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CPVPV

Commission for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice

ECtHR

European Court of Human Rights

EPC

Entity of Particular Concern

FTO

Foreign Terrorist Organization

FY
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ICC

International Criminal Court
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Internally Displaced Persons

IEEPA

International Emergency Economic Powers Act

IMN

Islamic Movement of Nigeria

IRFA

International Religious Freedom Act

IRPT

Islamic Renaissance Party of Tajikistan

ISIS

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria

ITRSHRA

Iran Threat Reduction and Syria Human Rights Act

JCPOA

Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action

KRG

Kurdistan Regional Government

MINUSCA

United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the
Central African Republic

NATO

North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NGOs
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OCHA
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Specially Designated Global Terrorists
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Universal Periodic Review

USAID

U.S. Agency for International Development
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INTRODUCTION

T

he state of affairs for international religious freeYou cannot have religious freedom without:
. . . the freedom of worship;
dom is worsening in both the depth and breadth
. . . the freedom of association;
of violations. The blatant assaults have become so
. . . the freedom of expression and opinion;
frightening—attempted genocide, the slaughter of inno. . . the freedom of assembly;
cents, and wholesale destruction of places of worship—that
. . . protection from arbitrary arrest and detention;
less egregious abuses go unnoticed or at least unappreci. . . protection from interference in home and
ated. Many observers have become numb to violations of
family; and
the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion.
. . . You cannot have religious freedom without
Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human
equal protection under the law.
Rights defines this right to include freedom to change
And on it goes.
one’s religion or belief, and freedom—either alone or
Many violations of religious freedom do not
in community with others and in public or private—to
appear to be aimed at religion. Violations can seem
manifest one’s religion or belief in teaching, practice,
mundane, such as requirements for building permits
worship, and observance.
(to establish/repair places of worship) or less munA year ago, then Secretary of State John Kerry
dane, such as restrictions on association (constraindeclared that the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
ing the right to worship). Nonetheless, they are violawas committing genocide. This declaration marked
tions of international religious freedoms and they are
the first time since Darfur in 2004 when a U.S. adminincreasing in numbers
istration proclaimed an
and frequency.
ongoing campaign as
USCIRF also finds
genocide. ISIS seeks to
. . . USCIRF has recommended
that many restrictions
bring its barbaric worlfor the first time that
on religious freedoms
dview to reality through
Russia be designated as a
are done under the guise
violence and genocide
“country of particular concern,” . . . for
of protecting national
cloaked in a distortion of
particularly severe violations
security. However, this
Islam. While the world
of religious freedom.
“securitization” of religion
has come to know ISIS
is a double-edged sword.
and expects no better,
The challenge of supthere are members of
porting religious freedom and enhancing security can
the United Nations Security Council whose assaults on
be seen in both Bahrain and Egypt. During the year,
religious freedom are less violent, but no less insidious.
the Bahraini government has increasingly cracked
On April 20, the Russian Supreme Court issued a ruling
down on the religious freedom of its majority-Shi’a
banning the existence of the Jehovah’s Witnesses in that
Muslim population, yet the U.S. Administration is liftcountry. Their right to religious freedom is being elimiing human rights conditions on the sale of weapons to
nated thoroughly—and yet “legally” under Russian law.
Bahrain. Egypt, on the other hand, is working toward
Russia’s continued use of its “anti-extremism” law as a
positive progress on certain aspects of religious freetool to curtail religious freedoms is one of the reasons
dom, yet the overall state of human rights remains disUSCIRF has recommended for the first time that Russia
mal. Outreach by the government to religious minority
be designated as a “country of particular concern,” or
groups, such as the Copts, is needed and positive, but
CPC, under the International Religious Freedom Act for
has drawn the attention of extremists, such as ISIS, that
particularly severe violations of religious freedom.
are committing violence against such groups. Efforts
The right to the freedom of religion or belief is an
by the government that erode the public’s ability to
encompassing right that can be taken away directly or
associate freely and express themselves inevitably
indirectly, and thus:
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curtail broader religious freedoms and send mixed, if
not contradictory, messages.
Blasphemy laws are yet another example of governments using laws as a tool for restricting religious freedom under the purported need to protect religions from
defamation. In more than 70 countries worldwide, from
Canada to Pakistan, governments employ these laws,
which lead to grave human rights violations, embolden
extremists, and are, in the long run, counterproductive
to national security.

Religious freedom, at its core,
is the right of individuals and
communities to manifest their religion or
belief, and is a basic human right.

State-sponsored or condoned oppression of the
freedom of religion or belief is only part of the challenge. Non-state actors represent a less official yet no
less virulent threat to such freedoms. The 2016 Frank R.
Wolf International Religious Freedom Act requires the
president to identify non-state entities engaged in severe
religious freedom abuses and deem them “entities of
particular concern,” or EPCs. This directive was both
appropriate and overdue. Entities that control territory
and have significant political control within countries
can be even more oppressive than governments in their
attacks on religious freedom. In this report, USCIRF
recommends that ISIS in Iraq and Syria, the Taliban in
Afghanistan, and al-Shabaab in Somalia all be designated EPCs.
USCIRF advocates for religious freedom through its
policy recommendations to the president, the secretary of state, and Congress. USCIRF also strengthens
religious freedom advocacy networks abroad through
education and outreach, including:
1. Collaborating with the International Panel of Parliamentarians for Freedom of Religion or Belief;
2. Highlighting the complexities and synergies
between the rights of women and girls and freedom
of religion or belief; and

2
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3. Advocating on behalf of religious prisoners of
conscience by raising awareness of the violations of
their freedom of religion or belief.
Religious freedom, at its core, is the right of individuals and communities to manifest their religion or
belief, and is a basic human right. Protecting that right
falls to each and every one of us, requiring people from
all countries, political views, and faiths to come together
to fight religious persecution and work to protect religious freedom for all.

2017 ANNUAL REPORT OVERVIEW

C

reated by the International Religious Freedom
CPC RECOMMENDATIONS
Act of 1998 (IRFA), the U.S. Commission on
In 2017, USCIRF recommends that the State Department
International Religious Freedom (USCIRF)
again designate the following 10 countries as CPCs:
is an independent, bipartisan U.S. government adviBurma, China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia,
sory body, separate from the State Department, that
Sudan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. USCIRF
monitors religious freedom abroad and makes policy
also finds that six other countries meet the CPC standard
recommendations to the president, secretary of state,
and should be so designated: Central African Republic,
and Congress. USCIRF bases these recommendations
Nigeria, Pakistan, Russia, Syria, and Vietnam.
on its statutory mandate and the standards in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other internaTIER 2
tional documents. The 2017 Annual Report represents
In 2017, USCIRF places the following 12 countries on Tier
the culmination of a year’s work by Commissioners
2: Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Cuba, Egypt, India,
and professional staff to document religious freedom
Indonesia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Laos, Malaysia, and Turkey.
violations and progress and to make independent policy
recommendations to the U.S. government.
EPC RECOMMENDATIONS
The 2017 Annual Report covers calendar year 2016
In 2017, USCIRF recommends that the State Department
through February 2017—although in some cases sigdesignate the following organizations as EPCs: the Islamic
nificant events that occurred after the reporting period
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), the Taliban in Afghanistan,
are mentioned—and is divided into four sections.
and al-Shabaab in Somalia.
The first section focuses on the U.S. government’s
implementation of IRFA, and provides recommendaThe third section of the Annual Report highlights
tions for specific actions to bolster current U.S. efforts
12 countries USCIRF categorizes as Tier 2, defined by
to advance freedom of religion or belief abroad.
USCIRF as nations in which the violations engaged in
The second section highlights 16 countries USCIRF
or tolerated by the government are serious and characconcludes meet IRFA’s standard for “countries of particuterized by at least one of the elements of the “systematic,
lar concern,” or CPCs. IRFA requires the U.S. government
ongoing, and egregious” CPC standard. Due to deterioto designate as a CPC any country whose government
rating religious freedom conditions, Bahrain is included
engages in or tolerates particularly severe religious freeon Tier 2 in 2017 for the first time.
dom violations that are systematic, ongoing, and egreThe last section briefly describes, based on
gious. During the reporting period, the State Department
USCIRF’s ongoing global monitoring, religious freemade two sets of CPC designations—in February and
dom issues in eight other
October 2016—naming
countries—Bangladesh,
10 countries, including
Belarus, Ethiopia, Kenya,
Tajikistan for the first time
The 2017 Annual Report represents the
Kyrgyzstan, Mexico,
in February 2016.
culmination of a year’s work . . . to make
Nepal, and Somalia—as
USCIRF’s 2017
independent policy recommendations to
well as in the Western
CPC recommendations
the U.S. government.
Europe region. This
include, for the first time,
section of the report
the recommendation that
typically includes counRussia be designated as a
tries previously recommended for CPC designation or
CPC. Based on improvements in religious freedom conon Tier 2 and in which USCIRF continues to monitor
ditions in Egypt and Iraq, USCIRF does not recommend
ongoing concerns; countries USCIRF visited during
those two countries for CPC designation in 2017, as it had
the reporting year but did not find to meet the CPC or
for Egypt since 2011 and for Iraq since 2008.

U S C I R F | A N N U A L R E P O R T 2 0 17

3

Tier 2 standards; and countries where USCIRF saw
emerging issues or troubling trends that merited comment but did not rise to the CPC or Tier 2 level. Nepal
and Mexico are new additions to this section this year.
The fact that other countries are not included in
this report does not represent a determination that no
religious freedom concerns exist in those countries.
USCIRF does not have the mandate or resources to
report on all foreign countries. Information on religious freedom conditions in all foreign countries may
be found in the State Department’s annual International Religious Freedom reports.
As USCIRF’s previous Annual Reports have recognized and documented, non-state actors are some
of the most egregious violators of religious freedom in
today’s world. Amendments to IRFA enacted in December 2016 in P.L. 114-281, the Frank R. Wolf International
Religious Freedom Act, require the U.S. government

to identify non-state actors engaging in particularly
severe violations of religious freedom and designate
any such entity as an “entity of particular concern,”
or EPC. The amendments define non-state actor as “a
non-sovereign entity that exercises significant political
power and territorial control; is outside the control of
a sovereign government; and often employs violence
in pursuit of its objectives.” In this Annual Report
for the first time, as required by IRFA as amended,
USCIRF recommends in 2017 three organizations for
designation as EPCs: the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
(ISIS), the Taliban in Afghanistan, and al-Shabaab in
Somalia. As it has in past years, USCIRF also continues
to report, in various country chapters, on particularly
severe violations of religious freedom perpetrated by
non-state actors that do not meet the December 2016
amendments’ limited definition because, for example,
they do not exercise territorial control.

USCIRF 2017
CPC RECOMMENDATIONS

USCIRF 2017
TIER 2 COUNTRIES

USCIRF 2017
EPC RECOMMENDATIONS

Burma*

Afghanistan

The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)

Central African Republic

Azerbaijan

The Taliban in Afghanistan

China*

Bahrain

Al-Shabaab in Somalia

Eritrea*

Cuba

Iran*

Egypt

Nigeria

India

North Korea*

Indonesia

Pakistan

Iraq

Russia

Kazakhstan

Saudi Arabia*

Laos

Sudan*

Malaysia

Syria

Turkey

Tajikistan*
Turkmenistan*
Uzbekistan*
Vietnam
*Designated as CPCs by the State Department on October 31, 2016
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COMMON POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

W

hile the U.S. government must pursue freedom of religion or belief as a foreign policy
objective contextualized for each country covered in this Annual Report, certain common
themes and policy options arise. The most common
policy recommendations for states categorized by
USCIRF as CPCs and for those listed as Tier 2 countries

appear below. These recommendations may not be
generalizable to all countries in each category due to
special circumstances, such as existing sanctions or
lack of bilateral relations. Nonetheless, they represent
the most pressing religious freedom concerns worldwide and the most promising avenues for addressing
them through U.S. foreign policy.

COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN
For those countries
categorized as countries
of particular concern,
USCIRF recommends the
U.S. government pursue
the following goals . . .

. . . through methods
including these policy
options.

•

Urge the country’s government to cooperate fully with international mechanisms on human
rights issues, including by inviting visits by the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on
freedom of religion or belief;

•

Press the country’s government to bring national laws and regulations, including registration
requirements for religious communities, into compliance with international human rights
standards;

•

Press the country’s government to conduct professional and thorough investigations of and
prosecute future incidents of sectarian violence, terrorism, and other violations of religious
freedom;

•

Press for at the highest levels and work to secure the unconditional release of prisoners of
conscience and religious freedom advocates, and press the country’s government to treat
prisoners humanely and allow them access to family, human rights monitors, adequate medical care, lawyers, and the ability to practice their faith;

•

Enter into a binding agreement with the foreign government, as authorized under section
405(c) of IRFA, setting forth mutually agreed commitments that would foster critical reforms
to improve religious freedom and establish a pathway that could lead to the country’s eventual removal from the CPC list;

•

Use targeted tools against specific officials, agencies, and military units identified as having
participated in or being responsible for human rights abuses, including particularly severe
violations of religious freedom, such as adding further names to the “specially designated
nationals” list maintained by the Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Assets Control, visa
denials under section 604(a) of IRFA and the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability
Act, and asset freezes under the Global Magnitsky Act;

•

Continue to raise consistently religious freedom concerns at high-level bilateral meetings with
the country’s leaders;

•

Coordinate with other diplomatic missions and foreign delegations, including the UN and
European Union, about human rights advocacy in meetings with the country’s officials and
during visits to the country;

•

Ensure that the U.S. Embassy and U.S. Consulates, including at the ambassadorial and consuls general levels, maintain active contacts with human rights activists.
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TIER 2 COUNTRIES
For those states
categorized as Tier 2,
USCIRF recommends the
U.S. government pursue
the following goals . . .

