EUROPE

ALBANIA

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the pe-
riod covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the
generally free practice of religion.

The generally amicable relationship among the religions in society contributed to
religious freedom.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total land area of 11,100 square miles, and its population is
approximately 3,490,000. It has a largely homogeneous ethnic population, consisting
of Ghegs in the north and Tosks in the south. The southern part of the country has
ethnic Greek communities estimated at 3 percent of the population. Other small mi-
norities include the Roma, Egyptian people (an ethnic group similar to the Roma
but which does not speak the Roma language), Vlachs, Macedonians, and Chams.

The majority of citizens are secular in orientation after decades of rigidly enforced
atheism under the Communist regime, which ended in 1990. In spite of this secu-
larism, most citizens traditionally associate themselves with a religious group. Alba-
nians of Muslim background make up the largest traditional religious group (rough-
ly 65 to 70 percent of the population) and are divided into two communities: those
associated with a moderate form of Sunni Islam and those associated with the
Bektashi school (a particularly liberal form of Shi’a Sufism). The country is the
world center of the Bektashi school, which moved from Turkey to Albania in 1925
after the revolution of Ataturk. Bektashis are concentrated mainly in central and
southern regions of the country and claim that 45 percent of the country’s Muslims
belong to their school.

The Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Albania (referred to as Orthodox) and the
Roman Catholic Church are the other large denominations. An estimated 20 to 30
percent of the population belong to communities that are traditionally Albanian Or-
thodox, and 10 percent are associated with Roman Catholicism. The Orthodox
Church became independent from Constantinople’s authority in 1929 but was not
recognized as autocephalous, or independent, until 1937. The Church’s 1954 statute
states that all its archbishops must be of Albanian citizenship. However, the current
archbishop is a Greek citizen, because there are no Albanian clerics who meet the
Orthodox requirement that higher clergy must be celibate.

The Muslims are concentrated mostly in the middle of the country and somewhat
in the south; the Orthodox are concentrated mainly in the south, and Catholics in
the north of the country; however, this division is not strict. The Greek minority,
concentrated in the south, belongs to the Orthodox Church. There are no data avail-
able on active participation in formal religious services, but unofficial sources state
that 30 to 40 percent of the population practice a religion. Foreign clergy, including
Muslim clerics, Christian and Baha’i missionaries, members of Jehovah’s Witnesses,
Mormons, and many others freely carry out religious activities.

According to updated data provided by the State Committee on Cults during the
reporting period, there are 12 different Muslim societies and groups with some 60
to 70 representatives in the country. There are 50 Christian societies and groups
and more than 1,100 missionaries representing Christian or Baha’i organizations.
The largest foreign missionary groups are American, British, Italian, Greek, and
Arab.
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SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice. According to the 1998 Constitution, there is no official
religion and all religions are equal. However, the predominant religious commu-
nities (Muslim, Orthodox, and Roman Catholic) function as juridical persons and
enjoy a greater social recognition and status based on their historical presence in
the country. All registered religious groups have the right to hold bank accounts and
to own property and buildings. Official holidays include religious holidays from all
three predominant faiths.

Religious movements—with the exception of the three de facto recognized reli-
gions—can acquire the official status of a juridical person only by registering under
the Law on Associations, which recognizes the status of a nonprofit association irre-
spective of whether the organization has a cultural, recreational, religious, or hu-
manitarian character. The Government does not require registration or licensing of
religious groups; however, the State Committee on Cults, founded in September
1999, is currently registering all foreign religious organizations. No groups reported
difficulties registering during the period covered by this report.

The State Committee on Cults, created by executive decision and based on the
Constitution, is charged with regulating the relations between the State and reli-
gious communities. The Committee recognizes the equality of religious communities
and respects their independence. The Committee works to protect freedom of reli-
gion and to promote interreligious development, cooperation, and understanding. It
organized seminars in December 2000 and February 2001 to discuss religious toler-
ance. The Committee claims that registration facilitates the granting of residence
permits by police to foreign employees of various religious organizations; however,
some foreign religious organizations have complained that obtaining registration has
not made gaining residence permits any less cumbersome administratively. There
is no law or regulation that forces religious organizations to register with the Com-
mittee. There is no law on religious communities, although one is mandated by the
new Constitution. Most religious communities recognize the need for such a law to
clarify their rights and responsibilities and relationship to the Government. The
Committee has shown a willingness to act as a mechanism for creation and passage
of such a law; however, no movement on the issue was made during the period cov-
ered by this report.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

The country is a secular state and religion is not taught in public schools. Accord-
ing to official figures, there are 29 religious schools in the country with approxi-
mately 2,745 students. The State Committee on Cults has the right to approve the
curricula of religious schools. Students are not allowed to demonstrate their reli-
gious affiliations in public schools. In one recent case, the Government prohibited
three female students from wearing headscarves in a public school. No restriction
is imposed on families regarding the way they raise their children with respect to
religious practices.

In 1967 the Communists banned all religious practices and expropriated the prop-
erty of the established Islamic, Orthodox, and Catholic Churches. The Government
has not yet returned all the properties and religious objects under its control that
were confiscated under the Communist regime. In cases where religious buildings
were returned, the Government often failed to return the land that surrounds the
buildings, sometimes due to redevelopment claims by private individuals who began
farming it or using it for other purposes. The Government does not have the re-
sources to compensate churches adequately for the extensive damage many religious
properties suffered. Although it recently recovered some confiscated property, in-
cluding one large parcel of land near Tirana’s main square, the Orthodox Church
has complained that it had difficulty in recovering some religious icons for restora-
tion and safekeeping.

