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Left: A woman holds a Crimean Tatar flag during a memorial ceremony on
the Independence square in Kiev on May 18, 2016 in commemoration of the
72nd anniversary of the deportation of the indigenous population of the
Crimea by the Soviet Union. AFP/GENYA SAVILOV/AFP/Getty Images

Right: A Tibetan girl holds a placard featuring Gedhun Choekyi
Nyima, the 11th Panchen Lama, during a protest ahead of Chi-
nese Premier Li Keqgiang's visit to India, in New Delhi

May 17, 2013. REUTERS/Anindito Mukherjee

Left: Imam of the Bangui Central Mosque, Sheikh Tidjani Moussa Nahib (L)
welcomes Bangui Archbishop Dieudonne Zapalainga in Bangui on
December 3, 2015. AFP/MARCO LONGARI/AFP/Getty Images

Right: A man cries during the funeral of victims killed in the
bombing of Cairo’s Coptic cathedral, at the Mokattam Cemetery
in Cairo, Egypt December 12, 2016.

REUTERS/Amr Abdallah Dalsh
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INTRODUCTION

he state of affairs for international religious free-

dom is worsening in both the depth and breadth

of violations. The blatant assaults have become so
frightening—attempted genocide, the slaughter of inno-
cents, and wholesale destruction of places of worship—that
less egregious abuses go unnoticed or atleast unappreci-
ated. Many observers have become numb to violations of
the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion.

Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights defines this right to include freedom to change
one’s religion or belief, and freedom—either alone or
in community with others and in public or private—to
manifest one’s religion or belief in teaching, practice,
worship, and observance.

Avyear ago, then Secretary of State John Kerry
declared that the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
was committing genocide. This declaration marked the
first time since Darfur in 2004 when a U.S. administra-
tion proclaimed an ongo-
ing campaign as genocide.
ISIS seeks to bring its bar-
baric worldview to reality
through violence and
genocide cloaked in a dis-
tortion of Islam. While the
world has come to know
ISIS and expects no better,
there are members of the
United Nations Security
Council whose assaults on religious freedom are less
violent, but no less insidious. On April 20, the Russian
Supreme Courtissued a ruling banning the existence
of the Jehovah’s Witnesses in that country. Their right to
religious freedom is being eliminated thoroughly—and
yet “legally” under Russian law. Russia’s continued use of
its “anti-extremism” law as a tool to curtail religious free-
doms is one of the reasons USCIRF has recommended
for the first time that Russia be designated as a “country
of particular concern,” or CPC, under the International
Religious Freedom Act for particularly severe violations
of religious freedom.

The right to the freedom of religion or beliefis an
encompassing right that can be taken away directly or
indirectly, and thus:

... USCIRF has recommended
for the first time that
Russia be designated as a
“country of particular concern,” . . . for
particularly severe violations
of religious freedom.

You cannot have religious freedom without:
.. the freedom of worship;
.. the freedom of association;
... the freedom of expression and opinion;
... the freedom of assembly;
... protection from arbitrary arrest and detention;
... protection from interference in home and
family; and
... You cannot have religious freedom without
equal protection under the law.

And onitgoes.

Many violations of religious freedom do not
appear to be aimed at religion. Violations can seem
mundane, such as requirements for building permits
(to establish/repair places of worship) or less mun-
dane, such as restrictions on association (constrain-
ing the right to worship). Nonetheless, they are viola-
tions of international religious freedoms and they are
increasing in numbers
and frequency.

USCIRF also finds
that many restrictions
onreligious freedoms
are done under the guise
of protecting national
security. However, this
“securitization” of religion
is a double-edged sword.

The challenge of sup-
porting religious freedom and enhancing security can
be seen in both Bahrain and Egypt. During the year,
the Bahraini government has increasingly cracked
down on the religious freedom of its majority-Shi’a
Muslim population, yet the U.S. Administration is lift-
ing human rights conditions on the sale of weapons to
Bahrain. Egypt, on the other hand, is working toward
positive progress on certain aspects of religious free-
dom, yet the overall state of human rights remains dis-
mal. Outreach by the government to religious minority
groups, such as the Copts, is needed and positive, but
has drawn the attention of extremists, such as ISIS, that
are committing violence against such groups. Efforts
by the government that erode the public’s ability to
associate freely and express themselves inevitably
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curtail broader religious freedoms and send mixed, if
not contradictory, messages.

