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ince its inception, the U.S. Commission on Inter-

national Religious Freedom has raised serious 

concerns about religious freedom conditions in 

Saudi Arabia and recommended that the country be des-

ignated by the Secretary of State as a “country of particular 

concern,” or CPC, for engaging in systematic, ongoing, 

and egregious violations of the right to freedom of religion 

or belief.  The Commission was instrumental in securing 

Saudi Arabia’s official CPC designation in September 2004.  

In July 2006, as a consequence of CPC designation, 

the State Department announced that ongoing bilateral 

discussions with Saudi Arabia had enabled the U.S. gov-

ernment to identify and confirm a number of policies that 

the Saudi government “is pursuing and will continue to 

pursue for the purpose of promoting greater freedom for 

religious practice and increased tolerance for religious 

groups.”1  

Nearly one year after the State Department an-

nouncement, the Commission traveled to Saudi Arabia in 

late May and early June 2007 to discuss religious freedom 

concerns and examine policy measures to ensure progress 

by the Saudi government in implementing several of its 

stated policies related to religious practice and tolerance.  

Such stated policies include: 1) halting the dissemina-

tion of intolerant literature and extremist ideology within 

Saudi Arabia and abroad; 2) reviewing and revising edu-

cational materials and textbooks; 3) protecting the sub-

sidiary rights to private worship and to possess personal 

religious materials; 4) curbing harassment and repression 

of religious practitioners; and 5) empowering officially 

sanctioned human rights institutions.  In addition, the 

Commission discussed the status of religious pluralism in 

the Kingdom, including freedom of religion or belief with 

respect to followers of different schools of thought within 

Sunni and Shi’a Islam, as well as for non-Muslims.

Although the Commission was extended various 

courtesies and assistance by the Saudi government in con-

nection with the visit, the government refused Commis-

sion requests for meetings with officials at key agencies 

such as the Commission to Promote Virtue and Prevent 

Vice (CPVPV) and the Ministries of Education and Justice.   

 

The Commission also requested, but was not granted, 

meetings with members of the Consultative Council 

(Shura) and representatives of the King Abdul Aziz Na-

tional Center for Dialogue, which inhibited the delega-

tion from hearing various governmental points of view 

on a full range of issues.  After the visit, then Commission 

Chair Felice D. Gaer wrote in late June 2007 to the Saudi 

Ambassador in Washington, DC and to the Chair of the 

Saudi Human Rights Commission, requesting textbooks 

from the current Saudi government curriculum, further 

information, and responses to outstanding questions.  As 

of this writing, the Commission has not received a reply 

from the Saudi Ambassador.  A July 2007 letter to the Com-

mission from the Saudi Human Rights Commission stated 

that textbooks currently are being reviewed and copies 

would be sent to the Commission upon completion, al-

though no completion date was given.

U.S. Policy
Until the State Department’s CPC designation in 

2004, many observers of the U.S.-Saudi relationship had 

been critical of the unwillingness of successive U. S. ad-

ministrations to raise religious freedom and other human 

rights concerns as part of the bilateral agenda.  The Com-

mission had urged CPC designation for several years prior 

to the designation.  In 2004, the National Commission on 

Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States (9/11 Commis-
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sion) concluded that Saudi Arabia was a “problematic 

ally in combating Islamic extremism,” and called on the 

United States to “confront problems with Saudi Arabia in 

the open and build a relationship beyond oil, a relation-

ship that both sides can defend to their citizens and in-

cludes a shared commitment to reform.”  Notwithstanding 

CPC designation, many observers contend that, even now, 

the United States does not want to jeopardize important 

bilateral security and economic ties by pushing for politi-

cal and human rights reforms.  Indeed, it is the conclusion 

of this Commission that CPC designation and subsequent 

U.S.-Saudi bilateral discussions have not resulted in sub-

stantial reforms by the Saudi government concerning reli-

gious freedom.  

In September 2005, Secretary Condoleezza Rice ap-

proved a temporary 180-day waiver of further action to 

allow for continued diplomatic discussions between the 

U.S. and Saudi governments and “to further the purposes 

of the International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA).”  The 

July 2006 announcement by the State Department in-

cluded a renewal of the waiver by Secretary of State Rice.  

Other than the waiver, no action under IRFA has been 

taken by the U.S. government as a consequence of CPC 

designation.2  

In August 2007, Congress passed legislation (H.R. 1, 

“Implementing Recommendations of the 9/11 Commis-

sion Act of 2007”) that requires the President to report to 

it within 180 days on progress made by the Saudi govern-

ment since 2001 “to facilitate political, economic, and 

social reforms, including greater religious freedom.”  As 

discussed in the recommendations below, this assess-

ment should include progress by the Saudi government on 

implementation of the July 2006 confirmation of policies.  

The Commission urges the U.S. government to ad-

dress more actively and publicly religious freedom and 

other human rights issues with the Saudi Arabian govern-

ment and report openly on the success or failure to imple-

ment genuine reforms in these areas in order to ensure 

that initiatives by the Saudi government will result in sub-

stantial, demonstrable progress.  Specific recommenda-

tions are presented at the end of this chapter.

Findings
The Commission’s findings from its visit and other infor-

mation received during the past year are outlined below, 

followed by a detailed discussion of those findings and 

recommendations for U.S. policy.  It should be reiterated 

that the Commission did not meet with a fully represen-

tational set of interlocutors during its visit.  The majority 

of persons with whom the Commission met, both in and 

outside the government, stated their view that King Ab-

dullah is making some efforts to bring much needed hu-

man rights reforms to the Kingdom.  Most agreed that the 

pace of reform has been slow, and that obstacles—includ-

ing but not limited to corruption and resistance within 

the Royal family and religious establishment from ele-

ments that oppose change—have hindered progress.  The 

Commission visit confirmed that the Saudi government 

persists in severely restricting all forms of public religious 

expression other than the government’s interpretation 

and enforcement of Sunni Islam.  

General Findings: Lack of Progress on Reform 
Efforts
•   Despite Saudi government pledges to institute reforms, 

particularly those confirmed in the July 2006 list issued 

by Ambassador-at-Large for International Religious Free-

dom John V. Hanford III, the Commission concludes that 

many of these promises remain just that—promises—

that have not yet been reflected in the promulgation and 

implementation of tangible protections for human rights.  

Although the Saudi government has permitted some 

nascent steps toward the development of civil society, 

policies that would advance reforms have not yet been 

realized.  

•   The Commission continues to conclude that if the Saudi 

government were to implement fully the July 2006 poli-

cies it has previously identified and confirmed to the U.S. 

government for the purpose of improving conditions for 
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religious practice and tolerance, it would begin to dimin-

ish some of its institutionalized abusive practices that 

have resulted in severe violations of freedom of thought, 

conscience, and religion or belief in Saudi Arabia and 

worldwide.  However, the Saudi government has not 

been transparent with regard to evidence of progress on 

these policies.  Nor has it established adequate measures 

to implement universal human rights standards and to 

provide enforceable remedies to the alleged victims.  The 

Commission concludes that, as a result, little progress 

has been made with regard to implementation of the 

policies in practice.

•   Some institutional response by the Saudi government to 

external and internal pressures to address the country’s 

poor overall human rights situation has resulted in the 

establishment of two officially tolerated human rights in-

stitutions and more public discussion in the media about 

some human rights issues, including through a series of 

National Dialogue meetings.  However, there continues 

to be substantial resistance to change from various sec-

tors within the Saudi government, and numerous other 

impediments remain.  In addition, many of the recom-

mendations that have come out of the relevant National 

Dialogue meetings—on the rights of women, religious 

extremism, and educational reform—have not been 

implemented.

•   Despite some increase in public space to discuss human 

rights issues, pervasive restrictions remain on civil so-

ciety and political activists, including representatives of 

minority religious groups, particularly regarding freedom 

of speech, assembly, and association.  The Commission 

to Promote Virtue and Prevent Vice (CPVPV), also known 

as the religious police or mutawaa, exercises largely 

unchecked power to curtail rights, and the courts do not 

offer due process protecting the individual or effective 

remedies for violations of those rights.  

State Enforcement of Religious Conformity 
•   Saudi Arabia has a diverse population, both regionally 

and religiously, despite decades of Saudi government en-

forcement of religious conformity.  Permitting the public 

practice of only one interpretation of Islam and requiring 

public behavior to comply with this interpretation vio-

lates universal human rights standards and has resulted 

in discrimination and human rights violations against 

members of indigenous Muslim communities who follow 

other schools of thought, such as Shi’a Muslims, Ismailis, 

and non-conforming Sunnis, as well as both Muslim and 

non-Muslim expatriate workers.

•   The Saudi government’s harsh enforcement of its in-

terpretation of Islam, together with other violations of 

freedom of religion, adversely affect the human rights of 

women in Saudi Arabia, including with regard to freedom 

of speech, movement, association, and religion, freedom 

from coercion, access to education, and full equality 

before the law.  The Commission noted some increase in 

public space to discuss human rights practices affecting 

women.  Unfortunately, the Saudi government has con-

tinued discriminatory measures aimed at the destruc-

tion, rather than realization, of many of the human rights 

guaranteed to women.