The Albanian Evangelical Alliance, an association of more than 100 Protestant
churches throughout the country, complained that it encountered administrative ob-
stacles to building churches, accessing the media, and receiving exemptions from
customs duties. The growing evangelical community continues to seek official rec-
ognition and participation in the religious affairs section of the Council of Ministers.

There were no reports of religious detainees or prisoners.
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Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
Government’s refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

Relations among the various religious groups are generally amicable, and toler-
ance is widespread. Society is largely secular. Intermarriage among religious groups
is extremely common. There are amicable relations between the three main religions
in the country, and religious communities take pride in the tolerance and under-
standing that prevails among them.

The Archbishop of the country’s Orthodox Church has noted incidents in which
the Orthodox and their churches or other buildings have been the targets of van-
dalism. However, he concluded that the problem was largely due to the country’s
weak public order. There were no new incidents of vandalism reported during the
period covered by this report. Members of the ethnic Greek minority as well as eth-
nic Albanian and Greek members of the Orthodox Church left the country in large
numbers between 1990 and 1991, with another large exodus between 1997 and 1998
because of the lack of security and poor economic prospects. Ethnic Greek Alba-
nians, among others, continue to leave the country in search of employment and/
or permanent residence elsewhere.

SECTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT POLICY

The U.S. Government has numerous initiatives to foster the development of
human rights, democracy, and the rule of law in the country, and to further reli-
gious freedom and tolerance. The U.S. Embassy periodically has urged the Govern-
ment to return church lands to the denominations that lost them under Communist
rule. Embassy officers, including the Ambassador, meet frequently (both in formal
office calls and at representational events) with the heads of the major religious
communities in the country. The U.S. Embassy has been active in urging tolerance
and moderation on the part of the Government’s Committee on Cults.

ANDORRA

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the pe-
riod covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the
generally free practice of religion. There is no state religion; however, the Roman
Catholic Church enjoys some privileges not available to other faiths.

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has an area of 180.7 square miles and a population of 66,824. Very
few official statistics are available relative to religion; however, traditionally ap-
proximately 90 percent of the population are Roman Catholic. The population con-
sists largely of immigrants, with full citizens representing less than 20 percent of
the total. The immigrants, who are primarily from Spain, Portugal, and France, also
are largely Roman Catholic. It is estimated that, of the Catholic population, about
half are active church attendees. Other religious groups include Muslims (which
predominantly are represented among the approximately 2,000 North African immi-
grants and are split between two groups, one more fundamentalist); the New Apos-
tolic Church; the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Mormons); several
Protestant denominations, including the Anglican Church; the Reunification
Church; and Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Foreign missionaries are active and operate without restriction. For example, the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and Jehovah’s Witnesses proselytize
from door to door.
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Restrictions on Religious Freedom

Government policy and practice contributed to the generally unrestricted practice
of religion.

SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal [ Policy Framework

The Constitution acknowledges a special relationship with the Roman Catholic
Church “in accordance with Andorran tradition” and recognizes the “full legal capac-
ity” of the bodies of the Catholic Church, granting them legal status “in accordance
with their own rules.” One of the two constitutionally-designated princes of the
country (who serves equally as joint head of state with the President of France) is
Bishop Joan Marti Alanis of the Spanish town of La Seu d’Urgell.

The Catholic Church receives no direct subsidies from the Government. However,
the Government continues to pay monthly stipends to each of the seven parishes
(administrative units of government, though the term originally was religiously de-
termined) for the continuance of their historic work in maintaining vital records,
such as birth and marriage, despite having a fully legal civil registry system in the
country.

There is no law that clearly requires legal registration and approval of religions
and religious worship. However, the Government is considering completing a draft
law on associations that may ultimately govern some aspects of religious activity.
Although the terms of the draft law are not publicly known, the authorities report-
edly are considering how to treat the activity of so-called “sects” or other groups
whose activities may be considered injurious to public health, safety, morals, or
order. However, a report from the Ombudsman issued in 2000 maintains that there
is no real risk of negative influence from such so-called destructive sects, because
of their low membership numbers and because of the orientation of their theology.
The report notes that for instance, the few Unification Church members known to
reside in the country are very directly involved in social work with the underprivi-
leged. Under a 1993 law, associations must be registered. This register has docu-
mented civic associations, but to date no religious organization, including the
Roman Catholic Church, has requested registration or been asked by the Govern-
ment to register.

Instruction in the tenets of the Catholic faith is available in public schools on an
optional basis, outside of both regular school hours and the time frame set aside for
elective school activities, such as civics or ethics. The Catholic Church provides
teachers for religion classes, and the Government pays their salaries. Some parental
groups and Co-Prince Bishop Marti reportedly prefer restoring the optional religion
classes to the time frame set aside for elective activities.

The Government has not taken any official steps to promote interfaith under-
standing, nor has it sponsored any programs or forums to coordinate interfaith dia-
log. However, it has been responsive to certain needs of the Muslim community,
such as expeditiously providing an imam with the documentation necessary to es-
tablish himself in the country. On occasion the Government has made public facili-
ties available to various religious organizations for religious activities.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

Government policy and practice contributed to the generally unrestricted practice
of religion.
There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
Government’s refusal to allow such persons to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

Societal attitudes between and among differing religious groups in general appear
to be amicable and tolerant. For example, the Catholic Church of la Massana lends
its sanctuary twice per month to the Anglican community, so that visiting Anglican
clergy can conduct services for the English speaking community. Although those
who practice religions other than Roman Catholicism tend to be immigrants and
otherwise not integrated fully into the local community, there appears to be little
or no obstacle to their practicing their own religions.