Blasphemy laws are yet another example of govern-
ments using laws as a tool for restricting religious free-
dom 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 chal-
lenge. 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 govern-
ments 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 secre-
tary of state, and Congress. USCIRF also strengthens
religious freedom advocacy networks abroad through
education and outreach, including:

1. Collaborating with the International Panel of Par-
liamentarians 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

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 indi-
viduals 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 reli-
gious freedom for all.
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2017 ANNUAL REPORT OVERVIEW

reated by the International Religious Freedom

Act of 1998 (IRFA), the U.S. Commission on

International Religious Freedom (USCIRF)
is anindependent, bipartisan U.S. government advi-
sory body, separate from the State Department, that
monitors religious freedom abroad and makes policy
recommendations to the president, secretary of state,
and Congress. USCIRF bases these recommendations
on its statutory mandate and the standards in the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights and other interna-
tional documents. The 2017 Annual Report represents
the culmination of a year’s work by Commissioners
and professional staff to document religious freedom
violations and progress and to make independent policy
recommendations to the U.S. government.

The 2017 Annual Report covers calendar year 2016
through February 2017—although in some cases sig-
nificant events that occurred after the reporting period
are mentioned—and is divided into four sections.

The first section focuses on the U.S. government’s
implementation of IRFA, and provides recommenda-
tions for specific actions to bolster current U.S. efforts
to advance freedom of religion or belief abroad.

The second section highlights 16 countries USCIRF
concludes meet IRFA’s standard for “countries of particu-
lar concern,” or CPCs. IRFA requires the U.S. government
to designate as a CPC any country whose government
engages in or tolerates particularly severe religious free-
dom violations that are systematic, ongoing, and egre-
gious. During the reporting period, the State Department
made two sets of CPC designations—in February and
October 2016—naming
10 countries, including
Tajikistan for the first time

lnFebruary%016' culmination of a year’s work . . . to make
USCIRF's 2017 independent policy recommendations to
CPCrecommendations

include, for the first time,
the recommendation that
Russia be designated as a
CPC. Based on improvements in religious freedom con-
ditions in Egypt and Iraq, USCIRF does not recommend
those two countries for CPC designation in 2017, as it had
for Egypt since 2011 and for Iraq since 2008.

The 2017 Annual Report represents the

the U.S. government.

CPC RECOMMENDATIONS

In 2017, USCIRF recommends that the State Department
again designate the following 10 countries as CPCs:
Burma, China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia,
Sudan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. USCIRF
also finds that six other countries meet the CPC standard
and should be so designated: Central African Republic,

Nigeria, Pakistan, Russia, Syria, and Vietnam.

TIER 2
In 2017, USCIRF places the following 12 countries on Tier
2: Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Cuba, Egypt, India,

Indonesia, Iraqg, Kazakhstan, Laos, Malaysia, and Turkey.

EPC RECOMMENDATIONS

In 2017, USCIRF recommends that the State Department
designate the following organizations as EPCs: the Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), the Taliban in Afghanistan,

and al-Shabaab in Somalia.

The third section of the Annual Report highlights
12 countries USCIRF categorizes as Tier 2, defined by
USCIRF as nations in which the violations engaged in
or tolerated by the government are serious and charac-
terized by at least one of the elements of the “systematic,
ongoing, and egregious” CPC standard. Due to deterio-
rating religious freedom conditions, Bahrain is included
on Tier 2in 2017 for the first time.

The last section briefly describes, based on
USCIRF’s ongoing global monitoring, religious free-
dom issues in eight other
countries—Bangladesh,
Belarus, Ethiopia, Kenya,
Kyrgyzstan, Mexico,
Nepal, and Somalia—as
well as in the Western
Europe region. This
section of the report
typically includes coun-
tries previously recommended for CPC designation or
on Tier 2 and in which USCIRF continues to monitor
ongoing concerns; countries USCIRF visited during
the reporting year but did not find to meet the CPC or
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Tier 2 standards; and countries where USCIRF saw
emerging issues or troubling trends that merited com-
ment 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 reli-
gious freedom conditions in all foreign countries may
be found in the State Department’s annual Interna-
tional Religious Freedom reports.

