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Overview

• The U.S. government’s engagement on 

religious freedom as foreign policy

• The International Religious Freedom Report

• The impact of U.S. promotion of religious 

freedom around the world



Foremost among the rights Americans hold 
sacred is the freedom to worship as we 
choose…we also remember that religious liberty 
is not just an American right; it is a universal 
human right to be protected here at home and 
across the globe. This freedom is an essential 
part of human dignity, and without it our world 
cannot know lasting peace. 

President Barack Obama 

January 16, 2013



The International Religious 

Freedom Act (1998)

• Established to strengthen U.S. advocacy of 
individuals persecuted in foreign countries on 
account of religion.

• Implemented by U.S. State Department 
• Engage with foreign officials on Religious Freedom

• Draft the annual Religious Freedom Report

• Appoint an Ambassador at Large For Religious Freedom

• Provide a list of Countries of Particular Concern

• Established the U.S. Commission to produce 
annual report on 20 to 30 countries the 
Commissions views as the worst offenders.



About the International 

Religious Freedom Report

• Describes religious freedom in every country

• Prepared by officers at Embassies

• Widely ready by Congress, religious groups, 

NGOs and others

• Published in late March and available online 

at http://www.state.gov



What a Report Looks Like

1. Religious Demography

2. Law and Policy Environment

3. Government Respect for Religious Freedom

4. Societal Respect for Religious Freedom

5. U.S. Government Policy



What’s in a Report -- Legal 

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

• Laws that favor one religious group

• Discriminatory treatment towards particular 

groups

• Legal impediments to registering and 

functioning

• Constraints on proselytizing or missionary 

work



Abuses of Religious Freedom

• Killings, arrests, detentions, beatings, fines

• Harassment, surveillance, raids

• Prevention of access, denial of land/facilities

• Censorship and restriction of publications and 
religious speech

• Denial of a religious group’s identity

• Refusal or inordinate delays in registration

• Clear favoritism towards particular groups



More Abuses of Religious Freedom

• Denials of visas for foreign religious workers

• Refusal to investigate and prosecute attacks

• Labeling of religious groups as dangerous 

sects and cults or as terrorists

• Statements that denigrate religious groups

• Refusal to return property previously seized

• Limitations on religious attire



Religious Groups that 

Governments See as Threats

• Groups that don’t recognize a government’s 

authority

• Groups that actively proselytize

• “Breakaway” religious groups

• Factions within religious groups

• Ethnic minorities with strong religious 

identities



Societal Issues Affecting 

Religious Freedom

• Links between ethnic and religious identity

• Perceived threats from nontraditional religious 

groups

• Disputes over property

• Prejudice against groups or individuals

• Acts of violence, harassment and discrimination

• Positive actions to promote understanding and 

tolerance



Positive Actions of Governments to 

Promote Religious Freedom

• New laws and policies that enhance religious 

freedom

• Mediation of conflicts among religious groups

• Public statements by political leaders that 

promote tolerance and openness

• New steps to protect religious minorities

• New steps to enhance religious heritage



U.S. Public Diplomacy Engagement

on Religious Freedom

• Showcase American religious diversity

• Host interfaith and religious events

• Training guides for government officials and 

law enforcement



Impact

• The Religious Freedom Report has raised the 

profile of religious freedom around the world. 

– The scale of religious prosecution around the 

world continues to be vast.

• Religious freedom is a critical component of 

social and political stability.

– Without religious freedom, societies are highly 

vulnerable to conflict, persecution and extremism. 