•   There is a general attitude and policy of the government 

of curtailing universal rights for non-Saudi visitors to the 

country and inhibiting the enjoyment of human rights 

on an equal basis for expatriate workers, particularly for 

the two – three million non-Muslim workers, including 

Christians, Hindus, Buddhists, and others, who have 

come to Saudi Arabia for temporary employment.  Provi-

sions often included in labor contracts require expatriate 

workers to conform to Saudi religious customs and tradi-

tions, in the process forcing them to waive their inalien-

able human rights and submitting them to the limits of, 

and rights abuses by, Saudi employers.

Exportation of Extremist Ideology and 
Intolerance in Education Materials in Saudi 
Arabia and Around the World
•   The Saudi government has undertaken some security 

measures to combat extremism inside the country, such 

as a “re-education” program for convicted “extrem-

S A U D I  A R A B I A

Commissioners Leo, Bansal, Gaer, Cromartie, and Eid with the 
Deputy Interior Minister, Dr. Ahmad al-Salem (fourth from right) 
along with Interior Ministry officials and members of the Human 
Rights Commission.
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ists” and the retraining or dismissal of imams known to 

espouse extremist views.  However, these efforts appear 

to be designed to address security concerns rather than 

to implement reforms to protect human rights, including 

religious freedom.

•   The Commission received mixed and contradictory 

messages about which government entity in fact has 

responsibility over materials that are sent abroad.  Due to 

insufficient information provided by the Saudi govern-

ment, the Commission could not verify that a formal 

mechanism exists within the Saudi government to review 

thoroughly and revise educational texts and other ma-

terials sent outside of Saudi Arabia.  It appears that the 

Saudi government has made little or no progress on ef-

forts to halt the exportation of extremist ideology outside 

the Kingdom.  

•   There is very little transparency in the process of textbook 

revision, curriculum reform, and teacher training efforts.  

Moreover, there is evidence that intolerant and inflam-

matory elements remain in textbooks.  Despite numer-

ous requests to obtain copies of textbooks during and 

after the Commission’s visit, Saudi government officials 

did not provide a single textbook to the Commission.  

Furthermore, Saudi government officials did not provide 

requested information on 1) how many teachers and 

principals have been retrained; 2) how many teach-

ers have been held accountable for deviating from the 

approved curriculum; or 3) whether or how teachers’ 

manuals have been revised to include the promotion of 

religious tolerance.  

Official Harassment of Private Religious Practice
•   Incidents of harassment, detention, abuse, and interfer-

ence by members of the Commission to Promote Virtue 

and Prevent Vice (CPVPV) during non-Muslim private 

worship services have decreased over the past year.  

However, other than at a few tolerated compounds where 

private worship takes place, expatriate workers go to 

great lengths to worship in private for fear of government 

interference, which can occur if the worship service is 

too loud, has too many people in attendance, or occurs 

too often in the same place.  Furthermore, Saudi officials 

do not accept that for members of some religious groups, 

the practice of religion requires more than the individual 

or a small group worshipping in private, but includes the 

need for religious leaders to be able to conduct services 

in community with others.  Foreign religious leaders 

continue to be prohibited from seeking and obtaining 

visas to enter Saudi Arabia and minister to local religious 

communities.  Despite repeated requests for details on 

the parameters surrounding private worship, guidelines 

as to what constitutes “private” worship were not speci-

fied by Saudi officials.  

•   In addition to the abuses, the CPVPV regularly oversteps 

its authority with impunity and is not subject to judicial 

review.  Despite the fact that the CPVPV is not allowed to 

engage in surveillance, detain individuals for more than 

24 hours, arrest individuals without police accompani-

ment, or carry out any kind of punishment, members 

have been accused of killing, beating, whipping, detain-

ing, and otherwise harassing individuals.  Some Saudis 

would like to see the entity dissolved altogether, while 

others would like to see greater accountability of its em-

ployees and volunteers, including prosecution for abus-

es.  During the past year, CPVPV abuses were the subject 

of numerous articles in the Arabic and English press, 

garnering unprecedented attention in the public and in-

ternational media.  There have been a greater number of 

investigations of abuses, yet in the recent cases that have 

been prosecuted, CPVPV members have not been held 

accountable and complainants report summary dismiss-

als without due process for them to obtain redress.

Empowerment of Officially Recognized Human 
Rights Institutions
•   The government’s Human Rights Commission (HRC) 

can advance human rights protections if it examines all 

Commissioner Gaer meets with the Minister of Islamic Affairs, 
Sheikh Saleh al-Shaykh.
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internationally recognized human rights issues and its 

recommendations to the Saudi government are imple-

mented in practice.  The HRC would be more representa-

tive were it to include women members; it should also 

include freedom of thought, conscience, and religion or 

belief in its initial training on international human rights.  

The Commission welcomes the HRC’s commitment to 

take up the issue of societal discrimination against Mus-

lims who dissent from or who follow different schools of 

thought within Islam.

•   The non-governmental National Society for Human 

Rights can play a more constructive role in protecting hu-

man rights by continuing to maintain its independence 

from the government and ensuring that its reporting and 

recommendations are in conformity with universal hu-

man rights standards.

State Enforcement of Religious Conformity 
The Commission visit confirmed that the Saudi govern-

ment persists in severely restricting all forms of public 

religious expression other than the government’s interpre-

tation and enforcement of its version of Sunni Islam.  This 

policy violates the rights of the large communities of Mus-

lims from a variety of schools of Islam who reside in Saudi 

Arabia, including large populations of Sunnis who follow 

other schools of thought, Shi’a Muslims, and Ismailis, 

among others.4  The government tightly controls even the 

restricted religious activity it does permit—through limits 

on the building of mosques, the appointment of imams, 

the regulation of sermons and public celebrations, and 

the content of religious education in public schools—and 

suppresses the religious views of Saudi and non-Saudi 

Muslims who do not conform to official positions.  For ex-

ample, only imams following a single school of Islam are 

permitted in the holy cities of Mecca and Medina, centers 

of Islamic thought traditionally reflective of Islam’s great 

diversity because of the influx of pilgrims from all over the 

world.

Saudi Arabia has a very diverse population, both 

regionally and religiously, despite decades of Saudi gov-

ernment enforcement of religious conformity.  Permitting 

the public practice of only one interpretation of Islam and 

requiring public behavior to comply with this interpreta-

tion violates universal human rights norms and has result-

ed in discrimination and human rights violations against 

members of indigenous Muslim communities who follow 

other schools of thought, such as Shi’a Muslims, Ismailis, 

and non-conforming Sunnis, as well as both Muslim and 

non-Muslim expatriate workers.  The Saudi government 

attitude toward expatriate workers, particularly non-

Muslim workers, is that they have come to Saudi Arabia 

only to work.  As a result, provisions are often included in 

labor contracts requiring expatriate workers to conform 

to Saudi religious customs and traditions, forcing them to 

waive their inalienable human rights and submitting the 

workers to the limits of, and rights abuses by, Saudi em-

ployers.5

The Rights of Women
The government’s monopoly on the interpretation of Is-

lam and other violations of freedom of religion adversely 

affect the human rights of women in Saudi Arabia, includ-

ing freedom of speech, movement, association, and reli-

gion, freedom from coercion, access to education, and full 

equality before the law.  For example, when appearing in 

public women must adhere to a strict dress code and can 

be admitted to a hospital for medical treatment only with 

the consent of a male relative.  Women require written 

permission from a male relative to travel inside or outside 

the country and are not permitted to drive motor vehicles.  

In addition, the Saudi justice system, in which courts ap-

ply Islamic law to the cases before them, does not grant a 

woman legal status equal to that of a man. Testimony by a 

woman is equivalent to one-half the testimony of a man; 

daughters receive half the inheritance that their brothers 

receive; and women have to demonstrate legally speci-

S A U D I  A R A B I A

Turki Al Sudairy, Chair of the Saudi Government’s Human Rights 
Commission (far right), meets with the USCIRF delegation along 
with other members of the Human Rights Commission.
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fied grounds for divorce, while men may divorce without 

giving cause.  In one of the most egregious cases in recent 

years, in November 2007, a woman, known in the media 

as the “Qatif Girl,” was convicted and sentenced to 200 

lashes and six months in prison because, immediately 

before she was gang raped by seven men in 2006, she was 

found alone in a car with a man who was not her relative, 

which is illegal in Saudi Arabia.  She escaped the sentence 

only because King Abdullah pardoned her in December, 

though he also said he believed the punishment for the 

alleged crime was appropriate.

In February 2008, the UN Special Rapporteur on 

Violence Against Women, Yakin Ertürk, undertook a for-

mal visit to Saudi Arabia and offered several preliminary 

observations and recommendations.  Among them, the 

Rapporteur found that while there has been a “demys-

tification of the taboo around violence against women” 

in recent years, there still existed “practices surrounding 

divorce and child custody, the absence of a law criminal-

izing violence against women and inconsistencies in the 

application of laws and procedures” that “continue to pre-

vent many women from escaping abusive environments.”  

Furthermore, the Rapporteur found that members of the 

CPVPV were “responsible for serious human rights abuses 

in harassing, threatening and arresting women who ‘devi-

ate from accepted norms’.”  The Rapporteur also highlight-

ed the situation facing female migrant domestic workers 

of all faiths and backgrounds who continue to face seri-

ous human rights abuses and various forms of violence.  

Among other recommendations, the Rapporteur urged 

the Saudi government to develop “a legal framework 

based on international human rights standards,” which 

would include a law criminalizing violence against wom-

en and a family law on marriage and divorce.