As USCIRF’s previous Annual Reports have rec-
ognized and documented, non-state actors are some
of the most egregious violators of religious freedom in
today’s world. Amendments to IRFA enacted in Decem-
ber 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
toreport, 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
EPC RECOMMENDATIONS

USCIRF 2017
TIER 2 COUNTRIES
Burma* Afghanistan
Central African Republic Azerbaijan
China* Bahrain
Eritrea* Cuba
Iran* Egypt
Nigeria India
North Korea* Indonesia
Pakistan Iraq
Russia Kazakhstan
Saudi Arabia* Laos
Sudan* Malaysia
Syria Turkey
Tajikistan*
Turkmenistan*
Uzbekistan*
Vietnam

The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
The Taliban in Afghanistan

Al-Shabaab in Somalia

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

hile the U.S. government must pursue free-  appear below. These recommendations may not be
dom of religion or belief as a foreign policy ~ generalizable to all countries in each category due to

objective contextualized for each coun- special circumstances, such as existing sanctions or
try covered in this Annual Report, certain common lack of bilateral relations. Nonetheless, they represent
themes and policy options arise. The most common the most pressing religious freedom concerns world-
policy recommendations for states categorized by wide and the most promising avenues for addressing

USCIRF as CPCs and for those listed as Tier 2 countries  them through U.S. foreign policy.

COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN

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

USCIRF recommends the
U.S. government pursue
the following goals . . .

®  Pressthe 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 medi-
cal care, lawyers, and the ability to practice their faith;

... through methods ® Enterinto a binding agreement with the foreign government, as authorized under section
including these policy 405(c) of IRFA, setting forth mutually agreed commitments that would foster critical reforms
options. to improve religious freedom and establish a pathway that could lead to the country’s even-

tual 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;

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

e 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;

e Ensure that the U.S. Embassy and U.S. Consulates, including at the ambassadorial and con-
suls general levels, maintain active contacts with human rights activists.

USCIRF | ANNUAL REPORT 2017 | KEY FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS | WWW.USCIRF.GOV | MEDIA@QUSCIRF.GOV | @USCIRF 5



TIER 2 COUNTRIES

For those states e Urge the country’s government to cooperate fully with international mechanisms on human
categorized as Tier 2, rights issues, including by inviting visits by the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion
USCIRF recommends the or belief;

U.S. government pursue o

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;

the following goals . . .

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

e 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 medi-
cal care, lawyers, and the ability to practice their faith;

... through methods e  Continue to raise consistently religious freedom concerns at high-level bilateral meetings with
including these policy the country’s leaders;
options. .

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;

e Help to train the country’s governmental, civil society, religious, and/or educational profes-
sionals 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 congres-
sional 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 imple-
mented 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. interna-
tional religious freedom policy has been reenergized and
placed on a more positive trajectory, including through
heightened diplomacy, a reinvigorated “country of par-
ticular 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
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Nominate promptly a qualified
and experienced Ambassa-
dor-at-Large for International
Religious Freedom and provide
him or her, when confirmed, with
the authority and resources nec-
essary to carry out the position,
including by continuing Fiscal Year
(FY) 2016 staffing and program
funding levels for the State
Department’s International Reli-
gious Freedom Office (IRF Office).

Appoint promptly a qualified and
experienced individual to be Spe-
cial Adviser to the President on
International Religious Freedom
within the National Security Coun-
cil (NSC) staff, as IRFA envisions.

Stress consistently the impor-
tance 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.

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 Ambassa-
dor-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.

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

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.

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 partic-
ipate in the International Contact
Group on Freedom of Religion
or Belief.

Protect refugees and asylum
seekers, including those fleeing
religious persecution, by continu-
ing 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.
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE CONGRESS

Confirm promptly a qualified J

and experienced nominee for
Ambassador-at-Large and focus
on competency in international
religious freedom during confir-

mation hearings for other relevant 5

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 effec- .

tively 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 hear-
ings and ambassadorial hearings.

Support legislation that promotes
the freedom of religion or belief
abroad and, through legislation and
appropriations, develop an interna-
tional religious freedom strategy.

Conduct oversight on the imple-
mentation of P.L. 114-281, the Frank
R. Wolf International Religious Free-
dom 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 net-
work 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.