. . . through methods
including these policy
options.

6

•

Urge the country’s government to cooperate fully with international mechanisms on human
rights issues, including by inviting visits by the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion
or belief;

•

Press the country’s government to conduct professional and thorough investigations of
and prosecute future incidents of sectarian violence, terrorism, and other violations of
religious freedom;

•

Press the country’s government to bring national laws and regulations, including registration requirements for religious communities, into compliance with international human
rights standards;

•

Press for at the highest levels and work to secure the unconditional release of prisoners of
conscience and religious freedom advocates, and press the country’s government to treat
prisoners humanely and allow them access to family, human rights monitors, adequate medical care, lawyers, and the ability to practice their faith;

•

Continue to raise consistently religious freedom concerns at high-level bilateral meetings with
the country’s leaders;

•

Ensure that the U.S. Embassy and U.S. Consulates, including at the ambassadorial and consuls
general levels, maintain active contacts with human rights activists;

•

Help to train the country’s governmental, civil society, religious, and/or educational professionals to better address sectarian conflict, religion-related violence, and terrorism through
practices consistent with international human rights standards.
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IRFA IMPLEMENTATION
KEY FINDINGS
The International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 (IRFA)
is a landmark law, passed with overwhelming congressional approval and diverse civil society support, that
seeks to make religious freedom a higher priority in U.S.
foreign policy through a range of mechanisms and tools.
No administration, since the law’s enactment, has implemented IRFA to its full potential, for reasons including
a lack of high-level support, staffing gaps, inconsistent
application of the law’s provisions, and insufficient training

and funding. Over the past year, however, U.S. international religious freedom policy has been reenergized and
placed on a more positive trajectory, including through
heightened diplomacy, a reinvigorated “country of particular concern” (CPC) process, and expanded programs
and training. Moreover, amendments to IRFA enacted in
December 2016 in P.L. 114-281 make major substantive
updates to the law’s requirements, better equipping the
U.S. government to respond to current conditions.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE ADMINISTRATION
•

•

•

Nominate promptly a qualified
and experienced Ambassador-at-Large for International
Religious Freedom and provide
him or her, when confirmed, with
the authority and resources necessary to carry out the position,
including by continuing Fiscal Year
(FY) 2016 staffing and program
funding levels for the State
Department’s International Religious Freedom Office (IRF Office).
Appoint promptly a qualified and
experienced individual to be Special Adviser to the President on
International Religious Freedom
within the National Security Council (NSC) staff, as IRFA envisions.
Stress consistently the importance of religious freedom for
everyone, everywhere, in public
statements and public and private
meetings in the United States and
abroad, especially statements and
meetings by the president, vice
president, secretary of state, and
other high-ranking officials.

•

•

•

as being imprisoned for their
religious beliefs, activity, identity,
or religious freedom advocacy,
especially in countries designated
as CPCs or recommended by
USCIRF for such designation.

Develop and issue a
whole-of-government strategy to
guide how the U.S. government
will protect and promote religious
freedom abroad for all, using all
available diplomatic and legal
tools, as well as action plans for
specific countries, and establish
an interagency working group,
co-chaired by the Ambassador-at-Large and the Special
Adviser to the President on
International Religious Freedom,
to oversee implementation.

•

Implement fully all of IRFA’s
requirements, including through
diplomatic engagement, annual
designations of CPCs and “entities
of particular concern“ (EPCs), and
corresponding actions, especially
targeted actions such as visa
denials and asset freezes against
specific violators when they can
be identified.

Engage multilaterally to advance
religious freedom abroad, as
IRFA envisions, including by
participating in and supporting
relevant United Nations (UN) and
Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)
entities and activities, as well as
by continuing to lead and participate in the International Contact
Group on Freedom of Religion
or Belief.

•

Protect refugees and asylum
seekers, including those fleeing
religious persecution, by continuing the U.S. Refugee Admissions
Program (USRAP) and addressing
the longstanding flaws in the
treatment of asylum seekers in
Expedited Removal that USCIRF
has documented since 2005.

Prioritize efforts to seek the release
of prisoners whom the State
Department or USCIRF identify

U S C I R F | A N N U A L R E P O R T 2 0 17
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE CONGRESS
•

•

•

Confirm promptly a qualified
and experienced nominee for
Ambassador-at-Large and focus
on competency in international
religious freedom during confirmation hearings for other relevant
officials in the State Department
and other agencies.
Ensure sufficient appropriations
for the Ambassador-at-Large and
the IRF Office to enable the
mandate of IRFA, as amended,
to be fully executed and effectively achieved.

•

•

•

Hold annual oversight hearings
on the implementation of IRFA, as
amended, as well as hearings on
specific religious freedom issues,
and ensure religious freedom is
raised in country-specific hearings and ambassadorial hearings.

IRFA’s Purpose and Main Provisions

Support legislation that promotes
the freedom of religion or belief
abroad and, through legislation and
appropriations, develop an international religious freedom strategy.
Conduct oversight on the implementation of P.L. 114-281, the Frank
R. Wolf International Religious Freedom Act, including regarding the
required curriculum development
and training for State Department
Foreign Service officers.
Examine, during delegation
trips abroad, religious freedom
conditions for persons of all faiths
and beliefs or none, including
by meeting with individuals
and organizations that promote
religious freedom and related
human rights, targeted religious
communities, and prisoners held

for their religion or belief or their
religious freedom advocacy.
•

Participate in the Tom Lantos
Human Rights Commission’s
Defending Freedoms Project
to advocate for the release of
prisoners of conscience abroad.

•

Participate in the International Panel
of Parliamentarians for Freedom of
Religion or Belief, an informal network of legislators working to fight
religious persecution and promote
the internationally protected right
to religious freedom.

•

Exercise oversight of the expanded
implementation of Expedited
Removal and press for reforms
to address concerns about the
treatment of asylum seekers in that
process that USCIRF has identified
since 2005.

annual report setting forth its findings and providing
independent policy recommendations. IRFA created
IRFA seeks to make religious freedom a higher pria schedule under which USCIRF’s report would be
ority in U.S. foreign policy in several ways. First, it
issued by May 1, and the State Department’s on or
establishes special government mechanisms. Inside
shortly after September 1, and both entities would
the executive branch, the law created the position of
consider each other’s findings.
Ambassador-at-Large (an appointee nominated by the
Third, IRFA establishes consequences for the
president and confirmed by the Senate), to head a State
worst violators. The law requires the president—who
Department office focused on the issue: the IRF Office.
has delegated this power to the secretary of state—to
The law also urges the appointment of a special adviser
designate CPCs annually and take action designed to
on the issue on the White House NSC staff. Outside the
encourage improvements
executive branch, IRFA
in those countries. CPCs
created USCIRF, an indeare defined as countries
pendent body mandated
The law requires the
whose governments
to review religious freepresident . . . to designate
either engage in or tolerdom conditions globally
[countries of particular concern]
ate “particularly severe”
and make recommendaannually and take action
violations of religious
tions for U.S. policy to the
designed to encourage
freedom. A menu of pospresident, secretary of
improvements in those countries.
sible actions is available,
state, and Congress.
including negotiating
Second, IRFA
a bilateral agreement,
requires monitoring and
imposing sanctions, taking a “commensurate action,”
reporting. It mandates that the State Department preor issuing a waiver. In addition, IRFA makes inadpare an annual report on religious freedom conditions
missible to the United States foreign officials who are
in each foreign country (the IRF Report), in addition
responsible for or directly carried out particularly
to the department’s annual human rights report.
severe religious freedom violations.
Additionally, it requires that USCIRF issue its own
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IRFA defines “particularly severe” violations of religious
freedom as “systematic, ongoing, egregious violations of
religious freedom, including violations such as—(A) torture
or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment;
(B) prolonged detention without charges; (C) causing the
disappearance of persons by the abduction or clandestine
detention of those persons; or (D) other flagrant denial of
the right to life, liberty, or the security of persons.”

incomplete implementation of IRFA by all administrations over the law’s existence.
The Frank Wolf Act:
• Requires that the Ambassador-at-Large report
directly to the secretary of state, and gives him or her
new coordination responsibilities on international
religious freedom policies across all programs, projects, and activities of the U.S. government.

Under IRFA, these reports and determinations are
• Changes the due date of the State Department’s
based on international legal standards: the law defines
IRF Report to May 1, at the department’s request.
violations of religious freedom as “violations of the
USCIRF’s May 1 due date remains the same, but
internationally recognized right to freedom of religion
the law expresses the sense of Congress that the
and religious belief and practice” as articulated in
two entities consult to fulfill IRFA’s intent that their
the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human
reports be released in the same calendar year but at
Rights, the UN International Covenant on Civil and
least five months apart.*
Political Rights, the Helsinki Accords, and other international instruments and regional agreements.
• Requires that CPC designations be made not later
Fourth, IRFA includes religious freedom as an elethan 90 days after the release of each year’s IRF
ment of U.S. foreign assistance, cultural exchange, and
Report, and that Congress be notified not later than
international broadcasting programs.
90 days after the designations.
Fifth, IRFA provides that State Department For• Allows the president to waive the application of any
eign Service Officers and U.S. immigration officials
presidential action for a
receive training on
180-day period immereligious freedom and
diately following a CPC
religious persecution.
Many of the new provisions
designation to provide a
It also requires immiaddress concerns raised for years by
window for diplomacy.
gration officials to use
USCIRF and others about the
After that period, the law
the State Department’s
incomplete implementation of IRFA
gives the president waiver
annual IRF Report as a
by all administrations over
authority if the president
resource in adjudicatthe law’s existence.
determines and reports to
ing asylum and refugee
Congress that the foreign
claims involving religovernment has ceased
gious persecution.
violations, or if the waiver is required in the importFinally, IRFA sought assessments of whether a
ant national interest of the United States.
new summary removal procedure in U.S. immigration law, known as Expedited Removal, was being
implemented consistent with the United States’
obligations to protect individuals fleeing persecution,
including religious persecution.

Amendments to IRFA
In December 2016, Congress passed and then President Barack Obama signed into law the Frank R. Wolf
International Religious Freedom Act, P.L. 114-281 (Frank
Wolf Act), the first major amendments to IRFA since its
enactment. Many of the new provisions address concerns raised for years by USCIRF and others about the

• Requires countries that engage in or tolerate severe
violations of religious freedom but that do not meet
* The State Department’s request was based on its 2010 decision that
its congressionally mandated human rights reports would all cover
the same period, the calendar year. Since that time, the State Department has aimed to release the IRF Report in March or April but has
not met this target, typically releasing the report in July or later. Given
this unpredictability, the fact that USCIRF’s annual report process
was already underway when the Frank Wolf Act passed, and one
Commissioner’s upcoming mid-May departure, USCIRF decided to
maintain its May 1 release date in 2017. For 2018, USCIRF will evaluate
and discuss with Congress and the State Department how best to
fulfill Congress’ intent as to the two reports’ timing.
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the CPC threshold be placed on an annual State
Department “Special Watch List.”