Shi’a Muslims
During its visit, the Commission met with numerous 

representatives of minority Muslim communities.  The 

Commission found that Shi’a Muslims and members 

of indigenous Muslim communities who follow other 

schools of thought are subject to government restrictions 

on public religious practices and official discrimination in 

numerous areas, particularly in government employment 

and education.  Nevertheless, Saudi officials claimed that 

the government does not discriminate on the basis of dif-

ferent schools of thought within Islam.  One high-level 

official pointed to the fact that the Shi’a community has 

its own judges on personal matters and claimed that the 

community funds its own mosques because they have 

refused government assistance.  However, Shi’a interlocu-

tors said that the community does not register its mosques 

because of the fear of Ministry of Interior interference in 

activities that are already severely restricted.  According 

to some Shi’a interlocutors, there are no Shi’a ministers in 

the government and very few Shi’a leaders in large corpo-

rations or in high-level government positions, particularly 

in the security agencies.  

Two of the major concerns that were repeatedly 

raised by interlocutors were the ongoing discrimination 

by teachers against Shi’a children in schools and the in-

tolerant content in school textbooks.  Shi’a community 

leaders expressed concern that their children go to school 

and are told by state-employed teachers that they are “bad 

people,” that “Shi’a Muslims are worse than Christians 

and Jews,” or that “Shi’a Muslims are not true Muslims.”  

Others showed school textbooks that contained discrimi-

natory and inflammatory language about the Shi’a com-

munity.  When the Commission raised this concern, one 

Saudi government official simply denied it, claiming that 

there is no textbook in the Kingdom which says that Shi’a 

Muslims are infidels.

Moreover, several non-governmental interlocutors 

cited concerns about fatwas (religious edicts) issued by 

conservative Sunni clerics in recent years, including in 

2007, which justify committing violent acts against Shi’a 

Muslims.  Members of the Shi’a community expressed a 

desire to see more active government intervention when 

clerics issue such provocative edicts.  Furthermore, in 

many cases, application of criminal law includes harsher 

punishments for Shi’a Muslims as well as Ismailis.  Since 

many Saudi judges consider Shi’a Muslims and Ismailis 

to be “non-believers,” they are frequently dealt with more 

severely by the courts.  

Upon its return from Saudi Arabia, the Commission 

learned that since January 2007, dozens of members of 

the Shi’a community in the Eastern Province have been 

detained for up to 30 days and then released for holding 

small religious gatherings in private homes.  None of the 

individuals have been charged with any crime, nor have 

Saudi authorities offered any explanation other than sug-

gesting that the short-term detentions were punishment 

for holding private religious gatherings.  Furthermore, the 

Commission learned that several British and American 

Shi’a men who traveled to Mecca in early August 2007 
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were harassed and beaten by members of the CPVPV.6  Ac-

cording to one of those detained, a member of the CPVPV 

was making derogatory remarks about Shi’a Muslims in a 

public lecture inside a mosque.  When the CPVPV mem-

ber realized that the visitor was Shi’a, he arrested him after 

a short exchange of words.  Nearly a dozen of the Shi’a 

men, including two minors, were detained and held over-

night after hours of interrogation and verbal and physi-

cal abuse.  According to one of the individuals who was 

detained, intervention by British and American diplomats 

helped secure their release. 

On a positive note, several members of the Shi’a com-

munity pointed out that over the past few years, there 

have been some improvements for the Shi’a community 

in the Eastern Province, particularly regarding the public 

expression of religious practice.  Members of the Shi’a 

community in Qatif, where they represent the majority 

of the population, held their largest public gathering in 

observance of Ashura without government interference 

in 2007.  However, authorities continue to prohibit obser-

vance in other areas of the Eastern Province, such as in Al-

Ahsa and Dammam.  It was also noted that there has been 

an increase in the number of Shi’a judges and courts for 

family matters and personal status.  While the Shi’a com-

munity points to increased dialogue with the government, 

there is limited progress on a number of practical issues, 

such as the ability to teach Shi’a beliefs to Shi’a children in 

schools and the inability to re-open mosques and hussain-

iyas (Shi’a community centers) in Al-Ahsa and Dammam 

that have been closed by the government for years.  

Due to U.S. Embassy security policies, the Commis-

sion was not able to visit Najran in the south, home to the 

vast majority of Ismailis in the Kingdom.  However, the 

delegation was able to meet with some non-governmental 

interlocutors who had knowledge of the situation of Saudi 

Ismailis.  Human rights advocates report that Ismailis, a 

Shi’a sect numbering some 700,000 inside Saudi Arabia, 

continue to suffer severe discrimination and abuse by 

Saudi authorities, particularly in government employ-

ment and education.  The government does not finance 

the building of mosques for Ismailis and has closed down 

several places of worship in recent years.  In 2000, in 

the Najran region, after members of the CPVPV raided 

and closed down an Ismaili mosque, approximately 100 

Ismailis, including clerics, were arrested.  Many were 

released after serving reduced sentences, but dozens re-

mained in prison for several years.  As of this writing, 17 

Ismailis remain in prison, some of whom reportedly have 

been flogged.  

Another Ismaili, Hadi Al-Mutaif, also remains in 

prison after originally being sentenced to death for apos-

tasy in 1994 for a remark deemed blasphemous, which 

he made as a teenager.  Al-Mutaif continues to serve a 

life sentence on reduced blasphemy charges and some 

non-governmental interlocutors said that because of the 

nature of the crime, the King cannot pardon him.  Defense 

lawyers are trying to appeal in court, claiming that Al-Mu-

taif violated civil rather than criminal law.  According to 

an official at the Interior Ministry, King Abdullah planned 

to pardon Al-Mutaif last year, but because Al-Mutaif ’s 

offense is considered a hadd crime by the court and not 

a tahzir crime, there are fewer options for intervention.7  

According to government officials, the issue is now in the 

hands of the Supreme Court.  The Saudi Human Rights 

Commission stated that it was also working on this case.

Other Minority Muslim Communities
Criminal charges of apostasy, blasphemy, and criticizing 

S A U D I  A R A B I A
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the nature of the regime are used by the Saudi govern-

ment to suppress discussion and debate and to silence 

dissidents.  Promoters of political and human rights re-

forms, as well as those seeking to debate the appropriate 

role of religion in relation to the state, its laws, and society, 

are typically the target of such charges.  For example, in 

March 2008, a Turkish Muslim citizen was sentenced to 

death by a court in Jeddah for allegedly blaspheming the 

prophet Muhammad; the sentence is being appealed to a 

higher court.  According to a press report, two witnesses 

testified that they heard the Turkish man swear at God 

and the prophet Muhammad in a barbershop and re-

ported it to authorities.  In April 2007, an Egyptian Muslim 

guest worker reportedly was sentenced to death in the 

town of Arar in northern Saudi Arabia for allegedly des-

ecrating the Koran and renouncing Islam.  Media reports 

indicated that a court found the man guilty of no longer 

being a Muslim for “violating the boundaries set by God.”  

In addition, spurious charges of “sorcery” and “witchcraft” 

continue to be used by the Saudi authorities against non-

conforming Muslims.  According to press reports, in 2007 

the CPVPV arrested at least 25 individuals in Taif for prac-

ticing witchcraft and sorcery.  Several individuals remain 

in prison on these charges.  

In late December 2006, approximately 49 foreign 

guest workers, all members of the Ahmadi Muslim reli-

gious movement, were arrested by the CPVPV at a place 

of worship in Jeddah.  In January and February 2007, an 

additional nine Ahmadis were arrested.  In January 2007, 

after Saudi authorities began deporting several of the 

Ahmadi prisoners, mostly Indian and Pakistani nationals, 

international human rights groups called on the Saudi 

government to halt expulsions of foreign workers on ac-

count of their religious beliefs and affiliations.  Despite 

this call, by early April 2007, all 58 of the Ahmadis had 

been deported.  None of those deported are known to 

have been charged with any criminal offenses.   In addi-

tion, two other Ahmadi religious leaders, who were not 

in Saudi Arabia during the initial arrests of 49 Ahmadis 

in December, have not returned to the country for fear of 

arrest and prosecution by Saudi authorities.  According to 

the State Department, the Saudi government said that it 

had deported as many as 150 Ahmadis but it provided no 

explanation for their arrests or deportations.

Over the past few years, members of the Sufi commu-

nity have been harassed, arrested, and detained because 

of their non-conforming religious views, although there 

have been no new reports of such incidents in the past 

year.  In September 2003, the mutawaa arrested 16 for-

eign workers for allegedly practicing Sufism; their status 

remains unknown.  In June 2005, Saudi authorities shut 

down a weekly gathering held by a Sufi leader who ad-

heres to the Shafi’i school of Islamic jurisprudence.   

The Dissemination of Extremist Ideology and 
Intolerant Literature in Saudi Arabia and its 
Exportation Around the World
For years, the Commission has expressed concern that 

Saudi government funding and other funding originat-

ing in Saudi Arabia have been used globally to finance 

religious schools, hate literature, and other activities that 

support religious intolerance and, in some cases, violence 

toward non-Muslims and disfavored Muslims.  During the 

past year, there were continued reports, including from 

the State Department, of virulently anti-Semitic and anti-

Christian sentiments expressed in the official media and 

in sermons delivered by clerics, who in some cases con-

tinue to pray for the death of Jews and Christians, despite 

having been disciplined for preaching extremist views.  