STATE’'S DESIGNATIONS OF COUNTRIES AND REGIMES AS CPCs
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2001: Korea, North Arabia,
Burma, and Koreé, Sudan,
China, Sudan ,SAarLanila and )
Iran, Sudan,' Uzbekistan
Iraq, and
Sudan, Vietnam
and
Taliban
regimes

February
and
October
2016:
Burma,
China,
Eritrea,
Iran,
August North
2011: Korea,
Burma, Saudi
China, Arabia,
Eritrea, July 2014: Sudan,
Iran, Burma, Tajikistan,
North China, Turkmenistan,
Korea, Eritrea, and
Saudi Iran, Uzbekistan
Arabia, North RN
Sudan, Korea,
and Saudi
Uzbekistan Arabia,
Sudan,
Turkmenistan,
and
Uzbekistan

| 1999 | 2000 | 2001 | 2002 | 2003 | 2004 | 2005 | 2006 | 2007 | 2008

| 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 |

January 2001:  March June 2004: November 2006:
Milogevic 2003: a9 Vietnam
regime Taliban

regime

STATE'S REMOVALS OF COUNTRIES AND REGIMES FROM CPC LIST

Source: GAO analysis of Department of State information
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TIER 1 COUNTRIES

USCIRF-RECOMMENDED COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

TIER 1 DESIGNATION

The International Religious Freedom Act requires the U.S.
government to designate as a CPC any country whose
government engages in or tolerates particularly severe reli-
gious freedom violations that are “systematic, ongoing, and
egregious.”

TIER 1 Burma* Russia
USCIRF-RECOMMENDED Central African Republic Saudi Arabia*
CPC COUNTRIES China* Sudan*
Eritrea* Syria
Iran* Tajikistan*
Nigeria Turkmenistan*
North Korea* Uzbekistan*
Pakistan Vietnam

*Designated as CPCs by the State Department on October 31, 2016
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10

BURMA

TIER 1 | USCIRF-RECOMMENDED COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

KEY FINDINGS

The year 2016 marked a historic and peaceful transition of gov-
ernment in Burma, also known as Myanmar. Yet while the political
handover occurred without incident, conditions during the year
continued to decline for Rohingya Muslims, as well as for other
religious and ethnic minorities. In addition, fresh and renewed
fighting in some ethnic areas highlighted the schism between
Burma's civilian-controlled leadership and the military, which
controls three powerful ministries and significant portions of the
economy. Although the circumstances and root causes driving
the ill treatment of religious and ethnic groups differ, there are
two common elements: (1) the outright impunity for abuses and
crimes committed by the military and some non-state actors, and
(2) the depth of the humanitarian crisis faced by displaced per-
sons and others targeted for their religious and/or ethnic identity.
Due to both governmental and societal discrimination, Rohingya

Muslims—tens of thousands of whom are currently displaced—
are stateless and vulnerable, and many Christians are restricted
from public worship and subjected to coerced conversion to
Buddhism. Given that the National League for Democracy (NLD)
government has allowed systematic, egregious, and ongoing vio-
lations of freedom of religion or belief to continue, USCIRF again
finds that Burma merits designation as a “country of particular
concern,” or CPC, in 2017 under the International Religious Free-
dom Act (IRFA). The State Department has designated Burma
as a CPC since 1999, most recently in October 2016. Non-state
actors such as Ma Ba Tha and other nationalist individuals and
groups do not meet the definition of an “entity of particular con-
cern” under the Frank Wolf International Religious Freedom Act
(P.L. 114-281), but merit continued international scrutiny for their
severe violations of religious freedom and related human rights.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

e Continue to designate Burma as a CPC

of inquiry or similar independent

religious and ethnic minorities, including

under IRFA;

Enter into a binding agreement with the
government of Burma, 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 path-
way that could lead to Burma'’s eventual
removal from the CPC list, including but
not limited to the following:

e Taking concrete steps to end violence
and policies of discrimination against
religious and ethnic minorities, includ-
ing the investigation and prosecution
of those perpetrating or inciting
violence; and

e Lifting all restrictions inconsistent with
international standards on freedom of
religion or belief;

Continue to encourage Burma's gov-
ernment to allow humanitarian aid and
workers, international human rights
monitors, and independent media con-
sistent and unimpeded access to conflict
areas, including in Rakhine, Kachin, and
Shan states and other locations where
displaced persons and affected civilian
populations reside, and direct U.S. assis-
tance to these efforts, as appropriate;