•

•

•

•

•

10

Personnel and Resources

On January 20, 2017, David Saperstein completed his
service as Ambassador-at-Large for International ReliRequires the designation as EPCs of non-state
gious Freedom, a position he held since January 2015. He
actors engaged in particularly severe violations of
was the fourth Ambassador-at-Large since IRFA’s enactreligious freedom, and, to the extent practicable,
ment. As of the end of March 2017, the Trump Adminthe identification of specific officials or members
responsible for such violations. The law defines non- istration had not nominated a successor. At the start of
the George W. Bush and Obama Administrations, the
state actor as a non-sovereign entity that exercises
Ambassador-at-Large position was vacant for 16 and 28
significant political power and territorial control; is
months, respectively. USCIRF urges the Administration
outside the control of a sovereign government; and
to nominate and Congress to confirm a qualified and
often employs violence in pursuit of its objectives.
experienced individual soon.
Expresses the sense of Congress that the secretary
Then Ambassador Saperstein came to the position
of state should work with Congress and USCIRF
with long experience in both domestic and international
to create “new political, financial, and diplomatic
religious freedom advocacy, and was the first Ambastools” to address the religious freedom violations
sador-at-Large to have served previously as a USCIRF
of non-state actors and to update the actions the
Commissioner. Under his leadership, and with bipartipresident can take in response to CPC designations.
san congressional support, the IRF Office expanded its
diplomatic, policy, programmatic, and training activity.
Directs the State Department to establish, mainIn the Frank Wolf Act, Congress expressed the view that
tain, and submit to Congress every 180 days a
the FY 2016 staffing level of the IRF Office was necessary
list of foreign individuals to whom a consular
for it to carry out its important work.
post has denied a visa on grounds of particularly
Under IRFA, the
severe violations of
Ambassador-at-Large
is
religious freedom,
to be a “principal adviser
or who are subject to
Under IRFA, the Ambassador-at-Large
to the President and the
financial sanctions,
is to be a “principal adviser to the
Secretary of State regardor other measures,
President and the Secretary of State
ing matters affecting
for particularly
regarding matters affecting
religious freedom abroad”
severe violations of
religious freedom abroad”. . . .
and, under the Frank Wolf
religious freedom.
Act, to report directly to
Requires USCIRF,
the secretary of state. In
to the extent pracprevious administrations, the Ambassador-at-Large had
ticable, to publish lists of persons imprisoned,
not reported directly to the secretary, which concerned
detained, disappeared, placed under house arrest,
USCIRF and others, although then Secretary of State
tortured, or subject to forced renunciations of faith
John Kerry granted then Ambassador Saperstein direct
by governments that USCIRF recommends for desand regular access to him.
ignation as CPCs or non-state actors that USCIRF
Over the years, various administrations and Conrecommends for designation as EPCs.
gress have created other State Department positions
Requires the State Department to provide training with overlapping or related mandates, such as special
representatives or envoys on religion and global affairs,
on international religious freedom for all Foreign
to Muslim communities, to the Organization of Islamic
Service officers, including all entry-level officers,
Cooperation, to monitor and combat anti-Semitism, and
all officers prior to departure for overseas postto particular countries where religious freedom is impliings, and all ambassadors and deputy chiefs of
cated, as well as a special advisor for religious minorities
mission, and develop a curriculum and materials
in the Near East and South Central Asia. As of the end of
for these trainings.
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March 2017, only one such post remained filled: special
Both the U.S. government bureaucracy and foreign
advisor for religious minorities in the Near East and
governments notice such presentations by the president,
South Central Asia, held by Knox Thames since Septemvice president, secretary of state, congressional leaders,
ber 2015. To the extent that the State Department mainand other high-ranking U.S. officials. In addition, such
tains the religion- or religious-freedom-related posiofficials should raise religious freedom issues at high
tions established by previous administrations, the new
levels during visits to key countries of concern, so that
Administration should task the Ambassador-at-Large
foreign leaders hear directly that restrictions on reliwith chairing an interbureau working group that
gious freedom are hindering the bilateral relationship.
includes all of these positions to ensure consistency in
In government statements and meetings, it is
strategy and message. The Trump Administration also
important to use precise terminology. Referring only to
should situate in the IRF Office related congressionally
“freedom of worship,” for example, does not convey all
established positions, such as the special envoy to moniaspects of the internationally protected right to freedom
tor and combat anti-Semitism.
of religion or belief, which includes choosing, changing,
IRFA envisions a director-level position within the
and sharing one’s beliefs, as well as holding no reliNSC staff of Special Adviser to the President on Intergious beliefs. Language suggesting the United States is
national Religious Freedom, to act as a resource for
interested only in minority communities also should
executive branch officials and liaise with the Ambassabe avoided. The rights of religious minorities are best
dor-at-Large, USCIRF, Congress, and nongovernmental
protected in environments where freedom of religion
organizations. However,
or belief is respected for
no administration since
everyone. In other words,
the law’s enactment
religious freedom must be
[R]eligious freedom must be
has named an adviser
communicated as a right
communicated as a right for all individuals,
focusing only on internafor all individuals, be they
be they members of a minority religious
tional religious freedom;
members of a minority
group, a majority religious group,
instead, all have assigned
religious group, a majoror no religious group at all. . . .
the issue to an NSC direcity religious group, or no
tor as part of a broader
religious group at all, as
human rights and multiguaranteed under interlateral affairs portfolio. The Frank Wolf Act reiterates the
national human rights standards, including article 18 of
sense of Congress of the importance of an international
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
religious freedom adviser at the NSC.
The Trump Administration also should develop and
issue a strategy to guide U.S. government efforts to protect
High-Level Commitment and Strategy
and promote religious freedom abroad and set up an
Trump Administration officials should communicate
interagency process, chaired by the Ambassador-at-Large
clearly and regularly that religious freedom for all is
and NSC special adviser, to oversee its implementation.
a foreign policy priority for the United States. Then
With multiple agencies and offices dealing with issues
Presidents Bush and Obama both gave major speeches
that relate to or overlap with religious freedom, crafting
about the importance of international religious freedom
a strategy document for the entire government outlinduring their administrations, as did their secretaries of
ing the need to promote freedom of religion or belief for
state. During the reporting period, then Deputy Secreeveryone, everywhere, would set an important tone and
tary of State Antony Blinken noted the U.S. commitment
give direction to U.S. efforts.
to “defending and championing international religious
Additionally, the State Department should develop
freedom everywhere” and stated in his remarks at the
and implement country-specific action plans for advancAugust 2016 release of the 2015 IRF Report that “no
ing religious freedom for all, to ensure official statements
nation can fulfil its potential if its people are denied the
are followed by concrete actions. This is especially
right to freely choose and openly practice their faith.”
important for countries designated as CPCs, on the State
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Department’s Special Watch List, recommended by
USCIRF for CPC designation, or on USCIRF’s Tier 2 list.
Such actions could include, for example, scheduling trips
for embassy officials, including the U.S. ambassador, to
visit oppressed religious communities or sites of violence; incorporating issues of freedom of religion or belief
and religious tolerance in bilateral strategic dialogues,
summits, or commissions; and raising religious freedom
concerns in negotiations over trade agreements and following up on these issues after deals are reached.

Consequences for Egregious Violators
The State Department issued two sets of CPC designations in 2016, in February and October, although the
decisions were not announced in the Federal Register
until April and December. On February 29, the secretary of state designated 10 countries as CPCs. Tajikistan
was named as a CPC for the first time, and the nine

countries previously designated in 2014 were re-designated: Burma, China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea,
Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan.
On October 31, the secretary of state re-designated the
same 10 countries. USCIRF commends the addition
to the list of Tajikistan, for which USCIRF had recommended CPC designation since 2012.
There now have been 12 sets of CPC designations by
the State Department over IRFA’s existence: in October
1999, September 2000, October 2001, March 2003, September 2004, November 2005, November 2006, January
2009, August 2011, July 2014, February 2016, and October
2016. As is evident from these dates, for a number of
years the designations generally were annual, but they
became infrequent between 2006 and early 2016. The
October 2016 designations appear to indicate a return
to a regular cycle of designations made shortly after the
release of the IRF Report, as IRFA intends. (The 2015 IRF

STATE’S DESIGNATIONS OF COUNTRIES AND REGIMES AS CPCs
October
1999:
Burma,
China,
Iran, Iraq,
Sudan, and
Miloševic
and Taliban
regimes
September
2000:
Burma,
China,
Iran, Iraq,
Sudan, and
Miloševic
and
Taliban
regimes October
2001:
Burma,
China,
Iran,
Iraq,
Sudan,
and
Taliban
regimes
1999

2000

2001

2002

January 2001:
Miloševic
regime

September
2004:
Burma,
China,
Eritrea,
Iran,
North
Korea,
Saudi
Arabia,
Sudan,
and
Vietnam
March
2003:
Burma,
China,
Iran,
Iraq,
North
Korea,
and
Sudan

2003

November
2006:
Burma,
China,
Eritrea,
Iran,
North Korea,
Saudi Arabia,
Sudan,
and
Uzbekistan

November
2005:
Burma,
China,
Eritrea,
Iran,
North
Korea,
Saudi
Arabia,
Sudan,
and
Vietnam

2004

2005

March June 2004:
Iraq
2003:
Taliban
regime

2006

2007

2008

January
2009:
Burma,
China,
Eritrea,
Iran,
North
Korea,
Saudi
Arabia,
Sudan,
and
Uzbekistan

2009

2010

February
and
October
2016:
Burma,
China,
Eritrea,
Iran,
North
Korea,
Saudi
Arabia,
Sudan,
Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan,
and
Uzbekistan

August
2011:
Burma,
China,
Eritrea,
Iran,
North
Korea,
Saudi
Arabia,
Sudan,
and
Uzbekistan

2011

2012

July 2014:
Burma,
China,
Eritrea,
Iran,
North
Korea,
Saudi
Arabia,
Sudan,
Turkmenistan,
and
Uzbekistan

2013

2014

November 2006:
Vietnam

STATE’S REMOVALS OF COUNTRIES AND REGIMES FROM CPC LIST
Source: GAO analysis of Department of State information
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2015

2016

Report was released in August 2016). Going forward, the
Frank Wolf Act explicitly requires that CPC designations
be made within 90 days of the IRF Report.
Most of the 2016 CPC designees now have been
CPCs for a decade or more: Burma, China, Iran, and
Sudan for 17 years; North Korea for 14 years; Eritrea and
Saudi Arabia for 12 years; and Uzbekistan for 10 years.
(Turkmenistan was added for the first time in 2014, and
as noted above, Tajikistan for the first time in 2016.)
Over the years, only one country has been removed
from the State Department’s CPC list due to diplomatic
activity: Vietnam (a CPC from 2004 to 2006). Three other
CPC designees were removed, but only after military
intervention led to the fall of those regimes: Iraq (a CPC
from 1999 to 2004), the Taliban regime of Afghanistan (a
“particularly severe violator” from 1999 to 2003), and the
Milos̆evic regime of the Serbian Republic of Yugoslavia
(a “particularly severe violator” from 1999 to 2001).
Along with requiring the naming of violators, IRFA
provides the secretary of state with a unique toolbox
to promote religious freedom. It includes a menu of
options for countries designated as CPCs, and a list of
actions for countries that violate religious freedom but
are not CPCs. Specific policy options for CPC countries

include sanctions (referred to in IRFA as presidential actions), but they are not imposed automatically.
Rather, the secretary of state is empowered to enter into
direct consultations with a government to bring about
improvements in religious freedom. IRFA also permits
either developing a binding agreement with a CPC-designated government on specific actions it will take to
end the violations, or taking a “commensurate action.”
The secretary may further determine that preexisting
sanctions are adequate, or may waive the requirement of
taking action to advance IRFA’s purposes or the national
interests of the United States.
In addition to designating the same countries for
years, administrations generally have not levied new
presidential actions in accordance with CPC designations, with the State Department instead relying on
preexisting sanctions. While the statute permits such
reliance, relying on preexisting sanctions—or “double
hatting”—has provided little incentive for CPC-designated governments to reduce or halt egregious religious
freedom violations.
The presidential actions for the 10 currently designated CPC countries are shown in the table below. Of
the current 10 CPC designees, six have “double-hatted”

PRESIDENTIAL ACTIONS FOR 2016 CPC DESIGNATIONS (AS DESCRIBED IN THE FEDERAL REGISTER)
• For Burma, the existing ongoing restrictions
referenced in 22 CFR 126.1, pursuant to section
402(c)(5) of IRFA.

• For Saudi Arabia, a waiver as required in the “important
national interest of the United States,” pursuant to
section 407 of IRFA.

• For China, the existing ongoing restriction on exports
to China of crime control and detection instruments and
equipment, under the Foreign Relations Authorization
Act of 1990 and 1991 (P.L. 101-246), pursuant to section
402(c)(5) of IRFA.

• For Sudan, the restriction in the annual Department
of State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs
Appropriations Act on making certain appropriated
funds available for assistance to the Government of
Sudan, currently set forth in section 7042(j) of the
Department of State, Foreign Operations, and Related
Programs Appropriations Act, 2015 (Div. K, P.L. 114-113),
and any provision of law that is the same or substantially
the same as this provision, pursuant to section 402(c)(5)
of IRFA.

• For Eritrea, the existing ongoing restrictions
referenced in 22 CFR 126.1, pursuant to section
402(c)(5) of IRFA.
• For Iran, the existing ongoing travel restrictions
in section 221(c) of the Iran Threat Reduction and
Syria Human Rights Act of 2012 (TRA) for individuals
identified under section 221(a)(1)(C) of the TRA in
connection with the commission of serious human rights
abuses, pursuant to section 402(c)(5) of IRFA.
• For North Korea, the existing ongoing restrictions to
which the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea is
subject, pursuant to sections 402 and 409 of the Trade
Act of 1974 (the Jackson-Vanik Amendment), pursuant
to section 402(c)(5) of IRFA.