There are no significant ecumenical movements or activities to promote greater
mutual understanding among adherents of different religions.
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SECTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT PoLICY

U.S. officials discuss religious freedom issues with the Government in the context
of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights. Both the U.S. Ambas-
sador, resident in Madrid, and the Consul General, resident in Barcelona, have met
with Bishop Marti, the leader of the Catholic community.

ARMENIA

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion; however, the law specifies some
restrictions on the religious freedom of adherents of minority faiths, and there were
some restrictions in practice.

There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the pe-
riod covered by this report. The Armenian Apostolic Church, which has formal legal
status as the national church, enjoys some privileges not available to adherents of
other faiths. Jehovah’s Witnesses continue to have their application for legal rec-
ognition as a registered religion rejected and report individual acts of discrimina-
tion. Other denominations occasionally report acts of discrimination, usually by mid-
level or lower level government officials.

Relations among religions in society are generally amicable; however, societal atti-
tudes towards some minority religions are ambivalent, and antipathy towards Mus-
lims remains a problem.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total area of 11,496 square miles, and its population is approxi-
mately 2 million.

The country is ethnically homogenous, with approximately 95 percent of the popu-
lation classified as ethnic Armenian. About 90 percent of citizens belong nominally
to the Armenian Apostolic Church, an Eastern Christian denomination whose spir-
itual center is located at the cathedral and monastery of Echmiatsin. Religious ob-
servance was discouraged strongly in the Soviet era, leading to a sharp decline in
the number of active churches and priests, the closure of virtually all monasteries,
and the nearly complete absence of religious education. As a result, the level of reli-
gious practice is relatively low, although many former atheists now identify them-
selves with the national church.

For many citizens, Christian identity is an ethnic trait, with only a loose connec-
tion to religious belief. This identification was accentuated by the conflict over
Nagorno-Karabakh in 1988-94, during which Armenia and Azerbaijan expelled their
respective Azeri Muslim and Armenian Christian minorities, creating huge refugee
populations in both countries. The head of the Church, Catholicos Karekin II (alter-
nate spelling Garegin) was elected in October 1999 at Echmiatsin with the partici-
pation of Armenian delegates from around the world.

In 2001 the Armenian Apostolic Church engaged in a dispute with its Moscow
archbishop, who was removed from office and excommunicated in May.

There are comparatively small, but in many cases growing, communities of the
following faiths: Yezidi (a Kurdish religious/ethnic group which includes elements
derived from Zoroastrianism, Islam, and animism, with some 50-60,000 nominal ad-
herents); Catholic, both Roman and Mekhitarist (Armenian Uniate) (approximately
180,000 adherents); Pentecostal (approximately 25,000); Armenian Evangelical
Church (approximately 5,000); Greek Orthodox (approximately 6,000); Baptist (ap-
proximately 2,000); Jehovah’s Witnesses (approximately 6,000); unspecified “char-
ismatic” Christian (about 3,000); Seventh-Day Adventist; Mormon; Jewish (500—
1,000); Muslim; Baha’i; Hare Krishna; and pagan. Yezidis are concentrated pri-
marily in agricultural areas around Mount Aragats, northwest of Yerevan. Arme-
nian Catholic and Greek Orthodox Christians are concentrated in the northern re-
gion, while most Jews, Mormons and Baha’is are located in Yerevan. There is a
remnant Muslim Kurdish community of a few hundred persons, many of which live
in the Abovian region; a small group of Muslims of Azeri descent live primarily
along the eastern or northern borders. In Yerevan there are approximately 1,000
Muslims, including Kurds, Iranians, and temporary residents from the Middle East.

Jehovah’s Witnesses continue their missionary work fairly visibly and reported
net gains in membership during 2000 and 2001. Evangelical Christians and Mor-
mons also are engaged in missionary work.
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SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion; however, the law specifies some
restrictions on the religious freedom of adherents of faiths other than the Armenian
Apostolic Church. The Constitution also provides for freedom of conscience, includ-
ing the right either to believe or to adhere to atheism. The 1991 Law on Freedom
of Conscience, amended in 1997, establishes the separation of church and state, but
grants the Armenian Apostolic Church official status as the national church. A 1993
presidential decree, later superseded by the 1997 law, supplemented the 1991 law
and further strengthened the position of the Armenian Apostolic Church.

The 1991 law requires all other religious denominations and organizations to reg-
ister with the State Council on Religious Affairs. The State Council on Religious Af-
fairs is a state agency under the Prime Minister, without cabinet level representa-
tion. The Council does not include representatives of minority religions in its activi-
ties. Petitioning organizations must “be free from materialism and of a purely spir-
itual nature,” and must subscribe to a doctrine based on “historically recognized
Holy Scriptures.” To qualify a religious organization must have at least 200 adult
members (increased in 1997 from the previous figure of 50). A religious organization
that has been refused registration may not publish newspapers or magazines, rent
meeting places, broadcast programs on television or radio, or officially sponsor the
visas of visitors. No previously registered religious group seeking re-registration
under the 1997 law has been denied; however, the Council still denies registration
to Jehovah’s Witnesses. Several other religious groups are unregistered, specifically
the Molokhany, a branch of the Russian “Old Believers,” and some Yezidis. Accord-
ing to an official of the State Council on Religious Affairs, those two groups, which
number in the hundreds, have not sought registration. As of June 30, 2001, there
were 50 religious organizations, some of which are individual congregations from
within the same denomination, registered with the State Council on Religious Af-
fairs. All existing denominations have been reregistered annually. Almost all exist-
ing denominations, except for Hare Krishnas and Jehovah’s Witnesses, have been
reregistered. The Hare Krishnas do not have enough members to qualify, as their
numbers by 1998 had dropped below even the previous membership threshold of 50.
Although Jehovah’s Witnesses have enough members, the State Council on Reli-
gious Affairs continues to deny them registration.

