanistan, that you mentioned earlier.

Another requirement of the International Religious Freedom Act
is that Foreign Service Officers be trained in understanding reli-
gious freedom problems, and this is something which is going on
now. It needs to happen more, but it is happening at a significant
level, where my office is involved in the training of new officers;
and then, as you mention, there is the whole process of designating
CPCs. This is a difficult, complex process. It is a rare provision in
legislation to have a designation like this. Similar language is in
the Foreign Assistance Act, and yet they are not designations
under that act, and so the IRF Act is unique in that it requires our
country to point fingers and to call something for what it is.

Six countries have been designated. Arguably there are others
who need to be in that list, and we are working hard to see that
the countries that belong on that list are on that list.

I might just share my own heart in this, my own intentions when
we were working on the bill, would be that the incentive of the des-
ignation process be well used with violator countries, where we go
in, we negotiate, we make it clear to them what this designation
involves, and the sanctions that often are going to accompany that
designation. And I believe in the sort of vigorous process—and my
office has been engaged in this in my first year-and-a-half on the
job, and in fact we are engaged in it right now as we approach,
soon, the time for coming up with this year’s list of CPC’s.

Mr. GALLEGLY. Mr. Ambassador, in December I had the oppor-
tunity to travel to Thailand and up to the Burmese border, and
during that trip I had an opportunity to spend a fairly significant
amount of time in the refugee camps and meet with and hear from
those folks directly.

What do you think the outlook for religious freedom in Burma is
under the current military regime?

Ambassador HANFORD. There is some heart-wrenching stories
that come out of Burma. We hear sometimes of children abducted
from families or induced to leave families. Often these will be
Christian families, and then forcibly placed in monasteries, forcibly
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converted to Buddhism; and some of the children have escaped and
so we have learned about it this way. But we have a repressive
military regime. It links itself with Buddhism, a religion which it
attempts to control, and of course minority religions, particularly
the ethnic Chin and Naga and others have suffered terribly.
Churches have been destroyed, clergy have been arrested.

Now, Burma is one of the six countries currently designated as
CPC, and I think I can safely predict that they will not be coming
off of that list this year. We have traveled there, we have pressed
the case. It is a difficult government to deal with, but we are going
to continue doing that; but right now, I am afraid I cannot give
heartening encouragement that things will be improving in the
short run.

Mr. GALLEGLY. Thank you, Mr. Ambassador.

I see Mr. Sherman has joined us. Do you have some questions
for Ambassador Hanford?

Mr. SHERMAN. Mr. Chairman, first I would like to ask unani-
mous consent to have Ranking Member Lantos’ statement made
part of the record of these hearings.

Mr. GALLEGLY. Without objection, that will be the order in its en-
tirety.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Lantos follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE TOM LANTOS, A REPRESENTATIVE IN
CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA

Mr. Chairman, thank you for holding this important hearing.

As one of the original cosponsors of the International Religious Freedom Act of
1998, I'm delighted to have the opportunity to review the 5th annual State Depart-
ment Report on Religious Freedom mandated by our Committee’s legislation.

I want to start by commending the Department’s excellent Report, and its author,
our distinguished Ambassador for Religious Freedom, John Hanford.

This year’s Report, like the four before it, is hard hitting and factual. Like the
Country Reports