• For Tajikistan, a waiver as required in the “important
national interest of the United States,” pursuant to
section 407 of IRFA.
• For Turkmenistan, a waiver as required in the “important
national interest of the United States,” pursuant to
section 407 of IRFA.
• For Uzbekistan, a waiver as required in the “important
national interest of the United States,” pursuant to
section 407 of IRFA.
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sanctions, and four have indefinite waivers. The “double
Relatedly, IRFA requires the president to determine
hatting” of sanctions can be the appropriate action in
the specific officials responsible for violations of relisome circumstances. Yet specifically tailored actions
gious freedom engaged in or tolerated by governments
can be more precise—either broadly structured or narof CPC countries, and, “when applicable and to the
rowly crafted—to target specific government officials or
extent practicable,” publish these officials’ names in the
provinces, if acute situations are highly localized. IndefFederal Register. Despite these requirements, no names
inite waivers of penalties undermine the effectiveness
of individual officials from any CPC countries responsiof efforts to advance religious freedom, as they signal a
ble for particularly severe religious freedom violations
lack of U.S. interest and communicate to the designated
have been published to date. The Frank Wolf Act now
country that there never will be consequences for its
requires the State Department to establish, maintain,
religious freedom abuses.
and submit to Congress every 180 days “designated perAlong with an annual CPC process, the IRFA
sons lists” of foreign individuals denied visas or subject
toolbox provides many options for diplomatic action
to financial sanctions or other measures for particularly
toward violator countries, and now also includes place- severe violations of religious freedom.
ment on the “Special Watch List,” as well as designaLaws other than IRFA also provide tools to impose
tion as an EPC, as provided in the Frank Wolf Act. U.S.
targeted sanctions for severe religious freedom violations.
diplomatic engagement
For example, the Comprecannot and should not
hensive Iran Sanctions
solely rely on naming
and Divestment Act (CISLaws other than IRFA also
CPCs, EPCs, and Special
ADA, P.L. 111-195) includes
provide tools to impose targeted
Watch List countries,
sanctions on human rights
sanctions for severe
but rather use a range
and religious freedom
religious freedom violations.
of actions, including:
violators; U.S. visa bans
diplomatic engagement,
and asset freezes have now
consultations about posbeen applied to 19 Iranian
sible CPC action, CPC designations, binding agreement officials, including eight identified as egregious religious
negotiations, presidential actions, and/or a waiver for
freedom violators by USCIRF, as well as 18 entities, under
the narrowest of circumstances. Past practice provides
CISADA. Also based on a USCIRF recommendation,
only a few examples of these tools being used together
Chechen President Ramzan Kadyrov was included on the
to bring about change in a country of concern. An
list of Russian officials sanctioned for gross human rights
annual CPC, EPC, and Special Watch List designation
violations in the Sergei Magnitsky Rule of Law Accountprocess should be at the core of IRF-related work, drivability Act (P.L. 112-208). In December 2016, the Global
ing and energizing other areas of U.S. diplomacy, but
Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act was enacted
should not be the sum total of all activity.
as part of the FY 2017 National Defense Authorization Act
IRFA also makes inadmissible to the United States
(P.L. 114-328); it allows the president to deny U.S. visas to
foreign officials who are responsible for or directly carand freeze U.S.-based assets of corrupt officials or gross
ried out particularly severe religious freedom violations.
abusers of internationally protected human rights, proThis provision’s only publicly known use was in March
viding another legal basis to sanction severe violators of
2005, when then Chief Minister Narendra Modi of
religious freedom.
Gujarat State in India was excluded due to his complicity
Religious Prisoners
in 2002 riots in his state that resulted in the deaths of an
IRFA mandates that the secretary of state prepare and
estimated 1,100 to 2,000 Muslims. USCIRF continues to
maintain “lists of persons believed to be imprisoned,
urge the Departments of State and Homeland Security
detained, or placed under house arrest for their religious
to develop a lookout list of noncitizens who are inadmisactivities, religious freedom advocacy, or efforts to protect
sible to the United States on this basis. In recent years,
and advance the universally recognized right to the
the IRF Office has worked to identify such individuals.
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freedom of religion, together with brief evaluations and
communicates with governments about alleged violacritiques of the policies of the respective country restricttions, conducts country visits, and issues reports and
ing religious freedom,” and to make this information
statements. The U.S. government should continue to
available to executive branch officials and Members of
support the Special Rapporteur’s mandate and work.
Congress in anticipation of bilateral contacts with foreign
Some of the Council’s Special Procedures on specific
leaders. While the State Department has advocated for
countries, including the UN Special Rapporteurs on
individual prisoners, it
Iran and Eritrea, also
has not systematically
have drawn attention
kept and updated such
to egregious religious
While resettlement to a third country
lists. Over the years,
freedom violations, as
is only possible for less than 1 percent
USCIRF has maintained
have specially created
of the world’s refugees, it is a vital
informal lists of prisoners
Commissions of Inquiry
protection for the most vulnerable. . . .
of whom it is aware, and
(COIs), such as the COIs
has included information
on North Korea and
about known prisoners in
Eritrea. The United States
its Annual Report and other publications. The Frank Wolf
should work for the creation of additional country-speAct now requires USCIRF, to the extent practicable, to
cific Special Rapporteur positions and/or COIs for
make lists of prisoners available online. USCIRF is workcountries with egregious religious freedom violations.
ing to implement this new requirement.
An important venue for addressing religious
freedom issues at the OSCE is the annual Human
Multilateral Engagement
Dimension Implementation (HDim) meeting in
IRFA specifically cites U.S. participation in multilateral
Warsaw, Europe’s largest human rights conference.
organizations as an avenue for advancing religious freeThe HDim draws hundreds of government delegates
dom. Both the UN and the OSCE have conventions and
and nongovernmental organizations, and includes a
agreements that protect freedom of religion or belief and plenary session devoted to freedom of religion or belief,
related rights, including assembly and expression, and
providing the United States an opportunity to raise
have mechanisms that can be used to advance religious
publicly religious freedom concerns in OSCE counfreedom or call attention to violations.
tries, including those designated as CPCs. The OSCE’s
At the UN Human Rights Council, the Universal
Office of Democratic Institutions and Human Rights
Periodic Review process allows states to assess the
also focuses on freedom of religion or belief through
human rights performance of every UN member state,
the work of a senior adviser on the issue, as well as an
providing opportunities for the United States and other
advisory panel of experts.
like-minded countries to ask questions and make
Additionally, there are increasing opportunirecommendations about religious freedom. This is
ties for the U.S. government to work in concert with
particularly important when countries designated as
like-minded nations on issues relating to freedom of
CPCs under IRFA are reviewed. Country resolutions in
religion or belief. In recent years, a number of governthe Human Rights Council and the UN General Assemments and international institutions have appointed
bly also provide opportunities to highlight religious
officials to focus on the issue, including most recently
freedom concerns.
the European Union’s (EU) Special Envoy for the proThe Human Rights Council’s system of indepenmotion of freedom of religion or belief outside the EU
dent experts, or Special Procedures, is another importand Norway’s Special Envoy on freedom of religion or
ant mechanism, particularly the Special Rapporteur
belief. This led the United States and Canada to launch
who focuses on religious freedom, a position created
an International Contact Group to foster increased
in 1986 at the initiative of the United States. The UN
collaboration among governments interested in
Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief
promoting freedom of religion or belief, including
monitors freedom of religion or belief worldwide,
coordinating joint demarches and sharing information
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about religious freedom funding in the field. The group,
which now includes more than 20 countries, has since
had several additional meetings, including in Washington in May 2016 and London in October 2016.

research and issued reports on the subject in 2005, 2007,
2013, and 2016. These reports can be found at http://
www.uscirf.gov/reports-briefs/special-reports.
USCIRF’s monitoring over more than a decade has
documented major problems in DHS’ processing and
Refugee and Asylum Issues
detention of asylum seekers in Expedited Removal,
In recognition that severe violations of religious freedom
starting as soon as asylum seekers enter the United
can drive victims from their homes and countries, IRFA
States. For instance, Customs and Border Protection
includes provisions on U.S. refugee and asylum policy,
(CBP) officers often fail to follow procedures that allow
including requiring that information about religious perasylum seekers to express a fear of return and do not
secution be considered as part of the president’s annual
refer those who express such a fear to trained U.S.
determination of refugee admissions. Under the USRAP,
Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS) asylum
the president sets a ceiling of how many vulnerable refuofficers who are mandated to determine credible fear.
gees the United States will accept from abroad each year;
Further, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
since 2001 the number has ranged from 70,000 to 110,000, detains asylum seekers in inappropriate, prison-like
averaging 75,000 per year. In executive orders in January
conditions, which can be retraumatizing, even though
(later stayed by court decisions and replaced) and March
seeking asylum is a legal protection and asylum seekers
2017 (also stayed by court order as of the end of March),
are not criminals. To address these concerns, USCIRF
President Donald J. Trump suspended the USRAP for
has made recommendations to DHS that would both
120 days to review vetting procedures, and lowered the
protect U.S. borders and ensure asylum seekers’ fair
FY 2017 refugee admisand humane treatment,
sions ceiling to 50,000. In
including that DHS: (1)
response, USCIRF urged
appoint a high-level
An additional venue for
the Trump Administraofficial to coordinate refCongressional engagement is the
tion to continue refugee
ugee and asylum issues
International Panel of Parliamentarians
resettlement. While
and oversee reforms, (2)
for Freedom of Religion or Belief,
resettlement to a third
improve quality assuran informal network of
country is only possible
ance measures, (3) give
legislators committed to advancing
for less than 1 percent of
officers additional trainreligious freedom for all. . . .
the world’s refugees, it is
ing, (4) use non-prisona vital protection for the
like detention facilities,
most vulnerable, espeand (5) increase funding
cially at a time of appalling mass atrocities and unprecefor asylum officers and immigration courts to promptly
dented forced displacement.
and fairly adjudicate claims. Addressing the longstandIRFA also authorized USCIRF to examine whether
ing issues USCIRF has identified is all the more importasylum seekers subject to Expedited Removal were
ant now, given that the Trump Administration’s new
being erroneously returned to countries where they
immigration policy is centered on the expanded use of
could face persecution or detainment in inappropriate
Expedited Removal and the increased use of detention,
conditions. Expedited Removal is a summary removal
including of asylum seekers.
process, carried out by officers of the Department of
The Role of Congress
Homeland Security (DHS), by which noncitizens who
Congress has an important role to play to ensure
arrive at U.S. ports of entry or cross the border without
international religious freedom remains a priority to
proper entry documents can be quickly deported, withthe U.S. government. Hearings on specific religious
out an immigration court hearing, unless they establish
freedom issues are a particularly useful tool, as they
a credible fear of persecution or torture. Pursuant to
signal congressional interest and engagement. Holding
IRFA’s authorization, USCIRF has conducted extensive
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annual congressional oversight hearings in both the
House and the Senate on IRFA implementation, including implementation of the new provisions in the Frank
Wolf Act, would reinforce further congressional interest in the issue. Since religious freedom is implicated
in some of the most difficult foreign policy challenges
facing the United States today, Members of Congress
also should continue to raise issues of international
religious freedom during the confirmation hearings of
U.S. ambassadors and other executive branch officials.
In addition, Members of Congress should continue
to introduce and support legislation that deals with
international religious freedom and focuses on violations and remedies. Members of Congress also should
continue to use appropriations bills and supporting
report language to express congressional concerns
about international religious freedom issues to the U.S.
and other governments.
Congressional delegations abroad are important
and effective messengers to promote international
religious freedom. Members of Congress can undertake
congressional delegations to CPCs to specifically examine conditions of religious freedom for all faiths and
beliefs, meet with targeted religious communities and
individuals and organizations that promote religious
freedom and related human rights, and advocate for
people detained for their religious beliefs or religious
freedom advocacy.
Another example of congressional action is the
Defending Freedoms Project, an initiative of the Tom
Lantos Human Rights Commission, in conjunction with
USCIRF and Amnesty International USA. Through the
project, Members of Congress advocate on behalf of
prisoners abroad, work toward their release, and shine
a spotlight on the laws and policies that have led to their
incarceration. The goal of this project is to help set free
these prisoners and increase attention to and support for
human rights and religious freedom.
An additional venue for congressional engagement is the International Panel of Parliamentarians for
Freedom of Religion or Belief (IPPFoRB), an informal
network of legislators committed to advancing religious
freedom for all, as defined in article 18 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. Working with a group of
parliamentarians from Brazil, Canada, Norway, Turkey,
and the United Kingdom, USCIRF helped launch the

network in Oslo, Norway, in 2014. Since then the group
has had two major meetings, in New York in September
2015 and Berlin in September 2016, with more than 100
parliamentarians participating each time. Parliamentarians in the network have sent joint letters on religious
freedom issues to the leaders of various nations, including Burma, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Pakistan, Sudan,
and Vietnam. In August 2016, six parliamentarians from
five regions visited Burma, with support and assistance
from USCIRF, in the first trip by members of the network
to a country of concern.