Current legislation permits religious education in state schools only by instructors
appointed by the Armenian Apostolic Church. If requested by the school principal,
the Armenian Apostolic Church will send priests to teach classes in religion and re-
ligious history in those schools. Other religious groups are not allowed provide reli-
gious instruction in schools, although they may do so in private homes to children
of their members.

As a result of extended negotiations between the Government and the Armenian
Apostolic Church, a memorandum was signed in April 2000 that provides for the
two sides to negotiate a concordat, presently scheduled to be signed in September,
2001, in time for the 1,700th anniversary celebrations of the country’s conversion
to Christianity. The document is expected to regulate relations between the two bod-
ies, settle disputes over ecclesiastical properties and real estate confiscated during
the Soviet period, and define the role of the Armenian Apostolic Church in such
fields as education, morality, and the media.

In July 1998, President Kocharian created a Human Rights Commission, which
has met with many minority organizations. The Law on Religion states that the
State Council on Religious Affairs is to serve as a mediator in conflicts between reli-
gious groups; however, the Council has not yet done so.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

During the period covered by this report, most registered religious groups re-
ported no serious legal impediments to their activities. However, members of faiths
other than the Armenian Apostolic Church are subject to some government restric-
tions. In particular the 1991 law forbids “proselytizing” (undefined in the law) ex-
cept by the Armenian Apostolic Church, and requires all other religious denomina-
tions and organizations to register with the State Council on Religious Affairs. The
State Council on Religious Affairs continued to deny registration to Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses during the period covered by this report. The President’'s Human Rights
Commission declined to intervene and recommended that Jehovah’s Witnesses chal-
lenge their registration denial through the courts, as provided by law. Although Je-
hovah’s Witnesses officials stated that they had filed such a legal challenge, it had
not been heard by the courts by the end of the period covered by this report. An
assembly of Jehovah’s Witnesses approved slight changes to their charter in order
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to meet the country’s legal requirements (for example, changing a commitment to
“proselytize” into one to “witness”), but cautioned that they could not change funda-
mental articles of faith, such as opposition to military service. The court previously
had stated that the denial was due to the group’s opposition to military service;
however, in 1999 and 2000 the Council defended its refusal to accept applications
by the Jehovah’s Witnesses by stating that the group cannot be registered because
“illegal proselytism” is allegedly integral to its activities. Discussions between Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses and the Council temporarily were suspended in 2001 due to a lack
of progress on this issue. According to Jehovah’s Witnesses officials, council rep-
resentatives have met with them but have refused to assist in the group’s efforts
to gain registration.

Although the law bans foreign funding for foreign-based churches, the ban on for-
eign funding has not been enforced and is considered unenforceable by the State
Council on Religious Affairs. The law also mandates that religious organizations
other than the Armenian Apostolic Church need prior permission from the State
Council on Religious Affairs to engage in religious activities in public places, to trav-
el abroad, or to invite foreign guests to the country. However, in practice travel by
religious personnel is not restricted. No action has been taken against missionaries,
although groups such as the Mormons are allowed by the Council to have only a
limited number of official missionaries present in the country. A 1993 presidential
decree requires the State Council on Religious Affairs to investigate the activities
of the representatives of registered religious organizations and to ban missionaries
who engage in activities contrary to their status. However, the Council largely has
been inactive, due in part to lack of resources, except for registering religious
groups.

Abuses of Religious Freedom

At the end of the period covered by this report, 13 members of Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses still remained in prison charged with draft evasion or, if forcibly drafted,
with desertion due to refusal to serve. During the year, 14 were released but still
under house arrest, and 21 more were free on probation. Two more were in deten-
tion pending trial and seven had been released unconditionally and were not subject
to future trials. A group estimated by an official of Jehovah’s Witnesses to be ap-
proximately 50 members reportedly were in hiding from draft officials. Representa-
tives of Jehovah’s Witnesses officials said that the increase in the number of those
imprisoned persons was due to the fact that members of Jehovah’s Witnesses who
had been called for military service were going directly to police and turning them-
selves in rather than waiting until induction to declare conscientious objection.

As part of its required undertakings for joining the Council of Europe (COE), in
January 2001, the Government pledged to pass a new law conforming to European
standards on alternative military service within 3 years. Government officials stated
that, according to their interpretation of COE regulations, those presently in prison
as conscientious objectors were not required to be released until the new law was
passed. However, COE officials stated that their interpretation was that the Gov-
ernment’s undertaking required immediate release of such conscientious objectors.
As of June 2001, no alternative on military service was passed before Parliament.

There are reports that hazing of new conscripts is more severe for Yezidis and
other minorities. Jehovah’s Witnesses are subject to even harsher treatment by mili-
tary and civilian security officials, because their refusal to serve in the military is
seen as a threat to national survival.

