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Thank you, Chair Perkins.  
 
In 2019, we were heartened to see improvement in religious freedom conditions in some 
countries. It is not every year that we can report this much advancement, and we hope that this 
year’s progress inspires more positive change for years to come. 
 
In addition to the advancements in Sudan highlighted by Chair Perkins, Uzbekistan also took 
significant steps in 2019 to fulfill its commitments of the last few years to improve religious 
freedom conditions. The Uzbek government ended its longstanding practice of raiding religious 
communities and closed its infamous Jasliq Prison. Although there are still significant religious 
freedom concerns, including the country’s problematic religious freedom law and the continued 
imprisonment of many peaceful Muslims, based on the encouraging changes, USCIRF is 
recommending the country for the State Department’s SWL in this Annual Report, after having 
recommended it for CPC designation every year since 2005. 
 
Sudan and Uzbekistan both made this progress in close consultation with USCIRF. We are 
particularly appreciative when countries are eager to engage with international stakeholders and 
take action to improve religious freedom conditions. We similarly acknowledge the willingness 
of other countries, such as Bahrain, to dialogue with USCIRF during 2019. I led a delegation to 
Bahrain in 2019 and we were encouraged that Bahrain’s synagogue in Manama hosted its first 
service in over 70 years for American Jewish attendees at the Peace to Prosperity conference.  
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USCIRF also moved the Central African Republic from a CPC to a SWL recommendation this 
year. The government and 14 nonstate armed groups signed a peace agreement, which includes a 
commitment to respect religious freedom, and led to decreased violence against civilians based 
on their perceived religious affiliation. While implementation of the peace agreement remains a 
challenge, there is hope that this agreement, alongside ongoing truth and justice efforts, will 
minimize separatism and the manipulation of religious and ethnic differences in CAR. 
 
In addition to improvement in some countries, we also are encouraged to see the prioritization by 
the Trump administration of religious freedom in 2019. In July, the State Department convened 
the Second Ministerial to Advance Religious Freedom and a third Ministerial will be hosted by 
Poland this July. In September, President Trump dedicated an additional $25 million to programs 
to protect religious freedom and religious sites. The U.S. government’s allocation of funds to 
protect religious sites was a key recommendation in USCIRF’s 2019 Annual Report and an 
advocacy priority for USCIRF throughout the year. Furthermore, in February 2020, the 
administration appointed Sarah Makin to be the first-ever Senior Director for International 
Religious Freedom on the National Security Council staff. USCIRF for years had urged 
successive administrations to establish and fill the position and welcomed the long-needed 
action.  
 
Another area where we can share encouraging news relates to religious prisoners of conscience, 
which continued to be a USCIRF priority in 2019. Pursuant to the mandate given to us by the 
Frank Wolf Act, in October, we launched our Freedom of Religious or Belief (FoRB) Victims 
List. The FoRB Victims List is a database that catalogues select victims targeted due to their 
freedom of religion or belief. To date, more than 400 victims have been added. We hope the 
database will be a robust resource that supports religious freedom advocacy, raises the profile of 
individual victims, and demonstrates the scale of religious persecution. 
 
I am particularly excited to share an update from our Religious Prisoners of Conscience, or 
RPOC, Project. Through the Project, I adopted Mohammed Ali Taheri, a cognitive researcher 
and founder of a spiritual group in Iran. He was imprisoned for his beliefs in 2011 under various 
charges and sentences, including twice having been sentenced to death. We were thrilled to learn 
that last month, Mr. Taheri safely arrived in Canada after being granted asylum there. In our 
Annual Report, we urge the U.S. government to give safe haven to victims of religious 
persecution, like Mr. Taheri, by raising the refugee resettlement ceiling to its previously typical 
level and fully implementing the bipartisan Lautenberg Amendment, which aids persecuted 
Iranian religious minorities seeking refugee status in the United States. 
 
While we are encouraged by the positive developments we saw during 2019, religious freedom 
conditions declined in other countries.  
 
Let me now turn the floor over to our other Vice Chair, Nadine Maenza, who will speak about 
some countries that saw a marked deterioration of religious freedom, another new addition to our 
report, our recommendations related to non-state actors, and some additional recommendations. 