Dissenting Statement of
Vice Chair James J. Zogby
In 2013, and again in 2015, President Barack Obama
appointed me to the U.S. Commission on International
Religious Freedom (USCIRF). It has been an honor to
have served as a Commissioner these past four years.
During this time, I have participated in ongoing discussions about religious freedom in several countries and
how to make the work of our Commission contribute to
improving religious freedom around the world.
As this is my final year of service, I am taking this
opportunity to dissent in order to make clear some of
my concerns with the Commission, its reporting and,
in general, the way USCIRF has interpreted its mandate
and mission.
Let me begin by noting that, as a Maronite Catholic with family and friends in the Middle East, a PhD
in Comparative Religion, and over 40 years of work
experience throughout the Arab World, the issues of
religious freedom are deeply personal for me. There is
no question that in many parts of the world, including
the Middle East, vulnerable religious communities are
facing threats to their very survival. In other instances,
there are states that favor one religion over others and/or
impose restrictions on the religious practices or beliefs
of others, creating serious problems of discrimination
and dispossession. In situations such as these, USCIRF
ought to be able to play a constructive role, making
policy recommendations that would help protect vulnerable communities and support efforts to advance
religious freedom.
The sad truth is that, by any objective measure, the
state of international religious freedom has worsened
in the almost two decades since Congress passed the
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International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 (IRFA). The
questions we should ask are why have we not made a
difference and what can we do to become more effective.
I believe that part of the reason why we have not
been able to contribute to improving the situation of
vulnerable faith communities is because of how we
have interpreted our mandate. Instead of serving as a
bipartisan group of experts making informed recommendations to the Administration and Congress—as
was envisioned by IRFA—we have acted more like a
Congressionally-funded NGO that issues a variety of
materials “naming and shaming” countries that violate
religious freedom.
I believe that instead of using our limited resources
to produce opinion pieces, press releases, and a lengthy
and duplicative annual report, and acting as a “critic”
of the Executive Branch, USCIRF should consider
new and constructive approaches to its work in order
to more effectively promote international religious
freedom. Instead of simply making do with “naming
and shaming” the many countries that violate religious
freedom, we should develop a more focused approach
that involves making an in-depth study of a few targeted
countries so that we might be in a position to provide
the Administration and Congress with creative problem-solving ideas where improvements in religious
freedom can be made.
IRFA mandates that USCIRF should comment on
the Department of State’s (DOS) annual Religious Freedom and Human Rights Reports and make recommendations to the Administration and Congress. Instead of
doing this, we spend the better part of each year writing
and editing our own report. Granted that the DOS report
is a bit dated by the time we receive it, but it is wrong
that Commissioners never actually consider this report
or comment on its findings. This is especially troublesome since the DOS: has invested significant resources
in preparing their report; has a greater on-the-ground
capacity than we have at USCIRF; and because we are
called to consider the DOS reports by the very legislation
that created our body.
Absent the staff and resources of the DOS, the
Commission’s staff is forced to write their drafts based
largely on secondary sources or accounts from advocacy
groups or the results of a few 3 or 4 day trips Commissioners take each year to some of the countries on which
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we report. After receiving the draft, Commissioners are
then asked to review and comment on chapters dealing
with countries, many about which we know very little.
This process is broken and should be reexamined.
There are still other concerns I have raised with
my fellow Commissioners regarding our approach to
promoting religious freedom.
In too many instances, we have failed to distinguish
between actual violations of religious freedom and sectarian, regional, or tribal struggles for political power.
Too often, in the past, some have engaged in reductionist analysis—seeing everything as a nail, because the
only tool we wield is a hammer. In failing to understand
the complexity and non-religious underpinnings of conflicts, like those in Nigeria, Iraq, or the Central African
Republic, our analysis and recommendations sometimes miss the mark. Religious conflict is not the cause
of tension in these countries and, therefore, religious
freedom is not the solution to their problems.
Some have expanded this reductionism to extreme
and even absurd lengths, claiming that if, as they maintain, religious freedom is “the first freedom,” then all
else flows from it. They correctly observe a correlation
between religious freedom and prosperity and democracy in some countries, but then mistakenly attribute
the latter to the former. In fact, a more convincing case
can be made that prosperity and democracy are the
prerequisites for religious freedom. In other instances,
they have attempted to make the case that religious
extremism only originates in countries that violate religious freedom. This patently false conclusion ignores the
reality of home-grown extremist religious movements in
Western Europe or the United States.
“Naming and shaming” has a role to play in
confronting violators of human rights. But in order to
have an impact, the party that “names and shames”
has to have credibility with the party being accused.
Unfortunately, this fact has never been recognized or
appreciated by some of my colleagues. As a result, our
condemnations oftentimes not only fall on deaf ears,
they may even make a bad situation worse. This issue
of credibility is especially important now that we have
an Administration that includes individuals who hold
shockingly Islamophobic views. If we are to be credible,
we need less hubris and more humility. And we need to
recognize the importance of the charge we were given in

our authorizing legislation to consider the impact of our
work, both positively and negatively.
For these reasons, I feel the Commission needs a
new and more focused strategy that enables us to better
understand the conditions in fewer countries—especially those where we can make a difference. Such a
strategy might involve: convening hearings (a power we
have, but have rarely used); engage former U.S. diplomats and regional experts to advise us on circumstances
in each country and what changes are possible in each
instance; and examine how civil society entities may
be engaged in countries we are examining and how we
might involve U.S. NGO groups (especially those with
roots in countries of concern) as advocates for change
and promoters of religious freedom. Should such a
strategy be followed I believe we would add value to our
advocacy efforts and be in a better position to provide
the Administration and Congress with informed recommendations that might make a difference.
Unfortunately, new Congressional legislation
described in this section does not propose a new strategy. Instead, it doubles down on the failed approaches
of the past. Micro-managing how the Administration
organizes its foreign policy apparatus; establishing a
false hierarchy of human rights; adding new staff, creating new mandates, and requiring more reporting—will
not make change. These measures will only serve to add
confusion to an already dysfunctional system.
And so I dissent because I believe we can and must
do better.
In addition to these reservations about the way
USCIRF has operated, I am also dissenting, not because
I disagree with the selection of many of the countries
that have been included, but because of the continuing
and glaring refusal of some Commissioners to even
allow for a consideration of religious freedom in Israel
and the Occupied Palestinian Territories. I believe we
have an obligation to consider Israel’s use of religion to
discriminate against both its own citizens and Palestinians living in the occupied territories, as well as its
violations of a range of freedoms of Christians, Muslims,
and non-Orthodox Jews.
This year the Commission received two important letters urging us to consider Israeli practices and
policies. The first of these was signed by leaders representing 11 major U.S. religious communities (including

the National Council of Churches, the Committee on
International Justice and Peace of the U.S. Conference of
Catholic Bishops, the Episcopal Church, and the United
Church of Christ, among others) and 34 Christian
groups from the West Bank, Gaza, and Jerusalem.
Their letter noted that the Commission had “never
reported on religious freedom in Israel and the occupied
territories” calling this a “conspicuous gap.” They argued
that Israel has established “the dominant privileged
position of Jewish Israelis in a manner that discriminated against the Christian and Muslim Palestinian
population in Israel and the occupied territories...[while]
also negatively affecting non-Orthodox and secular
Jews.” They cited “discriminatory laws that impact the
freedom to marry, family unification, discrimination in
housing and land ownership, the freedom of movement,
and the right to worship and to maintain holy sites.”
The letter closed by urging USCIRF to conduct “a
comprehensive review of religious freedom in Israel and
the occupied Palestinian territories, consistent with the
principles it has established with respect to other states.”
To support its claims, the letter was accompanied
by a detailed 192-page report that was compiled by
Palestine Works—an association of attorneys working in
Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories.
The Commission also received a letter from the
Chair and President of Hiddush, “an organization of
Israeli and North American Jewish leaders...who work to
promote religious freedom and diversity in Israel.” Their
letter cited a broad range of concerns, including the
“freedom to worship (such as...women's worship rights
in the Western Wall plaza...), discrimination in State
funding for religious services,...prohibition of public
transport on the Sabbath, obstacles to non-religious and
non-Orthodox burials” and “the excessive power of the
Orthodox religious parties over the rights and dignity of
the population as a whole.”
The Hiddush letter closed by requesting that USCIRF
“conduct a serious review of religious freedom issues in
Israel... [and] that the standards and principles used to
monitor religious freedom issues throughout the world be
used as you study and review these issues in Israel.”
I am including this matter in my dissent, not only
because consideration of both letters was rejected by
a slim majority of Commissioners, but because it was
clear from the way the debate took place that there could
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be no rational discussion of this issue. The level of vehemence that greeted the receipt of these letters was so
great that some Commissioners expressed concern that
if we were to adopt these requests to conduct a review of
Israeli policy it would consume the Commission in endless rancorous debate, paralyzing us for the rest of the
year. The upshot of all this was that these appeals were
dismissed and the Commission failed in its responsibility to impartially examine and report on religious
freedom concerns of Christians, Muslims, and non-Orthodox Jews. We were, in effect, bullied into silence.
This was not the first time during my tenure that the
Commission rejected an appeal of this sort. In 2014, we
were visited by His Eminence Fouad Twal, then-Latin
Patriarch—the Roman Catholic Bishop of Jerusalem.
He raised four concerns, asking for our help: the impact
of the Wall which Israel was building to separate its
settlements from Palestinians, citing, in particular, its
impact on a Catholic convent and monastery—threatening irreparable damage to the operations of both; the
hardships imposed on Palestinians as a result of Israel’s
refusal to allow family unification in East Jerusalem;
restrictions on the freedom of movement of clergy; and
Israel's efforts to create a “Christian ID” that would
divide the Palestinian citizens of Israel by religion.
The Patriarch was treated so harshly that he left our
meeting shaken by the hostility he had encountered.
When I raised the Patriarch’s concerns at a later meeting
I was asked why I was singling Israel out for criticism.
In response I noted that I wasn’t singling Israel out for
criticism, I simply could not accept that Israel be singled
out as the one country that could not be criticized.
My concern in all of this is threefold. By refusing to
examine Israeli behavior, we are saying to Palestinian
Christians and Muslims, and non-Orthodox or secular
Jews in Israel that we will not defend their freedoms and
rights. We are also contributing to Israel’s sense of impunity. And we are exposing the Commission to the charge
that we have a double standard—that we will criticize
every other country, but never Israel. In fact, many of
the behaviors we cite in our criticisms of other countries
(for example, Turkey in Cyprus or Russia in Crimea) are
replicated by Israel in the occupied territories.
In this context, we should consider the findings of
the annual Pew Study of religious freedom in countries around the world. In its most recent study, Pew
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gives Israel the world's fifth worst score on its “Social
Hostilities Index”. On Pew's “Government Restriction
Index”, Israel's score is worse than many of the countries we examine.
The charge that USCIRF has a double standard particularly undermines our ability to effectively advocate
for religious freedom in Arab countries, the leaders of
which can ignore the substance of USCIRF’s critique of
their record and instead dismiss us as hypocritical.
And so I dissent because I value religious freedom
and cannot turn a blind eye from any victim community
and because I know that our refusal to be balanced in
our assessment of religious freedom concerns reduces
our stature and calls into question our credibility.

Additional statement of Commissioners
Kristina Arriaga, Tenzin Dorjee, Sandra Jolley,
and Clifford D. May, Vice Chairman Daniel Mark,
and Commissioners John S. Ruskay and
Jackie Wolcott
We who belong to different political parties and different
faith traditions are honored and humbled to serve on
the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF)—the only one of its kind in the
world. This year, while on official international travel,
as well as in domestic meetings, we have each spoken—individually and with other Commissioners—to
numerous high ranking foreign government officials,
religious leaders from large and minority communities,
non-governmental organizations and several former
prisoners of conscience who, to a person, have remarked
on the real-life impact of the excellent and thorough
work of the Commission and the value of its congressionally mandated annual report.
This is particularly remarkable since USCIRF is
both understaffed and under-resourced given the
growing, far-reaching breadth of its congressional mandate. However, year after year, the staff has managed
to overcome both the lack of resources and the unique
challenges of being supervised by a group of nine, parttime, volunteer, Commissioners from a variety of backgrounds, thanks to the staff members’ superior level of
professionalism, the breadth of their expertise and their
deep commitment to the important work of the Commission. Over the last year alone, USCIRF’s Twitter feed
reached over 2.2 million individuals around the world;

the Commission published 19 op-eds in various publications, issued 54 press releases, and produced a largely
unanimously approved report highlighting religious
freedom violations in over 30 countries.
We have had occasional disagreements about
which countries to cover and which issues to highlight.
However, we all strongly agree that religious freedom is
a vital human right and that the work of the Commission is important to Congress, to the President and to
the Department of State. More importantly, we agree
that continuing to be a voice for the millions of people
around the world who suffer because of their adherence
to their religious convictions is meaningful and, indeed,
critical work worthy of the support and funding of the
United States government we serve.

Additional Statement of
Vice Chairman Daniel Mark
The commission was in a unique position this year
with a full two thirds of its members joining as new
commissioners, including one whose appointment
did not come through until December, just before our
annual report process entered full swing. There is a
steep learning curve for anyone new to the commission, but the challenge is all the more great when those
with no previous commission experience make up a
majority. In light of this uncommon situation, as one
of the “veteran” commissioners, I write to commend
my newest colleagues on the extraordinary, faithful
job they did immersing themselves in the work and
leading the commission through a productive, successful year. It is a privilege to work with such dedicated
colleagues—whose thoughtfulness is matched only
by their affability. I feel fortunate to have another year
with them on the commission and am hopeful for the
possibilities in our coming time together.

to achieve greater impact if Commissioners can prioritize those countries and/or issues which have the potential to gain traction among decision makers. Seeking
to monitor and accurately report on religious freedom
issues globally strains existing resources and makes
it difficult to undertake follow up with the media and
decision makers needed to impact policy. I hope that
the study being undertaken by independent consultants
will provide recommendations which will enable the
Commission to achieve greater impact moving forward.
Second, in December 2016 and January 2017,
USCIRF received requests from two groups of respected
clergy requesting that the Commission review issues of
religious freedom in Israel and the territories administered by Israel since June l967. Israel has been and
remains an amazing democracy in a challenging environment. While Israel does not merit being considered
for CPC or Tier 2 status, the issues identified in the correspondence cited by Commissioner Zogby merit review
and consideration given that USCIRF is now monitoring
such issues in a broad range of countries including
France and Mexico. I was disappointed that the Commission decided not to review these issues and hope this
will be reconsidered in the near future.