According to law, a religious organization that has been refused registration may
not publish newspapers or magazines, rent meeting places, broadcast programs on
television or radio, or officially sponsor the visas of visitors. Jehovah’s Witnesses
continue to experience difficulty renting meeting places and report that private indi-
viduals willing to rent them facilities are visited by police and warned not to do so.
Lack of official visa sponsorship means that Jehovah’s Witnesses visitors must pay
for tourist visas. When shipped in bulk, Jehovah’s Witness publications are seized
at the border. Although members of Jehovah’s Witnesses supposedly were allowed
to bring in small quantities of printed materials for their own use, Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses officials reported that “spiritual letters” from one congregation to another,
which they said were meant for internal rather than prostelyizing purposes, contin-
ued to be confiscated by customs officials.

In August 2000, the mayor and the council of the town of Talin, in the western
part of the country, expelled two members of Jehovah’s Witnesses after residents
alleged that they were going from door to door preaching and disturbing residents.

Members of Jehovah’s Witnesses reported that the women were mocked and
cursed by the mayor and bystanders, and that a resident of Talin who rented them
rooms was threatened by the mayor with arrest and expulsion. Government officials
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refused to intervene in the action, stating that the women had been preaching ille-
gally on behalf of an unregistered group.

Other than Jehovah’s Witnesses who were conscientious objectors, there were no
other reports of religious detainees or prisoners.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
Government’s refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

Relations among religions in society are generally amicable; however, societal atti-
tudes towards some minority religions are ambivalent, and antipathy towards Mus-
lims remains a problem.

The Armenian Apostolic Church is a member of the World Council of Churches
and, despite doctrinal differences, has friendly official relations with many major
Christian denominations, including the Eastern Orthodox churches, the Roman
Catholic Church, the Anglican Church, and major Protestant churches. Catholicos
Karekin II visited the Vatican in November 2000, and the Vatican announced that
Pope John Paul II intends to visit the country in September 2001. Relations be-
tween foreign-based religious groups and the dominant Armenian Apostolic Church
are also strengthened through cooperation in assistance projects. Various registered
Christian humanitarian organizations are working with the Armenian Apostolic
Church to distribute humanitarian assistance and educational religious materials.

Although such activities contribute to mutual understanding, they take place in
an undercurrent of competition. Suppressed through 70 years of Soviet rule, the Ar-
menian Apostolic Church has neither the trained priests nor the material resources
to fill immediately the spiritual void created by the demise of Communist ideology.
Nontraditional religious organizations are viewed with suspicion, and foreign-based
denominations operate cautiously for fear of being seen as a threat by the Armenian
Apostolic Church. After his election in October 1999, one of the first actions of
Karekin II was to create a Secretariat for Ecumenical Outreach to other Christian
denominations.

Societal attitudes toward most minority religions are ambivalent. Many citizens
are not religiously observant, but the link between religion and Armenian ethnicity
is strong. As a result of the Karabakh conflict with Azerbaijan, most of the country’s
Muslim population was forced to leave the country. Antipathy towards Muslims re-
mains a problem, and the few Muslims remaining in the country keep a low profile,
despite generally amicable relations between the Government and Iran. There is no
formally operating mosque, although Yerevan’s one surviving 18th century mosque,
which was restored with Iranian funding, is open for regular Friday prayers on a
tenuous legal basis.

There was no officially sponsored violence reported against minority religious
groups during the period. Yezidi children on occasion report hazing by teachers and
classmates. Some observers report increasingly unfavorable attitudes towards Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses among the general population, both because they are seen as “unpa-
triotic” for refusing military service and because of a widespread but unsubstan-
tiated belief that they pay money to the desperately poor for conversions. The press
reported a number of complaints lodged by citizens against Jehovah’s Witnesses for
alleged illegal proselytizing. They are the focus of religious attacks and hostile
preaching by some Armenian Apostolic Church clerics.

Although it is difficult to document, it is likely that there is some informal societal
discrimination in employment against members of certain religious groups.

SEcTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT POLICY

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights. The US Am-
bassador and embassy officials maintain close contact with the Catholicos at
Echmiatsin and with leaders of other major religious and ecumenical groups in the
country. In 2000 and 2001, embassy officials met with the Military Prosecutor to
discuss, among other topics, hazing of minority conscripts and the status of Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, and in 2000, met with the State Council on Religions to urge that
progress be made towards registering Jehovah’s Witnesses. The Embassy also main-
tains regular contact with traveling regional representatives of foreign-based reli-
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gious groups such as the Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses and raises their con-
cerns with the Government.

AUSTRIA

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the pe-
riod covered by this report.

There are generally amicable relations among the various religious groups. How-
ever, there is widespread societal mistrust and discrimination against members of
some nonrecognized religious groups, particularly those referred to as “sects.” Ini-
tially the installation of a new right-of-center coalition Government in February
2000 led to by members of minority religions expressing concerns over increased in-
tolerance. There was no marked deterioration in the atmosphere of religious toler-
ance in the country during the period covered by this report.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total area of 32,368 square miles and its population is an esti-
mated 8.1 million. Approximately 98 percent of the population are of Germanic ori-
gin. The largest minority groups are Croatian, Slovene, Hungarian, Czech, Slovak,
and Roma. In recent years, the country has experienced a rise in immigration from
countries such as Turkey and Bosnia-Herzegovina, which has increased the number
of Muslims in the country.