During its visit, the Commission gained some informa-

tion from Saudi government officials regarding efforts 

to combat extremism and contain dissemination of hate 

literature within Saudi Arabia.  However, despite raising 

many questions on the subject, the Commission was told 

very little about Saudi government efforts to halt the ex-

portation of extremist ideology and literature outside the 

Kingdom.  According to the State Department, the Saudi 

Commissioner Prodromou with Princess Loulwa bint Faisal, Vice 
Chair of the Board and General Supervisor of Effat College for 
Women, Jeddah.
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government either itself operates or tightly regulates all 

publishing entities inside Saudi Arabia.  

Efforts to Combat Extremism Inside Saudi 
Arabia
In recent years, the Saudi government has undertaken 

some security measures to combat extremism, such as a 

“re-education” program for convicted “extremists” and 

the retraining or dismissal of imams known to espouse 

extremist views.  However, these efforts appear to be de-

signed to address security concerns rather than to imple-

ment reforms to protect human rights, including religious 

freedom.  

According to the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, there are 

approximately 72,000 mosques in the country and about 

120,000 employees paid by the Ministry, including imams 

and muezzins (those who make the call to prayer).8  Ac-

cording to Saudi officials, the government uses several 

methods to deal with imams who preach hatred and ex-

tremism in mosques.  The Minister of Islamic Affairs stat-

ed that there are government-appointed Islamic scholars 

in each province who meet with the particular imam who 

has been identified as advocating extremist views.  In the 

first instance, the representative of the Ministry engages 

in direct dialogue by meeting with the imam in question 

in public to discuss the matter.  If this dialogue fails to 

convince the imam to change his views, the Ministry rep-

resentative meets with the imam privately.  If this discus-

sion is not successful, the imam will be dismissed from his 

post or, in some cases, criminally charged if he is found to 

have incited violence.  According to the Ministry, approxi-

mately 1,000 have been dismissed since the September 11 

attacks on the United States.  Since the Commission visit, 

a press report indicated that Interior Minister Prince Naif 

gathered hundreds of imams and preachers in Riyadh 

to stress the importance of combating extremist ideas 

through activities such as Friday sermons.9  

The Ministry of Islamic Affairs claimed to have started  

“retraining” imams who espouse intolerance since 2006, 

and that this has yielded positive results, although no sta-

tistics or detailed information were provided.  In March 

2008, the Saudi government announced that the Ministry 

of Islamic Affairs and the King Abdul Aziz National Center 

for Dialogue would carry out the retraining of 40,000 addi-

tional Muslim clerics in the Kingdom as part of a program 

to promote tolerance and moderation in Saudi society.10  

Imams are reportedly trained at a special training center 

that allows them a chance to be exposed to more moder-

ate views.  Saudi officials also stated that teachers, imams, 

or professors who promote hatred and intolerance are dis-

missed.  Those let go can work in other fields of public or 

private employment, but not within the education system.  

Among those people who have been arrested for 

promoting hatred and inciting violence, several, particu-

larly those who have been sentenced to prison terms, 

have gone through a “re-education” program that aims to 

encourage prisoners to renounce extremist beliefs.  Ac-

cording to one high-level Saudi official, more than 700 

individuals have gone through this program and been 

given jobs, and then subsequently tracked and monitored.  

Furthermore, Saudi authorities claim to make every at-

tempt to arrest those who promote violent acts, not just 

the perpetrators of the acts.  Despite repeated requests by 

the Commission during and after its visit, no further sta-

tistics or details on dismissals were provided; nor was the 

Commission permitted to meet any “retrained” imams or 

those engaged in the training process.

Efforts to Halt Exportation of Extremist Ideology 
Outside Saudi Arabia
Saudi authorities categorically denied that extremist lit-

erature or materials were ever distributed through official 

government channels outside the country, despite nu-

merous well-documented studies and reports to the con-

trary.11  There was acknowledgement from some officials 

that before the September 11 attacks, many Saudi Muslim 

volunteers took it upon themselves to distribute extremist 

materials abroad.  Saudi authorities claim to have found 

a “very small amount” of intolerant material abroad that 

would be considered extremist and this material has been 

subsequently destroyed.  According to Saudi officials, un-

less there is explicit permission by the Ministries of Cul-

ture and Information or Islamic Affairs, no materials can 

be sent overseas.  Despite requests for further clarifica-

tion, the Commission could not confirm whether a formal 

mechanism exists to review thoroughly and revise educa-

tional materials and other materials sent outside of Saudi 

Arabia.  In addition, the Commission received mixed and 

contradictory messages about which government entity 

has responsibility over materials that are sent abroad.

When asked about reports that Islamic Affairs sec-

tions in Saudi embassies worldwide have been respon-

sible for both distributing extremist and intolerant ma-

terials and providing diplomatic status to Muslim, even 
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non-Saudi, clerics, a high-level Saudi official said that 

these sections have been closed temporarily, pending 

reorganization, due to these reports.  No time-frame was 

given for these reorganization efforts.  In the meantime, 

the Commission was told, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

is analyzing what further steps should be taken.  However, 

it is not clear if the activities of the Islamic Affairs sections 

are being carried out through other entities in Saudi em-

bassies.  Despite requests for clarification, the Commis-

sion was not able to determine whether diplomatic status 

is still being given to religious personnel, including imams 

and religious teachers, both Saudi citizens and non-Saudi 

foreign nationals.

Exportation of Extremism: an American Case 
in Point?
The Commission has raised concerns for many years that 

the Saudi government and members of the royal family 

directly and indirectly fund the global propagation of an 

ideology which promotes hatred, intolerance, and other 

human rights abuses, including violence.  The concern is 

not about the propagation of Islam per se, but about cred-

ible reports that the Saudi government’s interpretation of 

Islam promotes abuses of human rights, including violent 

acts, against non-Muslims and disfavored Muslims.  One 

potential example that gained attention in recent years 

is the Islamic Saudi Academy (ISA), a Saudi government 

school located in northern Virginia.  The operation of the 

school raises serious concerns about whether it is in viola-

tion of a U.S. law restricting the activities of foreign em-

bassies and whether textbooks used at the school are in 

violation of international human rights standards.  

The ISA is unlike conventional private or parochial 

schools in the United States in that it is operated by a 

foreign government and uses that foreign government’s 

official texts, and therefore falls under the Commission’s 

mandate to monitor the actions of foreign governments in 

relation to religious freedom.  The ISA’s board is chaired 

by the Saudi Ambassador to Washington, the school is 

located on two properties, one of which is owned, the 

other leased, by the Saudi Embassy, and the institution 

shares the Embassy’s Internal Revenue Service employer 

tax number.  

In October 2007, the Commission requested that the 

Secretary of State commence immediate diplomatic dis-

cussions and appropriate actions under the Foreign Mis-

sions Act by securing the release of all Arabic-language 

textbooks used at the ISA.  The Foreign Missions Act gives 

the Secretary of State the authority to regulate foreign 

missions in the United States and the broad discretion to 

decide how to treat such missions based on, among other 

things, “matters relating to the protection of the interests 

of the United States.”12  The Secretary’s authority includes 

the power to require a foreign mission to divest itself of 

or forgo the use of property and to order it to close.  The 

Commission made its recommendation to ensure that the 

books used at the ISA be publicly examined to determine 

whether they promote discrimination, intolerance, or 

violence based on religion or belief.  The Commission’s 

concerns are not theoretical, as independent studies have 

found that textbooks used in Saudi schools, which the ISA, 

until last fall, also claimed to use, have incited violence 

against others on the basis of their religion.

Commission concerns about the ISA are exacerbated 

by the Saudi Embassy officials’ repeated refusals, despite 

the strong basis of concern and requests from the Com-

mission and Members of Congress, to make textbooks 

available for outside scrutiny.  The Saudi government 

has claimed that it has made changes to the textbooks, 

including in the July 2006 confirmation of policies, by stat-

ing that it thoroughly reviews and revises “educational 

materials and other literature sent abroad to ensure that 

all intolerant references are removed, and where possible, 

attempt to retrieve previously distributed materials that 

contain intolerance.”  

Following its visit to Saudi Arabia, the Commission 

Criminal charges of apostasy, blasphemy, and criticizing the nature  

of the regime are used by the Saudi government to suppress discussion  

and debate and to silence dissidents. 
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again requested copies of the textbooks used at the ISA, 

but as of this writing, Saudi Embassy officials have not 

made them available.  Shortly after the Commission raised 

the issue last October, the Saudi government reportedly 

turned over textbooks used at the ISA to the State Depart-

ment, but as of this writing, the Department has not made 

them available either to the public or to the Commission.  

After the Commission issued its recommendation on 

the ISA in October 2007, the school did distribute some 

textbooks during a series of open houses held for selected 

reporters and congressional staffers.  However, it did not 

make available the texts thought to have the most prob-

lematic passages, including Tawhid (monotheism) and 

Tafsir (Koranic interpretation).  The Commission contin-

ues to monitor this situation.