Additional Statement of
Commissioner John S. Ruskay
Having been appointed by President Obama in May
2016, I am honored to serve with colleagues who share a
bi-partisan commitment to strengthening religious freedom and freedom of conscience throughout the world.
I write to associate myself with two elements of
Commissioner Zogby’s dissent. First, while USCIRF’s
work has significant value, the Commission may be able
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ERITREA
TIER 1 | USCIRF-RECOMMENDED COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

KEY FINDINGS
The Eritrean government continues to repress religious
freedom for unregistered—and in some cases registered—
religious communities. Systematic, ongoing, and egregious
religious freedom violations include torture or other ill treatment of religious prisoners, arbitrary arrests and detentions
without charges, a prolonged ban on public religious activities of unregistered religious groups, and interference in
the internal affairs of registered religious groups. The situation is particularly grave for unregistered Evangelical
and Pentecostal Christians and Jehovah’s Witnesses. The

government dominates the internal affairs of the Coptic
Orthodox Church of Eritrea, the country’s largest Christian
denomination, and suppresses the religious activities of
Muslims, especially those opposed to the government-appointed head of the Muslim community. In light of these
violations, USCIRF again finds in 2017 that Eritrea merits
designation as a “country of particular concern,” or CPC,
under the International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA). The
State Department has designated Eritrea as a CPC since
2004, most recently in October 2016.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT
• Continue to designate Eritrea as a CPC
under IRFA, and maintain the existing,
ongoing arms embargo referenced in 22
CFR 126.1(a) of the International Traffic in
Arms Regulations;

•	Bring national laws and regulations,
including registration requirements
for religious communities, into
compliance with international human
rights standards;

• Continue to use bilateral and multilateral
diplomatic channels to urge the government of Eritrea to:

•	Bring the conditions and treatment
of prisoners in line with international
standards; and

•	Release unconditionally and immediately detainees held on account of their
peaceful religious activities, including
Orthodox Patriarch Antonios;
•	End religious persecution of unregistered religious communities and
register such groups;
•	Grant full citizenship rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses;
•	Provide for conscientious objection
by law in compliance with international human rights standards;
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•	Extend an official invitation for unrestricted visits by the United Nations
Special Rapporteur on the situation
of human rights in Eritrea, the United
Nations Special Rapporteur on
freedom of religion or belief, the UN
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, and the International Red Cross;
• Ensure that development assistance,
if resumed, be directed to programs
that contribute directly to democracy,
religious freedom, human rights, and
the rule of law;

• Support the renewal of the mandate of
the UN Special Rapporteur on human
rights in Eritrea;
• Intensify efforts with the Ethiopian
government, the UN, and other relevant partners to resolve the current
impasse between Eritrea and Ethiopia regarding implementation of the
boundary demarcation as determined
by the “final and binding” decision of
the Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission that was established following the
1998–2000 war; and
• Encourage unofficial dialogue with
Eritrean authorities on religious freedom
issues by promoting a visit by U.S. and
international religious leaders, and
expand the use of educational and
cultural exchanges.

TIER 1 ERITREA

BACKGROUND

The government requires all physically and mentally
capable people between the ages of 18 and 70 to perThere are no reliable statistics of religious affiliation
form a full-time, indefinite, and poorly paid national
in Eritrea. The Pew Research Center estimates that
service obligation, which includes military, developChristians comprise approximately 63 percent of the
ment, or civil service components. Eritrean authorities
population and Muslims approximately 37 percent.
argue that the national service is necessary because the
President Isaias Afwerki and the Popular Front for
country remains on a war footing with Ethiopia, which
Democracy and Justice (PFDJ) have ruled Eritrea since
has not implemented the demarcated border between
the country’s independence from Ethiopia in 1993.
President Afwerki and his inner circle maintain absolute the two countries. While national service does include
a civil service component, all Eritreans are required
authority. Thousands of Eritreans are imprisoned for
to undertake military training; all forms of service are
their real or imagined opposition to the government,
supervised by military commanders, and Eritreans canand the 2015 and 2016 United Nations (UN) Commisnot choose which type of service they must complete.
sion of Inquiry on Human Rights in Eritrea (COI-E)
Hence, there is no alternative for conscientious objecreports describe extensive use of torture and forced
tors. Further, a civilian militia program requirement for
labor, including of religious prisoners of conscience. In
most males and females between the ages of 18 and 50
2016, the COI-E found “reasonable grounds to conclude”
not in the military portion of national service also does
that crimes against humanity had been committed,
not allow for or provide an alternative for conscientious
and urged the UN Security Council to refer the situobjectors. The UN and
ation in Eritrea to the
various human rights
International Criminal
groups have reported
Court. In July, the UN
There are very few legal protections
that persons who refuse
Human Rights Counfor freedom of religion or belief in Eritrea.
to participate in national
cil adopted the COI-E
Those that do exist are either
service are detained,
recommendation that the
not implemented or are limited
sentenced to hard labor,
African Union estabby other laws or in practice.
abused, and have their
lish an accountability
legal documents confismechanism to investigate,
cated. Religious practice
prosecute, and try individuals accused of committing crimes against humanity is prohibited in the military and conscripts are severely
punished if found with religious materials or participatin Eritrea, including engaging in torture and overseeing
ing in religious gatherings.
Eritrea’s indefinite military service, which the COI-E
There are very few legal protections for freedom
equated to slavery.
of religion or belief in Eritrea. Those that do exist are
No private newspapers, political opposition parties,
either not implemented or are limited by other laws or in
or independent nongovernmental organizations exist.
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practice. The Eritrean constitution provides for freedom
of thought, conscience, and belief; guarantees the right
to practice and manifest any religion; and prohibits
religious discrimination. Nevertheless, the constitution
has not been implemented since its ratification in 1997.
In May 2014, President Afwerki announced a new constitution would be drafted, although no action had been
taken by the end of the reporting period.
The lack of freedom of religion or belief, other
fundamental human rights, and economic opportunities in Eritrea has led thousands of Eritreans to flee
the country to neighboring states and beyond to seek
asylum, including in Europe and the United States. The
UN reported in 2015 that an estimated 6 percent of the
population had fled Eritrea since 2014.

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM CONDITIONS
2016–2017
Registration

To date, no other religious communities have been
registered. The Baha’i community, the Presbyterian
Church, the Methodist Church, and the Seventh-day
Adventists submitted the required applications in
2002; however, the Eritrean government has yet to
act on their applications. The government’s inaction means that unregistered religious communities
lack a legal basis on which to practice their faiths,
including holding services or other religious ceremonies. According to the COI-E report and Eritrean
refugees interviewed by USCIRF, most churches of
nonregistered religious communities are closed and
government approval is required to build houses
of worship. Leaders and members of unregistered
communities that continue to practice their faith are
punished with imprisonment and fines.

Torture of Religious Prisoners of Conscience

Reports of torture and other abuses of religious prisoners continue. While the country’s closed nature makes
In 2002, the government imposed a registration requirement on all religious groups other than the four officially exact numbers difficult to determine, the State Department reports 1,200 to 3,000 persons are imprisoned
recognized religions: the Coptic Orthodox Church of
on religious grounds in Eritrea. During the reporting
Eritrea; Sunni Islam; the Roman Catholic Church; and
period, there were reported incidents of new arrests.
the Evangelical Church of Eritrea, a Lutheran-affiliThe vast majority of religious prisoners of conscience are
ated denomination. All other religious communities
members of unregistered churches arrested for particiare required to apply annually for registration with
pating in religious services or ceremonies.
the Office of Religious Affairs. Registration requireReligious prisoners are sent routinely to the harshest
ments include a description of the group’s history in
prisons
and receive some of the cruelest punishments.
Eritrea; detailed information about its foreign sources of
Released religious prisoners have reported that they were
funding, leadership, assets, and activities; and an explakept in solitary confinement or crowded conditions, such
nation of how it would benefit the country or is unique
as in 20-foot metal shipping containers or underground
compared to other religious communities. Registration
barracks, and subjected
also requires conformity
to extreme temperature
with Proclamation No.
fluctuations. In addition,
73/1995 “to Legally StanReligious
prisoners
are
sent
routinely
there have been reports of
dardize and Articulate
to
the
harshest
prisons
and
receive
some
deaths of religious prisonReligious Institutions and
of
the
cruelest
punishments.
ers due to harsh treatment
Activities,” which permits
or denial of medical care.
registered religious
Persons detained for
institutions the right to
religious activities, in both
preach, teach, and engage in awareness campaigns
short-term and long-term detentions, are not formally
but prohibits “infringing upon national safety, security
charged, permitted access to legal counsel, accorded due
and supreme national interests, instigating refusal to
process, or allowed family visits. Prisoners are not perserve national service and stirring up acts of political or
mitted to pray aloud, sing, or preach, and religious books
religious disturbances calculated to endanger the indeare banned. Evangelicals, Pentecostals, and Jehovah’s
pendence and territorial sovereignty of the country.”
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President Afwerki issued a decree revoking Jehovah’s
Witnesses’ citizenship for their refusal to take part in the
referendum on independence or to participate in national
service. Since 1994, Jehovah’s Witnesses have been barred
from obtaining government-issued identity and travel
Pentecostals and Evangelicals
documents, government jobs, and business licenses.
Pentecostals and Evangelicals comprise the majority of
Eritrean identity cards are required for legal recognition
religious prisoners. The Eritrean government is susof marriages or land purchases. The State Department has
picious of newer religious communities, in particular
reported that some local authorities have denied water
Protestant Evangelical and Pentecostal communities.
and gas services to Jehovah’s Witnesses.
It has characterized these groups as being part of a
Jehovah’s Witnesses who have refused to serve
foreign campaign to infiltrate the country, engage in
in the military have been imprisoned without trial,
aggressive evangelism alien to Eritrea’s cultural tradisome for over a decade, including Paulos Eyassu, Issac
tions, and cause social divisions. Several Evangelical
Mogos, and Negede Teklemariam, who have been
and Pentecostal pastors have been detained for more
detained in Sawa Prison since September 24, 1994.
than 10 years, including Southwest Full Gospel Church
Moreover, the government’s requirement that high
Founder and Pastor Kiflu Gebremeskel (since 2004),
school students complete their final year at the Sawa
Massawa Rhema Church
Training and Education
Pastor Million GebreseCamp, which includes
lasie (since 2004), Full
six months of military
The Eritrean government has
Gospel Church Pastor
training, effectively
appointed the Patriarch of the
Haile Naigzhi (since
denies Jehovah’s WitEritrean Orthodox Church and the
2004), Kale Hiwot Church
nesses an opportunity to
Mufti of the Eritrean Muslim community, as
Pastor Ogbamichael
attend their last year of
well as other lower-level religious officials.
Teklehaimanot (since
high school and graduHundreds of Orthodox Christian and
2005), and Full Gospel
ate because their faith
Muslim religious leaders and laity
Church Pastor Kidane
prohibits them from parwho protested these appointments
Weldou (since 2005).
ticipating in the military
remain imprisoned.
During 2016, security
training. Some children
forces continued to arrest
of Jehovah’s Witnesses
followers of these faiths
have been expelled
for participating in clandestine prayer meetings and
from school because of their refusal to salute the flag
religious ceremonies, although toleration of these
or to pay for membership in the officially sanctioned
groups varied by location. The Eritrean government
national organization for youth and students.
and Eritrean religious leaders do not publicize arrests
Whole congregations of Jehovah’s Witnesses have
and releases, and government secrecy and intimidabeen arrested while attending worship services in
tion make documenting the exact numbers of such
homes or in rented facilities, and individual Witnesses
cases difficult. Nevertheless, USCIRF received conare arrested regularly and imprisoned for expressfirmation of dozens more arrests in 2016. The State
ing their faith to others. Some are released quickly,
Department also has reported that some local authoriwhile others are held indefinitely without charges.
ties have denied water and gas services to Pentecostals. As of December 2016, the Eritrean government held
in detention 54 Jehovah’s Witnesses without charge.
Jehovah’s Witnesses
Of these, 10 are older than 60, four are older than 70,
Jehovah’s Witnesses are persecuted for their political
and one is in his 80s. The majority of detainees were
neutrality and conscientious objection to military serarrested for participating in religious meetings or for
vice, which are aspects of their faith. On October 25, 1994,
conscientious objection.
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Witnesses released from prison report being pressured
to recant their faith, forced to sign statements that they
would no longer gather to worship, and warned not to
re-engage in religious activities.
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Recognized Religious Communities
The Eritrean government also strictly controls the
activities of the four recognized religious communities:
the Coptic Orthodox Church of Eritrea; Sunni Islam; the
Roman Catholic Church; and the Evangelical Church
of Eritrea. These groups are required to submit activity
reports every six months, instructed not to accept funds
from coreligionists abroad (an order with which the
Eritrean Orthodox Church reportedly said it would not
comply), and have had religious leaders appointed by
government officials. There also are reports of government surveillance of services of the four official
religions. Eritrean officials visiting the United States
reportedly pressured diaspora members to attend only
Eritrean government-approved Orthodox churches in
the United States. Muslims opposed to the government
are labeled as fundamentalists. The Catholic Church is
granted a few more—but still restricted—freedoms than
other religious communities, including the permission
to host some visiting clergy, to receive funding from the
Holy See, to travel for religious purposes and training in
small numbers, and to receive exemptions from national
service for seminary students and nuns.
The Eritrean government has appointed the Patriarch of the Eritrean Orthodox Church and the Mufti
of the Eritrean Muslim community, as well as other
lower-level religious officials. Hundreds of Orthodox
Christian and Muslim religious leaders and laity who
protested these appointments remain imprisoned. The
government-deposed Eritrean Orthodox Patriarch
Abune Antonios, who protested government interference in his church’s affairs, has been held under house
arrest since 2006. In April 2016, Eritrean authorities
arrested 10 Orthodox priests who asked for the release
of Patriarch Antonios. On August 8, 2016, the Eritrean
Orthodox Church’s website published pictures of Patriarch Antonios at the Patriarchate in Asmara and his
purported letter of apology; however, other Orthodox
officials deny that Patriarch Antonios wrote the letter
and assert that the August 8 meeting was part of a
recently begun reconciliation process.