According to the Ministry of Education and Culture, the memberships of the 12
officially recognized religions are as follows: Roman Catholic Church—78.14 percent,;
Lutheran Church (Augsburger and Helvetic Confessions)—5 percent; Islamic com-
munity—2.04 percent; Old Catholic Church—0.24 percent; Jewish community—0.09
percent; Eastern Orthodox (Russian, Greek, Serbian, Romanian, Bulgarian)—1.5
percent; Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Mormons)—0.2 percent; New
Apostolic Church—0.2 percent; Syrian Orthodox Church—under 0.1 percent; Arme-
nian-Apostolic Church—under 0.1 percent; Methodist Church of Austria—under 0.1
percent; Buddhist community—under 0.1 percent. Approximately 2 percent of the
population belong to nonrecognized “other faiths,” while 8.64 percent consider them-
selves atheists. Four percent did not indicate a religious affiliation. Only about 17
percent of Roman Catholics actively participate in formal religious services. Accord-
ing to the Catholic Church, 44,359 Catholics left the Church in 1999, an increase
of 14 percent over the previous year.

The provinces of Carinthia and Burgenland have somewhat higher percentages of
Protestants than the national average, as the Counter-Reformation was less success-
ful in those areas. The number of Muslims is higher than the national average in
Vienna and the province of Vorarlberg, due to the higher share of guestworkers
from Turkey in these provinces.

The vast majority of groups termed “sects” by the Government are small organiza-
tions, having under 100 members. Among the larger groups are the Church of Scien-
tology, with between 5,000 and 10,000 members, and the Unification Church, with
approximately 700 adherents throughout the country. Other groups found in the
country include: Brahma Kumaris, Divine Light Mission, Divine Light Center,
Eckankar, Hare Krishna, the Holosophic community, the Osho movement, Sahaja
Yoga, Sai Baba, Sri Chinmoy, Transcendental Meditation, Landmark Education, the
Clenter for Experimental Society Formation, Fiat Lux, Universal Life, and The Fam-
ily.

SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally
respects this right in practice.

The status of religious organizations is governed by the 1874 Law on Recognition
of Churches and by a 1998 law that establishes the status of “confessional commu-
nities.” Religious organizations may be divided into three legal categories (listed in
descending order of status): officially recognized religious societies, religious confes-
sional communities, and associations.



228

Religious recognition under the 1874 law has wide ranging implications, such as
the authority to participate in the state-collected religious taxation program, to en-
gage in religious education, and to bring into the country religious workers to act
as ministers, missionaries, or teachers. Under the 1874 law, religious societies have
“public corporation” status. This status permits religious societies to engage in a
number of public or quasi-public activities that are denied to other religious organi-
zations. The Constitution singles out religious societies for special recognition. State
subsidies for religious teachers at both public and private schools are provided to
religious societies but not granted to other religious organizations.

Previously, some nonrecognized religious groups were able to organize as legal en-
tities or associations, although this was not possible for all groups. Some groups
have organized, even while applying for recognition as religious communities under
the 1874 law.

In July 1998, Jehovah’s Witnesses received the status of a confessional commu-
nity. According to the January 1998 law, the group is now subject to a 10-year ob-
servation period before they are eligible for recognition.

When the law on the status of religious confessional communities came into effect
in January 1998, there were 12 recognized religious societies. Although the law al-
lowed these 12 religious societies to retain their status, it imposed new criteria on
other churches that seek to achieve this status, including a 10-year observation pe-
riod between the time of the application and the time it is granted.

The 1998 law allows nonrecognized religious groups to seek official status as “con-
fessional communities” without the fiscal and educational privileges available to rec-
ognized religions. To apply groups must have at least 300 members and submit to
the Government their written statutes describing the goals, rights, and obligations
of members; membership regulations; officials; and financing. Groups also must sub-
mit a written version of their religious doctrine, which must differ from that of any
existing religion recognized under the 1874 law or registered under the 1998 law,
for a determination that their basic beliefs do not violate public security, public
order, health and morals, or the rights and freedoms of citizens. The 1998 law also
sets out additional criteria for eventual recognition according to the 1874 law, such
as a 20-year period of existence (at least 10 of which must be as a group organized
as a confessional community under the 1998 law) and membership equaling at least
two one-thousandths of the country’s population. Many religious groups and inde-
pendent congregations do not meet the 300-member threshold for registration under
the 1998 law. Only Jehovah’s Witnesses currently meet the higher membership re-
quirement for recognition under the 1874 law. In April 2001, the Constitutional
Court upheld a previous Education Ministry finding that Jehovah’s Witnesses must
fulfill the required 10-year observation period.

Religious confessional communities, once they are recognized officially as such by
the Government, have juridical standing, which permits them to engage in such ac-
tivities as purchasing real estate in their own names, contracting for goods and
services, and other activities. The category of religious confessional community did
not exist prior to the adoption of the 1998 Law on the Status of Religious Confes-
sional Communities. A religious organization that seeks to obtain this new status
is subject to a 6-month waiting period from the time of application to the Ministry
of Education and Culture. According to the Ministry, as of June 30, 2001, 11 organi-
zations had applied for the status of religious confessional community. Nine were
granted the new status. The Church of Scientology and the Hindu Mandir Associa-
tion withdrew their applications. The Hindu Mandir Association reapplied under the
name Hindu Religious Community. The Ministry rejected the application of the
Sahaja Yoga group in 1998.

The nine religious groups that have constituted themselves as confessional com-
munities according to the 1998 law are: Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Baha’i Faith, the
Baptists, the Evangelical Alliance, the Movement for Religious Renewal, the
Pentecostalists, the Seventh-Day Adventists, the Coptic-Orthodox Church, and the
Hindu Religious Community.

Religious associations that do not qualify for either religious society or confes-
sional community status may apply to become associations under the 1951 Law on
Associations. Associations are corporations under law and have many of the same
rights as confessional communities, including the right to own real estate.

The Government provides subsidies to private schools run by any of the 12 offi-
cially recognized religions.