Support efforts by the international
community, including at the United
Nations, to establish a commission

mechanism to investigate the root
causes and allegations of human rights
violations in Rakhine, Kachin, and Shan
states and other conflict areas, and to
hold accountable those responsible—
including members of the military and
law enforcement—for perpetrating or
inciting violence against civilians, par-
ticularly religious and ethnic minorities;
Encourage Burma's government to
become party to the International Cove-
nant on Civil and Political Rights;

Engage the government of Burma,

the Buddhist community (especially its
leaders), religious and ethnic minori-
ties (including Rohingya Muslims and
Christian communities), and other
actors who support religious freedom,
tolerance, inclusivity, and reconciliation,
to assist them in promoting understand-
ing among people of different religious
faiths and to impress upon them the
importance of pursuing improvements
in religious tolerance and religious
freedom in tandem with political
improvements;

Use the term “Rohingya” both publicly
and privately, which respects the right
of Rohingya Muslims to identify as they
choose;

Encourage crucial legal and legislative
reform that strengthens protections for

citizenship for the Rohingya population
through the review, amendment, or
repeal of the 1982 Citizenship Law or
some other means, and support the
proper training of local government
officials, lawyers, judges, police, and
security forces tasked with implement-
ing, enforcing, and interpreting the rule
of law;

Press for at the highest levels and work
to secure the unconditional release of
prisoners of conscience and persons
detained or awaiting trial, and press
Burma’s government to treat prisoners
humanely and allow them access to
family, human rights monitors, adequate
medical care, and lawyers and the ability
to practice their faith; and

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 For-
eign 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.
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CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC

TIER 1 | USCIRF-RECOMMENDED COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

KEY FINDINGS

The Central African Republic (CAR) remains fragile, suscep-
tible to outbreaks of sectarian violence, and fractured along
religious lines. Militias formed along opposing Muslim and
Christian lines continue to kill individuals based on their
religious identity, leading to retaliatory attacks and waves
of violence. CAR’s Muslim population remains dispropor-
tionately displaced, and in the western part of the country,
the Muslim community cannot freely practice their faith. The
CAR government has taken some positive steps to address
interfaith tensions, but has failed to increase its reconcili-
ation efforts to reverse the ethnic cleansing of Muslims or
improve interfaith relations. Since a 2013 coup that resulted

in rampant lawlessness and the complete collapse of gov-
ernment control, state authorities have almost no presence
outside of the capital. USCIRF again finds in 2017 that CAR
merits designation as a “country of particular concern,” or
CPC, under the International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA).
In 2015, USCIRF determined that the ethnic cleansing of
Muslims and sectarian violence in CAR meet IRFA's stan-
dard for CPC designation. While IRFA's language focuses
CPC designations on governmental action or inaction, its
spirit is to bring U.S. pressure and attention to bear to end
egregious violations of religious freedom and address the
actual drivers of persecution.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

¢ Designate CAR as a CPC under IRFA;

e Sustain a high level of engagement with
CAR authorities, the United Nations
(UN), and international donors to ensure
that issues related to ending sectarian
violence and impunity, increasing inter-
faith reconciliation, and affirming the
rights of religious freedom and religious
minorities are supported and raised in
all engagements with relevant parties;

e Press CAR authorities to undertake
initiatives to ensure that CAR Muslims
have a future in the country by issuing
statements that Muslims are full and
equal citizens, undertaking develop-
ment missions in the northeast, ensuring
Muslim participation in government
administration, safeguarding sustainable

returns of Muslim refugees and internally
displaced persons (IDPs) to their homes,
recognizing Muslim holidays as national
holidays, and rebuilding destroyed
mosques and Muslim properties;

Press CAR authorities, the UN Multi-
dimensional Integrated Stabilization
Mission in the Central African Republic
(MINUSCA), and international donors
to increase activities on disarmament,
demobilization, and reintegration
equally for all armed groups, while
simultaneously providing sustainable
reintegration opportunities;

Work with the UN Security Council to
continue to sanction ex-Séléka and
anti-balaka members responsible for
organizing and/or engaging in sectarian

violence, ethnic cleansing, and crimes
against humanity, and continue to speak
out regularly against sectarian violence
and gross human rights abuses;

Continue to contribute to and work
with international donors to ensure that
future security forces and police units
reflect the country’s diversity, re-es-
tablish and professionalize the CAR’s
judiciary, and fully fund the Special
Criminal Court;