Intolerant References in Educational 
Materials and Textbooks 
In March 2006, the Saudi Embassy in Washington pub-

lished a report summarizing efforts by the Saudi govern-

ment to revise the state curriculum and a number of 

school textbooks to exclude language promoting religious 

intolerance.13  Nevertheless, non-governmental orga-

nizations from outside Saudi Arabia continue to report 

the presence of highly intolerant and discriminatory 

language, particularly against Jews, Christians, and Shi’a 

Muslims, in educational materials published by the Minis-

try of Education.14  It was these very kinds of contradictory 

assessments that the Commission sought to learn more 

about during its visit to Saudi Arabia.  However, as men-

tioned above, the Commission’s request to meet with a 

representative of the Ministry of Education was denied.

In several meetings with a variety of other Saudi of-

ficials, the Commission requested copies of textbooks, 

which were not supplied during the visit.  Specifically, 

the Commission requested copies of textbooks used at all 

grade levels on Hadith (Islamic traditions), fiqh (matters 

of religious law and ritual), tawhid (matters of belief ), 

Arabic language, and Saudi history.  Despite the promise 

of several officials to send them to the Commission’s of-

fice in Washington and later written requests by the Com-

mission, as of this writing, nothing has been received.  A 

July 2007 letter to the Commission from the Saudi Human 

Rights Commission stated that textbooks currently are be-

ing reviewed and copies would be sent to the Commission 

upon completion, although no completion date was given.  

The Commission delegation was told by U.S. Embassy offi-

cials that it also had not received copies of textbooks from 

the Saudi government, despite numerous requests over a 

period of several years.

According to a high-level Saudi official, oversight for 

textbooks and curricula fall within the jurisdiction of the 

Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Higher Educa-

tion.  The Ministry of Islamic Affairs stated that it does not 

have jurisdiction over textbooks or the education curricu-

lum.  Saudi officials did confirm that an inter-Ministerial 

committee was formed “some years ago” to review text-

books for intolerant content, although it was never made 

clear whether final decisions for changes to be made were 

under the purview of the Ministry of Education or the in-

ter-Ministerial committee.  A high-level Foreign Ministry 

official told the Commission that the Saudi government 

did review all the textbooks and removed language that 

was deemed to promote hatred and violence.  According 

to this official, a representative of the Foreign Ministry 

served as a member on the committee.  Most Saudi of-

ficials admitted some intolerant material in textbooks, but 

claimed that this was a very small portion of the curricu-

lum.  Furthermore, Saudi officials contended that much 

progress has been achieved over the past two – three years 

and that the government continues to work on the issue.  

They also claimed that the government does not discrimi-

nate against any particular religious group and that gov-

ernment textbooks do not promote discrimination against 

people of different religious backgrounds.  However, as 
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discussed below, evidence from textbooks shown to the 

delegation privately demonstrates the contrary.

During the visit, non-governmental interlocutors of-

fered varied perspectives on Saudi textbooks and the edu-

cation system.  Some claimed that the Saudi government 

has made progress in removing some disparaging refer-

ences in textbooks, and ascribed the overhaul to both in-

ternal and international pressure.  Others, however, while 

stating that some intolerant material had been removed 

over the past few years, indicated that much objectionable 

and discriminatory material remains.  Some individuals 

pointed out that children from non-Sunni families must, 

on exams, affirm statements in the textbooks to the effect 

that their own religious beliefs are false; these children 

will otherwise fail the course and be forced to repeat it un-

til they answer correctly.  This is particularly true when the 

texts refer to Shi’a beliefs and tenets.  The consequences 

frequently induce serious confusion for children regarding 

their beliefs, and, in some cases, psychological trauma.  

Despite a request for clarification by the Commis-

sion, Saudi government officials did not respond to ques-

tions as to whether all students at the primary, second-

ary, or university levels are required to receive the same 

instruction in Islamic religious education, regardless of 

the child’s religious background.  Nor would the officials 

clarify whether students from different religions or sects 

of Islam are able to question the conclusions drawn about 

their sects or communities in the classroom. Individuals 

told the Commission privately that only one form of Islam 

is taught in schools and several Shi’a interlocutors sup-

ported this claim.

Other non-government interlocutors drew attention 

to additional weaknesses in the education system that 

resulted in the promotion of intolerance.  Many pointed 

to the fact that the majority of Saudi teachers were poorly 

qualified; others stated that most teachers indoctrinated 

students in a “culture of intolerance” and that the atti-

tudes and training of the teachers needed to be addressed 

in order to bring about change in the system.  Some ar-

gued that regardless of the quality of the textbooks, it is 

the teachers who are manipulating the texts to promote 

intolerance, rather than understanding, among and be-

tween religious groups, Muslim and non-Muslim alike.  

On this matter, one Saudi government official 

claimed that some teachers who promote intolerance and 

hatred have been fired and that others are being retrained.  

However, despite attempts to get further information from 

Saudi authorities, the Commission did not receive infor-

mation about how many teachers and principals have 

been retrained.  Furthermore, the Saudi government did 

not provide information about how many teachers have 

been held accountable for deviating from the approved 

curriculum, or if teachers’ manuals have been revised to 

include promotion of tolerance.

Some non-governmental interlocutors stated that the 

entire education system is in disarray and needs a com-

plete overhaul, beyond simply removing intolerant lan-

guage in the textbooks, to ensure that students are prop-

erly prepared for the job market.  In 2007, the Saudi gov-

ernment approved a $3 billion project “to ensure overall 

development of its students by increasing their knowledge 

as well as their physical, professional, psychological and 

intellectual capabilities.”15  According to interlocutors, this 

process will take approximately three years to complete.  

However, none of these reform efforts will directly address 

the issues of intolerance.

In July 2006, the State Department stated that the 

Saudi government had confirmed that it plans to “revise 

and update textbooks to remove remaining intolerant 

references that disparage Muslims or non-Muslims or that 

promote hatred toward other religions or religious groups, 

a process the Saudi government expects to complete in 

one to two years [by July 2008].” In September 2007, the 

State Department reported that “changes made in 2006 

and 2007 to the education system focused on updating 

teaching methods, including the use of increased class 

participation, active problem-solving methods, and small 

group workshops, but did not include revising substan-

tive material.”  The State Department also reported that 

the Saudi government had taken “limited measures” to 

remove disparaging passages about other religious groups 

from its textbooks and that some 2006-2007 textbooks 

“were found to be more tolerant than previous textbooks 

and had fewer negative references to non-Muslims.” 

Early in 2008, the Saudi government posted on one 

of its Web sites16 the current school year’s curriculum, 

including all relevant religious texts taught in primary, 

middle, and secondary schools in Saudi Arabia.  However, 

a survey of the texts on the Saudi government Web site 

reveals that many of the passages previously flagged by 

the Commission and other independent researchers for 

inciting religious violence and hatred still remain.  
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State Harassment of Private Worship and 
the Inability to Obtain and Possess Religious 
Materials without Harassment
There are no non-Muslim citizens in Saudi Arabia and no 

places of worship in the country are permitted other than 

mosques.  In addition, the Saudi government enforces and 

limits public worship to its sanctioned version of Sunni 

Islam.

In meetings with the Commission delegation, several 

Saudi officials argued that it is not possible to have places 

of worship other than mosques in the Kingdom because 

Saudi Arabia is home to Islam’s two holiest sites: Mecca 

and Medina.  Moreover, most officials asserted that there 

is a hadith (oral tradition) from the Prophet Muhammad 

which says that only Islam can exist on the Arabian Penin-

sula, although another Saudi official and other interlocu-

tors contended that this hadith is subject to differing in-

terpretations.  Although the Commission pointed out that 

other countries on the Arabian Peninsula, such as Qatar 

and the United Arab Emirates, do permit non-Muslim 

public places of worship, some officials went so far as to 

state that having non-Muslim places of worship on Saudi 

soil would be equivalent to building mosques on Vatican 

property in Italy.  Commissioners drew a distinction be-

tween a geographic entity in Italy of two square miles with 

800-900 residents versus a country the size of Saudi Arabia 

containing between two and three million non-Muslim 

residents.  In addition, some officials claimed, without 

providing any evidence, that if a non-Muslim place of wor-

ship were built in the Kingdom, the public would be out-

raged and the place of worship would be subject to attack 

by extremists and conservative elements in the Kingdom.  

Another official claimed, again without providing any 

evidence, that public opinion among Muslims outside of 

Saudi Arabia would never permit the government to allow 

public worship by non-Muslims because the Kingdom is 

home to the twin holy sites.  What is more, some officials 

suggested that if expatriate workers wish to practice their 

faith in public, they should leave Saudi Arabia and go to 

other countries in the region.  

Saudi officials reiterated the government position 

that non-Muslim expatriate workers are permitted to wor-

ship in private.  However, guidelines as to what constitutes 

“private” worship remain unclear and vague.  The Foreign 

Ministry estimated that there are between two and three 

million non-Muslim expatriate workers in the Kingdom.  

Some officials suggested that as long as non-Muslims 

practice their religion in small groups in private homes, 

no security entity would interfere, since there is no law 

that prohibits non-Muslims from practicing in this man-

ner.  Furthermore, they maintained that members of the 

CPVPV are not permitted to enter private dwellings under 

any circumstances.  

Despite these claims, there continue to be instances 

in which members of the CPVPV have entered and raided 

private homes where non-Muslim expatriate workers were 

worshipping.  According to some non-governmental inter-

locutors, the incidents of raids on private homes of non-

Muslim expatriate workers by members of the CPVPV and 

other security authorities have decreased in the past year.  