There are no restrictions on missionary activities. Although in the past nonrecog-
nized religious groups had problems obtaining resident permits for foreign religious
workers, administrative procedures adopted in 1997 have addressed this problem in
part. The Austrian Evangelical Alliance, the umbrella organization for nonrecog-
nized Christian organizations, has reported no significant problems in obtaining
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visas for religious workers. While visas for religious workers of recognized religions
are not subject to a numerical quota, visas for religious workers who are members
of nonrecognized religions do have a numerical cap; however, this appears to be suf-
ficient to meet current demand.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

The 1998 law allowed 12 previously recognized religious societies to retain their
status; however, it imposed new criteria on other churches that seek to achieve that
status. Numerous religious groups not recognized by the State, as well as some reli-
gious law experts, dismiss the benefits of obtaining status under the 1998 law and
have complained that the law’s additional criteria for recognition under the 1874
law obstruct claims to recognition and formalize a second class status for nonrecog-
nized groups. Some experts have questioned the 1998 law’s constitutionality.

Following a 1997 denial of recognition and a court appeal, in 1998 the Education
Ministry granted Jehovah’s Witnesses the status of a confessional community and
the group immediately requested that it be recognized as a religious group under
the 1874 law. The Education Ministry denied the application on the basis that, as
a confessional community, Jehovah’s Witnesses would need to submit to the re-
quired 10-year observation period. The group appealed this decision to the Constitu-
tional Court, arguing that a 10-year observation period was unconstitutional. In
April 2001, the Constitutional Court upheld the Education Ministry’s finding. Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses filed an appeal with the Administrative Court, arguing that the law
is illegal on administrative grounds. The group also has filed an appeal with the
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, France.

The Government continued its information campaign against religious sects con-
sidered potentially harmful to the interests of individuals and society. In 1999 the
Ministry for Social Security and Generations issued a new edition of a controversial
brochure that described numerous nonrecognized religious groups in negative terms,
which many of the groups deemed offensive. This brochure includes information on
Jehovah’s Witnesses, despite its status as a confessional community. The Federal
Office on Sects continues to collect and distribute information on organizations con-
sidered sects. Under the law, this office has independent status, but its head is ap-
pointed and supervised by the Minister for Social Security and Generations.

Despite initial fears that the inclusion of the Freedom Party (FPO) in government
would lead to a decrease in tolerance for nonrecognized religious groups, the situa-
tion regarding religious freedom did not change significantly during the period cov-
ered by this report. In April 2000, then Minister for Social Security and Genera-
tions, Elisabeth Sickl (FPO), announced additional measures to “protect citizens
from the damaging influence of sects, cults, and esoteric movements;” however, no
new measures were implemented during her tenure. Sickl left office in October 2000
and her successor has announced no new initiatives on this subject by the end of
the period covered by this report.

The former head of the Freedom Party and current Governor of Carinthia, Joerg
Haider, repeatedly has made intolerant and anti-Semitic statements, including dur-
ing the period covered by this report. These included verbal attacks against the
head the Jewish Community and a prominent Jewish-American campaign advisor
prior to the Vienna local elections in March 2001. Although Haider repeatedly fol-
lowed such statements with expressions of regret, his statements contributed to the
widespread belief that he and some extreme elements of the FPO have contributed
to a climate of intolerance in the country.

In April 1999, the conservative Austrian People’s Party (OVP) convention formally
accepted a decision made by the party’s executive board in 1997 that party member-
ship is incompatible with membership in a sect.

In 1999 the Constitutional Court ruled that denying prisoners who are members
of Jehovah’s Witnesses access to pastoral care because the organization was not a
recognized religious society was a violation of the Constitution’s provisions on reli-
gious freedom. The verdict stressed that pastoral care should be available to any
person of any religious belief. Following this verdict, the Justice Ministry issued a
decree on February 28, 2000, in which it instructed prison officials to make pastoral
care available to prisoners who are members of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Since this rul-
ing, members of Jehovah’s Witnesses have not reported any problems associated
with prisoner access and pastoral care.

It remains unclear how the Constitutional Court verdict affects prisoners of other
religious confessions, in particular those who are members of neither a recognized
religious society nor a confessional community. Some groups have reported experi-
encing problems with access to pastoral care in isolated instances; however, there
are no allegations of widespread problems. Access by the clergy of nonrecognized re-
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ligious societies to hospitals and the military chaplaincy continues to be an area of
concern.

The Government provides partial funding for religious instruction in public
schools and churches for children belonging to any of the 12 officially recognized re-
ligions. The Government does not offer such funding to nonrecognized religious
groups. A minimum of three children is required to form a class. In some cases, offi-
cially recognized religions decide that the administrative cost of providing religious
instruction is too great to warrant providing such courses in all schools. Unless stu-
dents age 14 and over (or their parents for children under age 14) formally with-
draw from religious instruction (if offered in their religion) at the beginning of the
academic year, attendance is mandatory.

There were no reports of religious detainees or prisoners.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
Government’s refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

Relations among the 12 officially recognized religious groups are generally amica-
ble. Fourteen Christian churches, among them the Roman Catholic Church, various
Protestant confessions, and eight Orthodox and old-oriental churches are engaged
in a dialog in the framework of the so-called “Ecumenical Council of Austrian
Churches.” The Baptists and the Salvation Army have observer status in the Coun-
cil. The international Catholic organization “Pro Oriente,” which promotes a dialog
with the Orthodox churches, also is active in the country.