U.S. POLICY
Relations between the United States and Eritrea remain
poor. The U.S. government has long expressed concern
about the Eritrean government’s human rights practices
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and support for Ethiopian, Somali, and South Sudanese
rebel groups in the region. The government of Eritrea
expelled the U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) in 2005, and U.S. programs in the country
ended in fiscal year 2006. Eritrea receives no U.S. development, humanitarian, or security assistance. Since
2010, the Eritrean government has refused to accredit
a new U.S. ambassador to the country; in response, the
U.S. government revoked the credentials of the Eritrean
ambassador to the United States.
U.S. government officials routinely raise religious
freedom violations when speaking about human rights
conditions in Eritrea. The United States was a co-sponsor of a 2016 UN Human Rights Council resolution
continuing for one year the position of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Eritrea.
U.S.-Eritrean relations also are heavily influenced,
often adversely, by strong U.S. ties with Ethiopia. Gaining independence in 1993, Eritrea fought a costly border
war with Ethiopia from 1998 to 2000. The United States,
the UN, the European Union, and the now-defunct
Organization of African Unity were formal witnesses
to the 2000 accord ending that conflict. However,
Eritrean-Ethiopian relations remain tense due to Ethiopia’s refusal to permit demarcation of the boundary
according to the Hague’s Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary
Commission’s 2002 decision. The U.S. government views
the Commission’s decision as “final and binding” and
expects both parties to comply.

U.S. policy toward Eritrea also is
concentrated on U.S. concerns that the
country’s activities in the region could
destabilize the Horn of African region.

U.S. policy toward Eritrea also is concentrated on
U.S. concerns that the country’s activities in the region
could destabilize the Horn of Africa region. In 2009, the
United States joined a 13-member majority to adopt UN
Security Council Resolution 1907, sanctioning Eritrea
for supporting armed groups in Somalia, and failing to
withdraw its forces from the Eritrean-Djibouti border
following clashes with Djibouti. The sanctions include an
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arms embargo, travel restrictions, and asset freezes on
the Eritrean government’s political and military leaders,
as well as other individuals designated by the Security
Council’s Committee on Somalia Sanctions. In 2010, then
President Barack Obama announced Executive Order
13536, blocking the property and property interests of
several individuals for their financing of al-Shabaab in
Somalia, including Eritrean presidential advisor Yemane
Ghebreab. In 2011, the United States voted in favor of UN
Security Council Resolution 2023, which calls on UN
member states to implement Resolution 1907’s sanctions
and ensure their dealings with Eritrea’s mining industry do not support activities that would destabilize the
region. In 2016, the U.S. government voted in the UN
Security Council to retain an arms embargo on Eritrea
and to renew for another year the mandate of its Monitoring Group on Somalia and Eritrea.
In September 2004, the State Department first designated Eritrea as a CPC. When re-designating Eritrea in
September 2005 and January 2009, the State Department
announced the denial of commercial export to Eritrea of
defense articles and services covered by the Arms Export
Control Act, with some items exempted. The Eritrean
government subsequently intensified its repression of
unregistered religious groups with a series of arrests
and detentions of clergy and ordinary members of the
affected groups. The State Department most recently
re-designated Eritrea as a CPC in October 2016, and
continued the presidential action of the arms embargo,
although since 2011 this has been under the auspices of
UN Security Council Resolution 1907 (see above).
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APPENDIX 1
BIOGRAPHIES OF COMMISSIONERS
REV. THOMAS J. REESE, S.J., CHAIR
Rev. Thomas J. Reese, S.J., is a Senior Analyst for the
National Catholic Reporter, a position he has held since
2014. Previously, he was a Senior Fellow at the Woodstock Theological Center from 2006 to 2013 and from
1988 to 1998. He joined the Center as a Visiting Fellow in
1985. He was Editor-in-Chief of America magazine from
1998 to 2005 and an associate editor from 1978 to 1985.
As an associate editor, he covered politics, economics,
and the Catholic Church. Rev. Reese entered the Jesuits
in 1962 and was ordained in 1974. He also is the author
of Inside the Vatican: The Politics and Organization of
the Catholic Church. He received a B.A. and an M.A.
from St. Louis University, an M.Div. from the Jesuit
School of Theology at Berkeley, and a Ph.D. in Political
Science from the University of California, Berkeley.
Father Reese was appointed to the Commission on
May 15, 2014, and reappointed on May 12, 2016, by then
President Barack Obama for a two-year term expiring in
May 2018.

DANIEL MARK, VICE CHAIRMAN
Daniel Mark is an assistant professor of political science
at Villanova University. He teaches political theory,
philosophy of law, American government, and politics
and religion. At Villanova, he is a faculty associate of the
Matthew J. Ryan Center for the Study of Free Institutions and the Public Good, and he holds the rank of
battalion professor in Villanova’s Navy Reserve Officers’
Training Corps unit. He is also on the steering committee for the new Villanova Political Theology Project
and on the graduate committee of the Department of
Political Science. He has served as the faculty adviser to
the mock trial team and to the men’s club lacrosse team
and as a mentor in the university’s Faith and Learning
Scholars Program.
For the 2015-16 academic year, Dr. Mark was on
sabbatical from Villanova as a visiting fellow in the
Department of Politics at Princeton University under
the sponsorship of the department’s James Madison
Program in American Ideals and Institutions.

Dr. Mark is a fellow of the Witherspoon Institute in
Princeton, NJ, and works with the Tikvah Fund in New
York, and he has taught at the Straus Center for Torah
and Western Thought at Yeshiva University. He is also
a member of the advisory council of CanaVox. He has
served as an assistant editor of the journal Interpretation and a contributor to the Arc of the Universe blog.
Dr. Mark speaks frequently for a wide variety of
groups, including the Acton Institute, the U.S. Military Academy (West Point), the American Enterprise
Institute, the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty, the Love
and Fidelity Network, the Ethics and Religious Liberty
Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention, Opus
Dei, the Agora Institute, and Chabad. In September
2015, Daniel spoke at the World Meeting of Families, a
triennial event organized by the Catholic Church, which
drew 20,000 participants to Philadelphia. Other appearances have included speeches at Ave Maria University,
Arizona State University, Baylor University, Brigham
Young University, Colorado Christian University, Eastern University, the University of Notre Dame, and the
Mount Academy, the Bruderhof (Anabaptist) high school
in upstate New York.
In addition to his academic writing, Dr. Mark has
published on topics related to international religious
freedom in US News & World Report, Investor’s Business
Daily, Foreign Affairs, The Hill, and the Philadelphia
Inquirer, and he has appeared on CNN, Al Jazeera
America, CBS radio in Philadelphia, KNUS radio in Denver, and Relevant Radio, among other outlets.
He holds a BA (magna cum laude), MA, and Ph.D.
from the Department of Politics at Princeton University.
He wrote his dissertation under the direction of Professor
Robert P. George on the subject of “Authority and Legal
Obligation.” There, he participated in the Program in
Law and Public Affairs and the Penn-Princeton Bioethics
Forum. He was also affiliated with the James Madison
Program in American Ideals and Institutions and served
as coordinator of its Undergraduate Fellows Forum.
Before graduate school, Dr. Mark spent four years as
a high school teacher in New York City, and he received
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the New Jersey Department of Education Commissioner’s Distinguished Teacher Candidate Award while
earning his teaching certification.
Dr. Mark was appointed to the Commission on
May 9, 2014 by then-Speaker of the House John Boehner
(R-OH) and reappointed on May 16, 2016 by Speaker of
the House Paul Ryan (R-WI) for a two-year term expiring
in May 2018.

DR. JAMES J. ZOGBY, VICE CHAIR
Dr. James J. Zogby is the founder and president of the
Arab American Institute (AAI), a Washington, D.C.based organization which serves as the political and
policy research arm of the Arab American community.
He is also Managing Director of Zogby Research Services, which specializes in public opinion polling across
the Arab world.
Since 1985, Dr. Zogby and AAI have led Arab
American efforts to secure political empowerment
in the U.S. through voter registration, education, and
mobilization, AAI has moved Arab Americans into the
political mainstream.
For the past three decades, Dr. Zogby has
been involved in a full range of Arab American
issues. A co-founder and chairman of the Palestine
Human Rights Campaign in the late 1970s, he later
co-founded and served as the Executive Director of
the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee.
In 1982, he co-founded Save Lebanon, Inc., a relief
organization which provided health care for Palestinian and Lebanese victims of war. In 1985, Zogby
founded AAI.
In 1993, following the signing of the Israeli-Palestinian peace accord in Washington, he was asked by
then Vice President Al Gore to Co-Chair Builders for
Peace, an effort to promote U.S. business investment in
the West Bank and Gaza. In his capacity as co-president
of Builders, Zogby frequently traveled to the Middle East
with delegations led by then Vice President Gore and
late Secretary of Commerce Ron Brown.
Dr. Zogby has also been active in U.S. politics for
many years. Since 1995 he has played a leadership role in
the National Democratic Ethnic Coordinating Committee (NDECC), an umbrella organization of leaders of
European and Mediterranean descent. In 2001, he was
appointed to the Executive Committee of the Democratic
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National Committee (DNC), and in 2006 was also named
Co-Chair of the DNC’s Resolutions Committee.
A lecturer and scholar on Middle East issues, U.S.Arab relations, and the history of the Arab American
community, Dr. Zogby has an extensive media profile
in the U.S. and across the Arab World. He currently
serves as Chairman of the Editorial Advisory Committee for SkyNewsArabia. Since 1992, Dr. Zogby has
also written a weekly column published in 14 Arab and
South Asian countries.
He has authored a number of books, including:
“Looking at Iran” (2013), “Arab Voices” (2010), “What
Ethnic Americans Really Think” (2002), and “What
Arabs Think: Values, Beliefs and Concerns” (2001).
In 1975, Dr. Zogby received his doctorate from
Temple University’s Department of Religion. He was a
Post-Doctoral Fellow at Princeton University in 1976,
and has been awarded numerous grants and honorary
degrees.
Dr. Zogby is married to Eileen Patricia McMahon.
Dr. Zogby was appointed to the Commission on
September 6, 2013 by then President Barack Obama and
was reappointed to a second term in 2015 for a two-year
term expiring in May 2017.

KRISTINA ARRIAGA DE BUCHOLZ,
COMMISSIONER
Kristina Arriaga de Bucholz was the Executive Director
of Becket Law, a firm that defends the free expression of
all religious traditions in the United States and abroad.
During her tenure, Associated Press called Becket a
“powerhouse law firm” after it won several landmark
Supreme Court religious freedom cases including
Hosanna Tabor, Holt, and Hobby Lobby. Becket also
secured the rights of Native Americans to use eagle
feathers in their powwows, persuaded the U.S. Army to
let a Sikh Bronze Star Medalist serve with his articles of
faith, as well as protected the rights of a small order of
Catholic nuns who take care of the dying elderly poor.
Becket also took on cases in Azerbaijan, Romania, and
Spain and filed briefs before the European Court of
Human Rights among many others.
After starting her career in DC working for U.S.
Ambassador José Sorzano at the Cuban American
National Foundation, she became Advisor to the U.S.
delegation to the UN Commission on Human Rights

(UNCHR). Splitting her time between the seat of the
UNCHR in Geneva and Washington, DC, Kristina
worked on raising awareness of the plight of political
prisoners with New York Times bestselling author,
former political prisoner, Armando Valladares who was
named Ambassador to the UN Human Rights Commission. After returning permanently to the United States,
Kristina continued to work on behalf of defectors and
refugees. Her work orchestrating the spectacular airplane rescue of a defector’s family from Cuba earned her
recognition in media all over the world including Reader’s Digest and Vanity Fair. No less adventurous was her
time working on domestic affairs as an Intergovernmental Relations Officer at the Department of Housing
and Urban Development and then later as a four-year
appointee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights.
Kristina is the recipient of the Newseum Institute’s
2017 Free Expression Award. She was featured by The
Federalist as one of the 7 “Most Amazing Women of
2016.” She is sought out as an expert on religious liberty
issues. She has written numerous articles on the topic,
spoken at several conferences and has appeared on multiple television and radio programs including MSNBC,
CNN en español, C-Span, Fox and NPR.
In between swapping hats at Becket, she has had
the greatest adventure of all: she is happily married to
LtCol Matthew Bucholz, USMC (Retired) and has three
kids. Kristina has a Master of Arts in Liberal Studies
from Georgetown University where she graduated
summa cum laude and an undergraduate degree from
Marquette University.
Kristina Arriaga was appointed to the Commission
on May 13, 2016 by Speaker of the House Paul Ryan
(R-WI) for a two-year term expiring in May 2018.

TENZIN DORJEE, COMMISSIONER
Tenzin Dorjee (Ph.D. , University of California, Santa
Barbara, UCSB) is an Associate Professor at the Department of Human Communication Studies, California
State University, Fullerton (CSUF). His primary teaching
and research interests are intergroup, intercultural, and
intergenerational communication, identity issues, peace
building, and conflict resolution. At CSUF campus,
he has received several faculty recognition awards for
outstanding achievements in teaching, research, and
community service.