Continue to support interfaith dialogue
and efforts by religious leaders to
rebuild social cohesion at national and
local levels; and

Continue to support humanitarian
assistance for refugees and displaced
persons, as well as rebuilding projects.
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CHINA

TIER 1 | USCIRF-RECOMMENDED COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

KEY FINDINGS

During 2016, as China’s President Xi Jinping further consoli-
dated power, conditions for freedom of religion or belief and
related human rights continued to decline. Authorities target
anyone considered a threat to the state, including religious
believers, human rights lawyers, and other members of civil
society. In 2016, the Chinese government regularly empha-
sized the “sinicization” of religion and circulated revised
regulations governing religion, including new penalties for
activities considered “illegal” and additional crackdowns
on Christian house churches. The government continued to
suppress Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang, including through new
regional government regulations that limit parents’ rights to

include their children in religious activities. Authorities evicted
thousands of monks and nuns from the Larung Gar Buddhist
Institute in Tibet before demolishing their homes. The gov-
ernment continued to detain, imprison, and torture countless
religious freedom advocates, human rights defenders, and
religious believers, including highly persecuted Falun Gong
practitioners. Based on China’s longstanding and continuing
record of severe religious freedom violations, USCIRF again
finds that China merits designation in 2017 as a “country of
particular concern,” or CPC, under the International Religious
Freedom Act (IRFA). The State Department has designated
China as a CPC since 1999, most recently in October 2016.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

¢ Continue to designate China as a CPC
under IRFA;

e Continue to raise consistently religious
freedom concerns at the Strategic and

Economic Dialogue and other high-level

bilateral meetings with Chinese leaders,
and at every appropriate opportunity
encourage Chinese authorities to
refrain from imposing restrictive and
discriminatory policies on individuals
conducting peaceful religious activ-

ity, including activities the Chinese
government conflates with terrorism or
perceives as threats to state security;

e Coordinate with other diplomatic
missions and foreign delegations,
including the United Nations (UN) and
European Union, about human rights
advocacy in meetings with Chinese
officials and during visits to China,
and encourage such visits to areas
deeply impacted by the government’s
religious freedom abuses, such as

Xinjiang, Tibet, and Zhejiang Province;

e Ensure that the U.S. Embassy and U.S.
consulates, including at the ambas-
sadorial and consuls general level,
maintain active contacts with human
rights activists and religious leaders;

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

* Press the Chinese government to abide
by its commitments under the Conven-
tion against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment, and also independently
investigate reports of torture among
individuals detained or imprisoned,
including reports of organ harvesting;

e Initiate a “whole-of-government”
approach to human rights diplomacy
with China in which the State Depart-
ment and National Security Council
staff develop a human rights action
plan for implementation across all U.S.
government agencies and entities,
including providing support for all U.S.
delegations visiting China;

* Increase staff attention to U.S. human
rights diplomacy and the rule of law,
including the promotion of religious

freedom, at the U.S. Embassy in Beijing
and U.S. consulates in China, including
by gathering the names of specific offi-
cials and state agencies who perpetrate
religious freedom abuses;

Use targeted tools against specific
officials and agencies identified

as having participated in or being
responsible for human rights abuses,
including particularly severe viola-
tions of religious freedom; these tools
include the “specially designated
nationals” list maintained by the Trea-
sury Department’s Office of Foreign
Assets Control, visa denials under
section 604(a) of IRFA and the Global
Magnitsky Human Rights Accountabil-
ity Act, and asset freezes under the
Global Magnitsky Act; and

Press China to uphold its international
obligations to protect North Korean
asylum seekers crossing its borders,
including by allowing the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees and inter-
national humanitarian organizations to
assist them, and by ending repatria-
tions, which are in violation of the 1951
Refugee Convention and Protocol and/
or the Convention Against Torture.
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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 treat-
ment of religious prisoners, arbitrary arrests and detentions
without charges, a prolonged ban on public religious activ-
ities of unregistered religious groups, and interference in
the internal affairs of registered religious groups. The sit-
uation 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

e 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;

e Continue to use bilateral and multilateral
diplomatic channels to urge the govern-
ment of Eritrea to:

® Release unconditionally and immedi-
ately detainees held on account of their
peaceful religious activities, including
Orthodox Patriarch Antonios;

¢ End religious persecution of unreg-
istered religious communities and
register such group