However, expatriate workers from countries such as the 

Philippines, India, Pakistan, and some African countries 

continue to be vulnerable to surveillance and raids by 

Saudi authorities, despite the fact that CPVPV members 

are not permitted to conduct such surveillance.17  In fact, 

representatives of non-Muslim communities continue to 

assert that, in practice, religious freedom simply does not 

exist in the Kingdom.  The Commission was told, how-

ever, that conditions for private worship are better in the 

Eastern Province than elsewhere in the country, such as 

in the Nejd region in the central part of the country, where 

private religious services continue to be surveilled and, in 

some cases, raided by Saudi authorities.  

It is unclear whether Saudi missions abroad inform 

expatriate workers who will be entering the Kingdom 

about their right to private worship, including the right 

to bring personal religious materials inside the Kingdom.  

Despite previous assurances by the Saudi government that 

this policy is in place, requests for clarification were not 

answered.  Furthermore, Saudi officials do not accept that 

for members of some religious groups, the practice of re-

ligion requires more than individual private worship, but 

includes the need for religious leaders to be able to con-

duct services in community with others.  Religious leaders 

continue to be prohibited from seeking and obtaining vi-

sas to enter and minister to local religious communities.  

On a positive note, non-governmental interlocutors 

indicated that there has been a decrease in recent years in 

the practice by customs officials of confiscating personal 

religious materials when expatriate workers or visitors 

enter the Kingdom.  Nevertheless, in August 2007, a press 

report found that the official Web site of the state-owned 
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Saudi Arabian Airlines included information for travelers 

that the Airlines claimed was based on Saudi government 

customs regulations: “Items and articles belonging to 

religions other than Islam are also prohibited.  These may 

include Bibles, crucifixes, statues, carvings, items with 

religious symbols such as the Star of David, and others.”18  

This information clearly contradicts the reported Saudi 

policy, also confirmed to the United States, that customs 

inspectors at borders will not confiscate personal religious 

materials.  Within days of the publication of the initial 

press report and other subsequent articles, the Saudi Ara-

bian Airlines Web site removed the language about pro-

hibiting specific religious materials.

In recent years, senior Saudi government officials, 

including King Abdullah and the Grand Mufti, have made 

statements with the reported aim of improving the climate 

of tolerance toward other religions; both also continued 

publicly to call for moderation.  In November 2007, King 

Abdullah met with Pope Benedict at the Vatican.  In 

March 2008, after a senior Muslim cleric, Sheikh Abdul-

Rahman al-Barrak, issued a fatwa calling for the death 

of two writers who questioned why Christians and Jews 

should be considered apostates, King Abdullah proposed 

a dialogue with representatives of the so-called monothe-

istic faiths, Islam, Christianity, and Judaism.  However, 

several days after King Abdullah’s public proposal, press 

reports indicated that the Saudi Grand Mufti made clear 

that if such a gathering were to take place, representatives 

of the Jewish faith would not include Israeli Jews. 

Official Harassment of Religious Practice 
Restrictions on public religious practice, for both Saudis 

and non-Saudis, are officially enforced in large part by 

the CPVPV, a government entity that includes an all-male 

force of approximately 5,000 field officers and a total of 

10,000 employees in over 500 offices throughout the coun-

try.  There are also hundreds of “unofficial” volunteers 

who take it upon themselves to carry out the work of the 

CPVPV.  The CPVPV, which reports to the King, is tasked 

with enforcing public morality based on the Saudi gov-

ernment’s interpretation of Islamic law.  Members of the 

CPVPV patrol the streets enforcing dress codes, maintain-

ing the strict separation of men and women, and ensuring 

that restaurants and shops are closed during daily prayers.  

During its visit to the Kingdom, Commission requests to 

meet with representatives of the CPVPV were denied by 

the Saudi government.

Within the past year, members of the CPVPV have oc-

casionally conducted raids on worship services in private 

homes.  They continue to harass, detain, whip, beat, and 

otherwise mete out extrajudicial punishments to individu-

als deemed to have strayed from “appropriate” dress and/

or behavior, such as wearing Muslim religious symbols not 

sanctioned by the government.  

Saudi officials told the Commission delegation that 

members of the CPVPV are required to be accompanied 

by law enforcement officials while in the line of duty, 

although this is not always the case in practice.  One high-

level Saudi official said that CPVPV members are required 

to be trained, but many are not, and others work alone 

instead of together with police officers.  According to 

one press report, members of the CPVPV did not receive 

their first ever training until early September 2007.19  Ac-

cording to the Interior Ministry, members of the CPVPV 

do not have the right to detain or conduct investigations 

of suspects and must immediately turn suspects over to 

the police.20  Saudi government officials claimed to have 

dismissed and/or disciplined members of the CPVPV for 

abuses of power, although reports of abuse persist.  

During the Commission’s visit, representatives of the 

National Society for Human Rights (NSHR) said that it had 

received numerous complaints from Saudi citizens and 

expatriate workers about alleged abuses by the CPVPV.  In 

its first ever report released in May 2007, the NSHR docu-

mented several such cases, including unsubstantiated 

accusations, questionable interrogation practices, beat-

ings, unnecessary body searches, forced entry into private 

homes, and coerced confessions.21  The NSHR has recom-

mended that CPVPV regulations be specified publicly for 

clarification.  According to representatives of the NSHR, 

members of the CPVPV are required to wear uniforms and 

badges, but many do not comply with this regulation and 

it is not necessarily enforced.    

Over the past year, there has been unprecedented 

media coverage, both inside and outside Saudi Arabia, of 

alleged abuses by the CPVPV.  Numerous cases have gone 

to trial or are going to trial, including alleged beatings 

and deaths of Saudi citizens.22  In late May 2007, nearly a 

dozen members of the CPVPV raided the home of a man 

suspected of possessing and selling alcohol in Riyadh.  

The 28 year-old man, Salman al-Huraisi, died in custody at 

one of the CPVPV offices in Riyadh, and family members 
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accused members of the CPVPV of beating him to death.  

Autopsy results confirmed that he died due to physical 

abuse.  After an investigation by Saudi authorities, the 

Riyadh Governorate announced in June that all official 

CPVPV members involved were cleared of any wrongdo-

ing, and that an “unofficial” volunteer, or part-time work-

er, would be held responsible for the death of the man.23  

Even before the official investigation was complete and 

the announcement made, Minister of Interior Prince Naif 

stated publicly that a preliminary investigation proved 

that members of the CPVPV were not responsible for the 

man’s death.  In November, a lower court acquitted two 

members of the CPVPV who were eventually charged with 

the killing of al-Huraisi.  The Court of Cassation ordered a 

re-trial after identifying several errors made by the lower 

court, including failure to hear expert witnesses.  In April 

2008, a retrial began and it is still in progress as of this 

writing.

In another case, a man died in June 2007 in the cus-

tody of members of the CPVPV in the northern town of 

Tabuk after he was apprehended for being found alone 

in a vehicle with a female who was not his relative.  It was 

later established that the man, Ahmad al-Bulaiwi, was a 

part-time driver for the woman’s family.  Four individu-

als, including three members of the CPVPV and a police 

officer, went on trial for their involvement in the man’s 

death; however, in late July, the court dropped the charges 

against all four men, reportedly due to the fact that an 

autopsy showed the man died of natural causes while in 

CPVPV custody.24  Bulaiwi’s family is appealing the deci-

sion of the court.  There were also several incidents in the 

past year in which members of the CPVPV were in cars 

pursuing, at high speeds, individuals who either died or 

were seriously injured after the pursuit resulted in vehicle 

accidents.25  In one of the cases, a CPVPV spokesman 

denied any participation involving CPVPV members; in 

other cases, investigations are ongoing. 

Several non-governmental interlocutors with whom 

the Commission met expressed outrage about the abuses 

of the CPVPV and their belief that members of the CPVPV 

had long overstepped their authority with impunity.  

Many expressed concern that CPVPV members consider 

themselves “above the law” and have never been held 

responsible for abuses.  Some believed that a fatwa (reli-

gious edict) exists that does not allow CPVPV members to 

be held accountable under the law, although the existence 

of this fatwa could not be verified.  Despite the media at-

tention, many contended that members of the CPVPV will 

not be prosecuted or brought to justice because they are 

protected by elements within the religious establishment 

and the Royal family.

Despite specific requests for further information, the 

Commission did not receive any response from the Saudi 

government on the number of CPVPV members who have 

been trained or retrained to ensure that the human rights 

of Muslims and non-Muslims are protected.  In addition, 

the Saudi government did not respond to an inquiry about 

the number of CPVPV members who have been held ac-

countable in the past for committing abuses or overstep-

ping their jurisdiction.

In July 2007, after the Commission’s visit, Interior 

Minister Prince Naif issued a directive requiring CPVPV 

members to deliver immediately any individual arrested—

male or female—to local authorities, reaffirming a Royal 

decree issued in 1981.26  According to this directive, inter-

rogations at CPVPV centers are prohibited and members 

who fail to abide by the guidelines should be dismissed.  

Furthermore, the directive gives authority to the General 

Investigation and Prosecution Authority to conduct ran-

dom inspections of CPVPV offices.  In June, the president 

of the CPVPV, Ibrahim al-Ghaith, announced that the 

CPVPV had established a legal department, the Depart-

ment of Rules and Regulations, to handle legal matters 
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and compliance with internal regulations, and had hired 

a spokesperson to handle public relations at its national 

headquarters.27  It is not yet clear whether these changes 

represent genuine reform efforts or reform on paper only.