He has authored and co-authored peer-reviewed
articles and invited chapters on Tibetan culture, identity, nonviolence and middle way approaches to conflict
resolution including Sino-Tibetan conflict, intercultural
and intergroup communication competence, intergenerational communication context, and others. Based
on his dissertation, he co-authored with Giles, H., and
Baker, V. (2011): “Diasporic communication: Cultural
deviance and accommodation among Tibetans in exiles
in India,” Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural
Development, 32(4), 343-359. He also guided students to
present papers at annual regional, national, and international communication conferences and co-authored
peer-reviewed journal articles with them. In recognition
of his student mentorship and scholarly activity, CSUF
bestowed on him the Faculty Teacher-Scholar Award
in 2011 and the Faculty Scholarly and Creative Activity
Award in 2013.
Dr. Dorjee received the Faculty Recognition for
Extraordinary and Sustained Service in 2015. Dr.
Dorjee is a prominent translator who studied at Sera
Jey Monastic University, South India, and the Institute
of Buddhist Dialectics, Dharamsala, and worked in
the Translation and Research Bureau of the Library
of Tibetan Works and Archives (LTWA), Dharamsala,
India, for over 13 years. For over 20 years, he has been
a volunteer translator for Gaden Shartse Thubten
Dhargye Ling Tibetan Buddhist Center in Long Beach,
CA, founded by late His Eminence Geshe Tsultim
Gyeltsen. He is also a published author of articles and
translated works of Tibetan Buddhism and culture
into English. He had the honor to translate for many
preeminent Tibetan Buddhist Professors including His
Holiness the Dalai Lama in India and North America.
He served as a former Member-At-Large in the Executive Council of the Western States of Communication
Association (WSCA), Chair of WSCA’s Distinguished
Teaching Award Committee, Basic Course Director of
the Department of Human Communication Studies,
CSUF, and Vice President and President of the Tibetan
Association of Southern California (TASC).
Furthermore, he has served on many community-based committees including the Dalai Lama Trust
Graduate Scholarship Selection Committee and Restorative Schools Vision Project, Sacramento. In the summer
of 2013, he volunteered at the Office of His Holiness the
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Dalai Lama in Dharamsala and also presented many
intercultural communication-themed talks at various
Tibetan institutes. On a voluntary service basis, in the
summer of 2016, he accepted the invitation in teaching
intercultural communication, research methodology,
and teaching pedagogy at the College of Higher Tibetan
Studies, Sarah, and the Dalai Lama Institute for Higher
Education, Bengaluru, India. He also gave invited
presentations at many Tibetan institutes including
the Tibet Policy Institute, LTWA, Tibetan Children’s
Village, Institute of Buddhist Dialectics, and Tibetan
Astro-Medical College in Dharamsala, India.
Tenzin Dorjee was appointed to the Commission on
December 8, 2016 by Representative Pelosi (D-CA) for a
term expiring in May 2018.

SANDRA JOLLEY, COMMISSIONER
A leader in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, Sandra Jolley has spent decades in Nevada
advocating for women and families. Jolley served as
co-chairman of the Las Vegas Area Public Communications Committee of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints and facilitated interfaith and community outreach for the church. In addition, she served five
years as president of the Las Vegas South Stake Relief
Society and two years as assistant director of Life Line,
a women’s resource center serving southern Nevada.
She also has worked with numerous campaigns and
local charities. Jolley is a University of Nevada, Las Vegas
(UNLV) graduate with a degree in Women’s Studies with
special emphasis on women’s religious history. She and
her husband Mark live in Las Vegas, Nevada and have 6
children and 12 grandchildren.
Sandra Jolley was appointed to the Commission on
April 27, 2016 by Senator Harry Reid (D-NV).

CLIFFORD D. MAY, COMMISSIONER
Clifford D. May is the founder and president of the
Foundation for Defense of Democracies (FDD), a nonpartisan policy institute focusing on national security
created immediately following the 9/11 attacks on
the United States. Mr. May has had a long and distinguished career in international relations, journalism,
communications and politics. A veteran news reporter,
foreign correspondent and editor (at The New York
Times and other publications), he has covered stories
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in more than two dozen countries. A former syndicated
columnist for Scripps Howard News Service, he is
currently the weekly “Foreign Desk” columnist for The
Washington Times. His writing also has appeared in
The Wall Street Journal, Commentary, National Review,
USA Today, The Atlantic and many other publications.
He is the co-editor of a book on the conflict in Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as one on energy policy. He
was appointed as an advisor to the Iraq Study Group
(Baker-Hamilton Commission) of the United States
Institute of Peace in 2006, and served on the bipartisan
Advisory Committee on Democracy Promotion from
2007 to 2009. From 1997 to 2001, he served as the Director of Communications for the Republican National
Committee. Mr. May holds master’s degrees from
both Columbia University’s School of International
Affairs and its School of Journalism. His undergraduate
degree is from Sarah Lawrence College, and he holds
a certificate in Russian language and literature from
Leningrad State University, USSR. He is a member of
the Washington Institute of Foreign Affairs.
Mr. May was appointed to the Commission on
August 2, 2016 by Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY) for a two-year term expiring in August 2018.

DR. JOHN RUSKAY, COMMISSIONER
Dr. John Ruskay is Executive Vice President emeritus
of UJA-Federation of New York, a member of the United
States Commission on International Religious Freedom,
and a senior partner of JRB Consulting Services.
Now in his fourth decade of leadership in the North
American Jewish Community, Dr. Ruskay was a senior
professional at UJA-Federation for 22 years, the last 5
(1999-2014) as Executive Vice President and CEO. He
called for the Federation to become a creative resource
for the creation of “inspired and caring communities”
which can engage Jews on the basis of providing meaning, purpose and community, and forged bold initiatives
to realize that vision.
Prior to UJA-Federation, Dr. Ruskay held senior
leadership positions including Vice Chancellor, the
Jewish Theological Seminary of America (1985-1993);
and Education Director, the 92nd Street YM-YWHA
(1980–1985).
In 2014, Dr. Ruskay and Robin Bernstein created
JRB Consulting Services LLC, which provides strategic

consulting and coaching for a range of Not for Profits.
Clients have included UJA-Federation of New York, the
Educational Alliance, the S. Daniel Abraham Center for
Middle East Peace, the Jewish People Policy Planning
Institute, Innovation Africa, the Yale Center for Social
and Emotional Learning, Birthright Israel Foundation,
among others. Prior to 2014, Dr. Ruskay served as a
consultant to several of the major American Jewish foundations including the Wexner Foundation (1986–1998)
and the Andrea and Charles Bronfman Philanthropies
(1985–1996).

• Board Member, Foundation to Sustain Righteous
Christians (1988–1998)

Honors

• Founding member of the New York Havurah
(1969–1974)

• Board Member, American Jewish World Service
(1987–1993)
• Founding Board member, the Coalition on the
Environment in Jewish Life (COEJL) (1987–1993)
• Founding Board member, the Abraham Joshua
Heschel School (1978–l984; 1988–1996)
• Founding Board member, Breira (1972–1977)

Dr. Ruskay is widely recognized as an outstanding professional leader of the American Jewish Community. He
has received numerous honors including honorary doctorate degrees from Spertus College (2011), the Jewish
Theological Seminary of America (2011), Hebrew Union
College (2013), Yeshiva University (2014), and the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College (2016). He also received
the Bernard Riesman Award for Professional Excellence
from Brandeis University (1995) and the Mandelkorn
Distinguished Service Award from the Jewish Communal Service Association of North America (2003).

In May 2016, then President Barack Obama
appointed Dr. Ruskay to the United States Commission
on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF).
Dr. Ruskay lives in New York with his wife Robin
Bernstein, who served as CEO of the Educational Alliance from 1999-2014. They have five children and eight
grandchildren.
Dr. Ruskay was appointed to the Commission on
May 12, 2016 by then President Obama for a two-year
term expiring in May 2018.

Education

JACKIE WOLCOTT, COMMISSIONER

Ruskay earned his BA cum laude from the University of
Pittsburgh (1968), and his MA (1972) and Ph.D. (1977) in
Political Science from Columbia University, with a specialization in Middle East Politics. His masters essay was
a study of Bi-Nationalism during the British Mandate
in Palestine. His dissertation was entitled “Non-Institutional Mass Political Participation: The Role of Voluntary
Groups in the Egyptian Revolution of 1919.”
Dr. Ruskay has written extensively and speaks
nationally on how the American Jewish community can
most effectively respond to the challenges and opportunities of living in an open society, the role of Jewish
philanthropy, and the central role of community.
Dr. Ruskay has also served in a range of community
volunteer roles including:

Ambassador Wolcott served as USCIRF’s Executive
Director from February 2010 through December 2015.
Prior to joining USCIRF, the Ambassador had a long
career in government executive positions, serving as
Special Envoy for Nuclear Nonproliferation and U.S.
Ambassador to the UN Security Council. Ms. Wolcott
also was Ambassador and United States Permanent
Representative to the Conference on Disarmament in
Geneva, Switzerland and Special Representative of the
President of the United States for the Non-Proliferation
of Nuclear Weapons. She served as U.S. Governor to the
International Atomic Energy Agency Board of Governors, working on issues relating to Iran’s and North
Korea’s nuclear weapons programs.
Ambassador Wolcott served as Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State in the Bureau of International Organization Affairs for more than five years. She had specific
responsibility for human rights issues in the United
Nations, including international freedom of religion
issues. In this capacity, Ambassador Wolcott developed

• Board Member, Jewish Media Group (publisher of
the New York Jewish Week), 2014 to present.
• Treasurer, the National Religious Partnership for
the Environment (1993–2010)
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and implemented U.S. strategy at the UN Human Rights
Commission, the Economic and Social Council, the
Commission on the Status of Women, and all related
issues in the UN General Assembly.
Ambassador Wolcott worked in the Senate and
House for nine years, and held several additional
positions relating to national security affairs, including
Associate Director for National Security in the Office
of Presidential Personnel, the White House; White
House Liaison for the Department of State; and Special
Assistant for Congressional Affairs in the Bureau of Near
Eastern and South Asian Affairs, Department of State.
Jackie Wolcott was appointed to the Commission on
March 15, 2016 by Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-KY) for a two-year term expiring in March 2018.
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APPENDIX 2
RELIGIOUS PRISONERS OF CONSCIENCE

T

hrough USCIRF’s Religious

USCIRF also will, to the extent

Prisoners of Conscience Project

practicable, compile online and in

Commissioners advocate in

official publications lists of persons

support of a prisoner of conscience

it determines are imprisoned,

(noted below). Through increased

detained, disappeared, placed under

education, outreach, and advocacy,

house arrest, tortured, or subject to

USCIRF hopes to raise awareness of

forced renunciations of faith for their

these and others individuals being

religious activity or religious freedom

imprisoned for their religion or beliefs,

advocacy by the government of a

reduce their number, and highlight

foreign country that the Commission

the country conditions that led to

recommends for designation as

their imprisonment.

a CPC or a non-state actor that

As mandated in the Frank R. Wolf
International Religious Freedom Act,

the Commission recommends for
designation as an EPC.
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PATRIARCH ABUNE ANTONIOS
COUNTRY
Eritrea

KEY FACT
Patriarch of the Eritrean
Orthodox Church

DETAINED SINCE
May 27, 2007

BIOGRAPHY
Patriarch Abune Antonios was born on July 12, 1927, in
Himberti, a town north of the Eritrean capital, Asmara.
His father was a priest. At the age of five, Patriarch
Antonios entered the monastery of Debre Tsege Abuna
Andrewes, where he was educated, ordained a deacon
at the age of 12, and then served as a monk. Patriarch
Antonios was ordained a priest in 1942 and was eventually elected abbot in 1955.
When the Eritrean Orthodox Church first sought its
independence, Patriarch Antonios was one of the five
abbots from monasteries sent to Egypt to be ordained
a bishop so that the church would be able to constitute
its own Holy Synod. Antonios was ordained as Bishop
Antonios of Hamasien-Asmara on June 19, 1994, in Saint
Mark’s Cathedral in Cairo by His Holiness Shenouda III,
Pope and Patriarch of Alexandria.
Following the death in 2003 of Abune Yacoub,
then Patriarch of the Eritrean Church, Patriarch
Antonios was elected as the third Patriarch of the
Eritrean Orthodox Church by a joint vote of the
Holy Synod and representatives of all dioceses in
the presence of the delegates of the Holy Synod of
the Egyptian Orthodox Church. Pope Shenouda III,
assisted by Eritrean and Coptic Orthodox Metropolitans and Bishops, ordained and enthroned Antonios
as Patriarch on April 23, 2004.
The Eritrean government notified Antonios
on January 20, 2006, that he no longer would lead
the country’s largest religious denomination after
he called for the release of political prisoners and
refused to excommunicate 3,000 parishioners who
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opposed the government. One year later, on January
20, 2007, authorities confiscated Patriarch Antonios’
personal pontifical insignia. On May 27, 2007, the
Eritrean government replaced Patriarch Antonios
with Bishop Dioscoros of Mendefera, forcefully
removed the Patriarch from his home, and placed him
under house arrest at an undisclosed location. Patriarch Antonios, who is 89 years old, continues to be
held incommunicado and reportedly is being denied
medical care despite suffering from severe diabetes.

For more information on Eritrea, see p. 38. For more
information on Chair Thomas J. Reese, S.J., see p. 215.

■ TIER 1 CPC RECOMMENDATIONS

■ TIER 2 COUNTRIES

 urma,* Central African Republic,
B
China,* Eritrea,* Iran,* Nigeria,
North Korea,* Pakistan, Russia,
Saudi Arabia,* Sudan,* Syria, Tajikistan,*
Turkmenistan,* Uzbekistan,* Vietnam

■ OTHER COUNTRIES AND REGIONS

 fghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Cuba,
A
Egypt, India, Indonesia, Iraq, Kazakhstan,
Laos, Malaysia, Turkey

MONITORED
 angladesh, Belarus, Ethiopia, Kenya,
B
Kyrgyzstan, Mexico, Nepal, Somalia,
Western Europe

*Designated as CPCs by the State Department on October 31, 2016

UNITED STATES COMMISSION ON
INTERNATIONAL RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
732 North Capitol Street, N.W., Suite A714
Washington, D.C. 20401
Telephone: (202) 523–3240 Fax: (202) 523–5020
www.uscirf.gov