Empowerment of Officially Sanctioned 
Human Rights Institutions 

Human Rights Commission 
In September 2005, the Council of Ministers, chaired by 

King Abdullah, approved the establishment of a govern-

ment-appointed, 24-member Human Rights Commission 

(HRC) that reports directly to the King.  The membership 

of the HRC was not finalized until early 2007 and does not 

include any female members, although in March 2008, the 

HRC’s Chair, Turki Al Sudairy, announced that a new royal 

decree would allow women members on the Commission.  

The HRC is mandated to “protect and promote human 

rights in conformity with international human rights stan-

dards in all fields, to propagate awareness thereof, and to 

help ensure their application in a manner consistent with 

the provisions of the Islamic Sharia.”28  During its visit, the 

Commission delegation met with Al Sudairy and numer-

ous members of the HRC’s Board.

According to several members, the HRC hopes to 

develop a knowledge of international human rights norms 

among the citizens and residents of the Kingdom, includ-

ing about international treaties that the Saudi government 

has ratified.  Because the Koran is the constitution of the 

country, members of the HRC stated that the country 

must operate strictly in accordance with Islamic law.  The 

HRC stated that it already has negotiated agreements for 

cooperation with some government agencies, including 

the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Social Affairs, 

and the Red Crescent Society.  In July 2007, the Ministry 

of Islamic Affairs agreed to work with the HRC to begin 

an awareness campaign in the Kingdom “to promote the 

ideals of human rights in the teachings of Islam.”29  The 

campaign will focus on creating awareness among Saudi 

citizens and residents about the teachings of human rights 

in Islam and will reportedly include Friday sermons, with 

the intention that imams will take part in fostering a cul-

ture of respect for human rights in mosques.

The HRC has not yet trained the police and security 

forces in human rights practices, but plans to do so.  In ad-

dition, the HRC has initiated a dialogue with the Office of 

the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR) 

in Geneva, and UNHCHR representatives are scheduled to 

go to the Kingdom to conduct a training session for mem-

bers of the Board.  According to members of the HRC, the 

Board will also receive technical assistance from the UN 

in Geneva.  

The HRC is also developing pamphlets on various 

human rights issues to demonstrate that human rights are 

not a “foreign” concept, but rather, in accordance with 

Islam.  In this context, however, one of the representatives 

of the HRC told the Commission that there are two prin-

ciples in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights with 

which it disagrees: 1) allowing Muslim women to marry 

non-Muslim men, and 2) conversion from Islam to anoth-

er faith, although the HRC representative acknowledged 

that the latter is in dispute among Muslim scholars.  

Procedurally, the HRC receives complaints from 

individuals and follows up to determine whether there 

has been a possible violation.  The HRC then begins an 

investigation and makes appropriate recommendations to 

relevant government agencies.  According to the HRC, it 

has received more than 1,000 complaints and has resolved 

at least two-thirds of them.  

The members of the HRC identified several ways in 

which the HRC and the Saudi government are working 

to advance freedom of religion or belief in the Kingdom.  

These include the facts that: 1) the King regularly makes 

statements against religious bigotry; 2) the King Abdul 

Aziz National Center for Dialogue brings together all sec-

tors of society, including various Muslim sects; 3) the 

government has removed approximately 2,000 imams who 
The Commission delegation speaks with Iyad bin Amin Madani, 
Minister of Culture and Information
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preached religious hatred and intolerance; 4) the HRC 

is introducing a “culture of human rights” to the public; 

5) several cases involving imams inciting violence were 

brought to the attention of the HRC, which reported the 

cases to the relevant Ministries; and 6) an HRC women’s 

section will be established soon to deal with women’s 

rights in accordance with sharia.  In addition, during the 

Commission’s visit, the HRC publicly announced that it 

would take up the issue of societal discrimination against 

Muslims who follow different schools of thought within 

Islam.30

Several Board members admitted that the HRC’s 

mission is still in the process of being formulated.  They 

acknowledged that there is much to be accomplished, 

but also expressed a need to move slowly and introduce 

concepts gradually, so as not to push too hard on a popu-

lation that is not familiar with international human rights 

concepts, particularly those related to freedom of religion 

or belief.  

It is the Commission’s view that the HRC can advance 

human rights protections if it examines all internationally 

recognized human rights issues and its inquiries regard-

ing individual complaints and recommendations to the 

Saudi government are implemented in practice.  

National Society for Human Rights
In March 2004, the Saudi government approved the for-

mation of a National Society for Human Rights (NSHR), 

the country’s first, and up to now, only independent, 

legally recognized human rights body.  The NSHR is com-

prised of 41 members, including 10 women, and is chaired 

by a member of Saudi Arabia’s Consultative Council (or 

Shura), a 150-member advisory body.  The NSHR, which 

was originally endowed by King Fahd, submits its reports 

and recommendations directly to King Abdullah.  The 

Commission delegation met with members of the NSHR 

in Jeddah, the Eastern Province, and at its national head-

quarters in Riyadh.  The NSHR has offices in Riyadh, Jed-

dah, Dammam, and Jizan, and will be opening an office in 

the northern region in the future.

Representatives of the NSHR stated that they work 

to promote the human rights of all in Saudi Arabia, both 

citizens and foreign nationals, as well as Saudi citizens 

abroad.  They obtain information through individual 

complaints, site visits, public reports, and the media.  The 

NSHR also studies state compliance with Islamic and 

international law and works to explain to the public that 

there is no contradiction between international human 

rights standards and Islamic law.  According to members 

of the NSHR, their work is conducted in accordance with 

Islam and they are hoping to clarify through reporting that 

many human rights problems arise in the Kingdom be-

cause of old, outdated traditions and customs rather than 

religious precepts.  Therefore, the issues can be addressed 

without contradicting Islamic principles.

The NSHR works with Saudi government agencies in 

order to press for the implementation of its recommenda-

tions.  Representatives of the NSHR told the Commission 

it had already received cooperation from several govern-

ment agencies, but admitted that the Ministry of Interior 

has not been fully cooperative.  Generally speaking, the 

NSHR continues to have difficulties in getting govern-

ment agencies to comply with international standards.  

As of this writing, no members of security agencies have 

received training on international human rights trea-

ties, including the UN Convention against Torture, which 

NSHR members believed to be particularly important for 

security personnel.  According to members of the NSHR, 

government agencies are required to respond to NSHR 

inquiries within three weeks, but this does not usually 

happen in practice.

Since 2004, the NSHR has received more than 12,000 

complaints in various areas, from judicial issues to labor 

matters.31  Representatives of the NSHR claimed to have 

resolved almost 70 percent of those complaints.  Expatri-

ate workers also lodged numerous complaints with the 

NSHR.  Complaints related to family matters make up 

approximately 40 percent of all cases; some of the most 

important issues on the social level are domestic violence, 
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divorce, and sexual harassment by relatives.  According 

to the NSHR, raising women’s issues used to be taboo 

some years ago, but today their issues can more openly 

be discussed in the media and in public.  The NSHR office 

in Dhahran said it receives at least four complaints about 

domestic violence per day.  According to NSHR members, 

the Ministry of Social Affairs recently established a new 

unit within the Kingdom to deal with violence against 

women.  

Just days before the Commission delegation arrived 

in Saudi Arabia, the NSHR published its first ever report 

calling for wide-ranging improvements in human rights 

practices in the Kingdom.  The lengthy report details 

abuses in the Kingdom on most international human 

rights issues and offers numerous recommendations for 

the Saudi government.  

Although the section of the NSHR report on the 

“Right to Freedom of Religion and Belief” uses religious 

justifications to support the international right to freedom 

of religion or belief, it also reaches some troubling conclu-

sions.  The section highlights the fact that there should 

be no compulsion in religion and that “it is forbidden to 

force someone to forsake his religion and adopt another…

[and] man’s freedom to choose his religion is the basis of 

belief.”32  Later in the section, the report states that “every 

individual is free to believe in anything and to adopt any 

ideas he wants.”  However, the report also specifies rea-

sons that so-called apostates from Islam deserve retribu-

tion: “the apostate…according to Islamic Sharia, deserves 

punishment for raising fitnah (sedition), mayhem and 

damaging the general public order of the Islamic state.”  

The Commission is disappointed that the report does not 

discuss any objections, from scholars or from a universal 

human rights perspective, to the concept of apostasy or 

the severe punishments.  The report notes that no one has 

been executed for apostasy in recent years and claims that 

non-Muslims enjoy the right to private worship.  

The section also states that because of decades of 

“conservative religious culture,” there is a consensus with-

in Saudi society that no religion other than Islam should 

be practiced in public.  The report concludes that “this 

does not represent a violation of the right to freedom of 

belief, which is essentially a personal belief.”  Despite the 

NSHR’s conclusions, it should be noted that the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and international treaties 

to which Saudi Arabia is a party clearly provide that the 

right to freedom of religion or belief includes the freedom 

“either individually or in community with others and in 

public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in wor-

ship, observance, practice and teaching.”

The Commission believes that the NSHR can play 

a more constructive role in protecting human rights by 

maintaining its independence from the government and 

ensuring that its reporting and recommendations are in 

conformity with universal human rights standards.

Commission Activities
In recent years, the Commission has spoken out numer-

ous times about religious freedom concerns in Saudi Ara-

bia.  In January 2008, the Commission released a public 

statement calling on President Bush to raise ongoing Sau-

di violations of the freedom of religion and other human 

rights during his meetings that month with Saudi leaders 

in the Kingdom.  In October 2007, the Commission held a 

press conference at which it released its findings from the 

May-June visit to Saudi Arabia and presented the Com-

mission’s assessment of Saudi government progress on 

implementation of the July 2006 confirmation of policies.  

In April 2007, Commissioners Felice D. Gaer and Nina 

Shea met with the newly appointed U.S. Ambassador to 

Saudi Arabia, Ford M. Fraker, to discuss persistent reli-

gious freedom concerns.  In December 2007, the Com-

mission issued a public response to a letter from a group 

of parents of students at the Islamic Saudi Academy in 

northern Virginia.  

In June 2006, then-Commission Vice Chair Shea 

testified on behalf of the Commission before the House 

International Relations Subcommittee on Africa, Global 

Human Rights and International Operations at a hearing 

entitled “The Plight of Religious Minorities: Can Religious 

Pluralism Survive?”  Commissioner Shea’s testimony fo-

cused on religious freedom conditions in five countries—

Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia—as well as 

recommendations for U.S. policy.  In September 2006, the 

Commission publicly expressed concern that the State 

Department had removed longstanding and widely quot-

ed language, “freedom of religion does not exist,” from its 

2006 Report on International Religious Freedom on Saudi 

Arabia, despite the fact that the report states that “there 

generally was no change in the status of religious freedom 

during the reporting period.”  

In October 2006, the Commission held a briefing on 
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the current status of human rights and reform in Saudi 

Arabia with Ibrahim al-Mugaiteeb, President of Human 

Rights First Society, a human rights organization in Saudi 

Arabia that, despite repeated attempts to gain official rec-

ognition, has never been granted a license to function by 

the Saudi government.  Mr. al-Mugaiteeb operates in the 

Kingdom at his own risk.  In November 2006, the Com-

mission issued a statement and wrote to then U.S. Ambas-

sador to Saudi Arabia James Oberwetter about mislead-

ing claims by Saudi authorities regarding the purported 

release of religious prisoners in the southwestern region 

of Najran.  
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C O M M I S S I O N  R E C O M M E N D AT I O N SCommISSIon ReCommenDATIonS 

Below are Commission recom-

mendations regarding U.S. policy 

toward Saudi Arabia.

       Strengthen U.S. Human 
Rights Diplomacy as Part of 
the Bilateral Relationship
The U.S. government should:

•   continue to designate Saudi Arabia 

a “country of particular concern,” 

or CPC, under IRFA, for engaging in 

systematic, ongoing, and egregious 

violations of the right to freedom of 

religion or belief;

•   create a formal mechanism to moni-

tor implementation of the July 2006 

policies as part of every meeting of 

the United States-Saudi Arabia Stra-

tegic Dialogue, co-chaired by the 

U.S. Secretary of State and the Saudi 

Foreign Minister; and ensure that 

U.S. representatives to each relevant 

Working Group of the Strategic Dia-

logue, after each session, or at least 

every six months, report its findings 

to Congress; 

•   work with the Saudi government to 

establish a civil society component 

of the United States-Saudi Arabia 

Strategic Dialogue so that non-

governmental entities from both 

countries can be given a platform to 

discuss mutual human rights con-

cerns, including freedom of religion 

or belief; 

•   report to Congress, as part of the 

reporting required under H.R. 1, 

Section 2043 (c) (1(b)) (“Imple-

menting Recommendations of the 

9/11 Commission Act of 2007”), 

on progress by the Saudi govern-

ment to implement the July 2006 

previously identified and confirmed 

policies related to religious prac-

tice and tolerance; a description of 

such progress should include Saudi 

government transparency and any 

benchmarks and timetables estab-

lished for implementation of the 

July 2006 conformed policies;

•   expand the religious educators 

program—which brings Saudi 

religious leaders and scholars to the 

United States through a three week 

International Visitor Program ( IVP) 

to learn about religious freedom 

in the United States—to include 

visits to Saudi Arabia by appropri-

ate American leaders and educa-

tors, and increase the numbers and 

diversity and range of experience of 

visitors to both countries;

•   address the work of the Human 

Rights Commission (HRC) and 

National Society for Human Rights 

(NSHR) by:

•   urging the Saudi government 

to ensure that all government 

agencies cooperate fully with the 

HRC and the NSHR, including by 

publishing the decree requiring 

cooperation and abiding by it, in-

cluding with penalties for failure 

to cooperate;

•   urging the HRC to study the situ-

ation of freedom of religion or 

belief in the Kingdom, based on 

universal human rights standards, 

and report its findings publicly;

•   offering to facilitate training on 

universal human rights standards, 

including the right to freedom of 

thought, conscience, and religion 

or belief, as well as to provide 

limited technical support on 

universal norms to the HRC and 

NSHR; and

•   urging the Saudi government 

to implement recommenda-

tions from the NSHR’s May 2007 

report, which, while not address-

ing religious freedom concerns 

per se, if implemented, could be 

a welcome initial step towards 

improving overall human rights 

compliance in the Kingdom.

       Address Exportation 
of Extremist Ideology and 
Intolerance in Education 
Materials in Saudi Arabia and 
Around the World
Given that official Saudi school text-

books continue to include language 

encouraging hatred and violence that 
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adversely affects the interests of the 

United States and that the Saudi gov-

ernment, despite repeated requests 

over a period of several years, has 

failed to make its current textbooks 

available to support its claims that 

such language has been eliminated, 

the U.S. government should:

•   request that the Saudi government:

•   make publicly available the 

curricula and teacher training 

manuals used in state primary 

and secondary schools inside the 

country;

•   provide an accounting of what 

kinds of Saudi official support 

have been and continue to be 

provided to which religious 

schools, mosques, centers of 

learning, and other religious orga-

nizations globally, including in 

the United States;

•   make public the content of 

educational and other materi-

als sent abroad to demonstrate 

whether such activities promote 

hatred, intolerance, or justify or 

encourage other human rights 

violations; 

•   establish a transparent public 

effort to monitor, regulate, and re-

port publicly about the activities 

of Saudi charitable organizations 

based outside Saudi Arabia in 

countries throughout the world;

•   cease granting diplomatic status 

to Islamic clerics and educators 

teaching outside Saudi Arabia; 

and

•   ensure that Islamic affairs sec-

tions in Saudi embassies through-

out the world remain closed 

indefinitely in accordance with 

past promises;

•   report publicly to Congress on 

all the above areas as part of the 

reporting on progress of Saudi 

government implementation of the 

July 2006 confirmation of policies, 

referred to in the recommendation 

above; and

•   communicate and share informa-

tion with other concerned govern-

ments about the July 2006 policies 

related to Saudi exportation of hate 

literature and extremist ideology. 

      Press for Immediate 
Improvements in Other 
Areas Related to Freedom of 
Religion or Belief
The U.S. government should continue 

to advance adherence to internation-

al human rights standards, including 

the freedom of everyone to “mani-

fest his religion or belief in worship, 

observance, practice and teaching” 

and prohibit coercion in matters of 

religion or belief.  Saudi government 

persistence in severely restricting all 

forms of public religious expression 

other than the government’s interpre-

tation and enforcement of its version 

of Sunni Islam is a violation of the 

freedom of thought, conscience, and 

religion or belief.  As initial steps, the 

U.S. government should press for im-

mediate improvements in respect for 

religious freedom, including by urg-

ing the Saudi government to: 

•   establish genuine safeguards for the 

freedom to worship privately; 

•   end state prosecution of individuals 

charged with apostasy, blasphemy, 

sorcery, and criticism of the govern-

ment; 

•   dissolve the Commission to 

Promote Virtue and Prevent Vice 

(CPVPV) and entrust law en-

forcement to professionals in law 

enforcement agencies with a precise 

jurisdiction and subject to judicial 

review and immediately ensure 

that members of the CPVPV are 

held accountable and prosecuted 

for abuses; conduct prompt and 

independent investigations into re-

ported abuses; ensure complainants 

due process and other rights under 

international law, including the 

right to challenge the lawfulness of 

his/her detention and be released if 

it is not lawful; and provide the right 

to a remedy, including an enforce-

able right to compensation; 

•   allow foreign clergy to enter the 

country to carry out private worship 

services; 

•   review cases and release those who 

have been detained or imprisoned 

for violations of human rights 

including their religious belief or 

practices; 

•   permit independent non-govern-

mental organizations to monitor, 

promote, and protect human rights; 

•   invite the UN Special Rapporteur 

on Freedom of Religion or Belief to 

conduct a visit to Saudi Arabia in 

accordance with the standard terms 

for such a UN visit; 

•   ratify international human rights 

instruments, including the Interna-

tional Covenant on Civil and Politi-

cal Rights, and cooperate with UN 

human rights mechanisms;

•   implement the recommendations 

made in Section II (“Address Ex-

portation of Extremist Ideology and 

Intolerance in Education Materials 

in Saudi Arabia and Around the 

World”).
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Buddhist monks march on a street in protest against the military government in Yangon, Myanmar (Burma), 

Monday, Sept. 24, 2007. Since 2002, the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom 

has designated Burma a “country of particular concern” for systematic, ongoing, and egregious violations 

of the right to thought, conscience, and religion or belief. (AP Photo)