The Austrian Roman Catholic Church traditionally has been active in fostering
amicable relations and promoting a dialog among the Christian, Jewish, and Islamic
communities. The international Catholic group “Pax Christi,” which pursues inter-
national interreligious understanding with projects involving Christianity, Islam,
Judaism, and Buddhism, has a chapter in the country.

There were no reports of violence or vigilante action against members of religious
minorities. However, there is widespread societal mistrust and discrimination
against members of some nonrecognized religious groups, particularly against those
considered to be members of sects. A large portion of the public perceive such groups
as exploiting the vulnerable for monetary gain, recruiting and brainwashing youth,
promoting antidemocratic ideologies, and denying the legitimacy of government au-
thority. Societal discrimination against sects is, at least in part, fostered by the Gov-
ernment (see Section II).

The English-speaking United Methodist Church of Austria reported no incidents
of discrimination during the period covered by this report.

Muslims have complained about societal discrimination. In upper Austria, a con-
troversy over a mosque in Traun received widespread press coverage. The mosque
was demolished by authorities in March 2001, who cited building code violations.
Members of the Muslim community alleged that the violations were only a pretext
for authorities. They have reported problems in obtaining a new site for their reli-
gious services and believe that this is an attempt to encourage Muslims, most of
whom are immigrants, to leave the area. The National Organization of Muslims in
Austria has not intervened on behalf of the community in Traun.

Sensitivity to the practice of Scientology in the country remains high. The Church
of Scientology has reported problems in opening bank accounts, now resolved, and
obtaining credit cards. Individual Scientologists have experienced discrimination in
hiring. In June 2000, a singer who previously was affiliated with the Church of
Scientology was harassed at his performances. Police fined the demonstrators and
offered police protection to the singer. In October 1999, Austria Telekom transferred
a computer specialist from a sensitive position in an emergency-phone-line coordina-
tion office to a comparable but nonsensitive position due to concerns over his access
to sensitive information.

Following the inclusion of the FPO in the Government, there were incidents in-
volving members of various religious groups. In February 2000, the head of the Lu-
theran Church in Burgenland was subjected to hate mail and threats after she
spoke out against intolerance and xenophobia. In 2000 the leader of the country’s
Jewish community also reported that several members of the community were sub-
jeﬁt%d to verbal and written threats after taking a stand against racism and xeno-
phobia.

According to the Interior Ministry’s 2000 annual report on rightwing extremism,
there was a decrease in the number of complaints of anti-Semitic incidents. Com-



231

pared with 1999, the number of complaints decreased by 40 percent, from 15 to 9
complaints.

SECTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT PoLICY

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights.

In September 2000, the U.S. House of Representatives adopted resolution HR 588,
criticizing the country, among others, because of “conscious propaganda against reli-
gious minorities.”

The U.S. Embassy monitors the Government’s adherence to religious tolerance
and freedom of expression as part of its evaluation of the Government’s policies and
commitments to freedom of expression.

The Ambassador regularly meets with religious and political leaders to reinforce
the U.S. Government’s commitment to religious freedom and tolerance and to dis-
cuss the concerns of nongovernmental organizations (NGO’s) and religious commu-
nities regarding the Government’s policies towards religion. In March 2001, the U.S.
Government issued a statement that strongly criticized Joerg Haider’s verbal attack
against the leader of the country’s Jewish community. In July 2000, the Ambassador
met with the Minister for Social Security and Generations to stress U.S. views on
the problems inherent in the country’s laws on religion as well as the work of its
Office on Sects. The Ambassador previously had discussed the same issue with the
Chancellor. Other officials at the Embassy maintain close contact with political lead-
ers and members of the various religious communities. The Embassy’s Public Affairs
Office highlights religious freedom and tolerance in the majority of its programs.

AZERBAIJAN

The Constitution provides that persons of all faiths may choose and practice their
religion without restrictions, and the Government generally respected these rights
for most citizens; however, there were some abuses and restrictions.

There was no overall change in the status of respect for religious freedom during
the period covered by this report. Following President Aliyev’s public statements on
religious freedom in November 1999, the Government’s respect for religious freedom
improved in late 1999 and much of 2000; however, some problems continued. Reli-
gious groups reported delays in and denials of registration. The authorities inter-
fered in the importation of religious literature. Low-level officials at times harassed
nontraditional religious organizations.

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom; however, reaction in recent years to evangelical activity on behalf of
religious faiths new to the country has run contrary to its tradition of tolerance.
There is widespread popular hostility towards groups that proselytize (largely evan-
gelical Christians, but also Muslim missionary groups), and towards Muslims who
convert to other faiths.

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights. During the
period covered by this report, the Embassy maintained a wide variety of religious
contacts and addressed issues of concern with the Government’s Religious Affairs
Department, its successor agency the State Committee for Work with Religious
Structures (SCWRS), and other government officials.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

According to official figures the country has a total area of 33,774 square miles
and its population is approximately 8 million persons. The population is approxi-
mately 90 percent Muslim, 3 percent Christian, and less than 1 percent Jewish. The
rest of the population adheres to other faiths or consists of nonbelievers. Among the
Muslim majority, religious observance is relatively low, and Muslim identity tends
to be based more on culture and ethnicity than religion. The Muslim population is
approximately 60 percent Shi’a and 40 percent Sunni; differences do not appear to
be defined sharply, and those Shi’a and Sunni Muslims who are observant inter-
mingle freely on religious occasions. The vast majority of the country’s Christians
are Russian Orthodox whose identity, like that of Muslims, tends to be based as
much on culture and ethnicty as religion. Christians are concentrated in the urban
areas of Baku and Sumgait. Most of the country’s Jews belong to one of two groups:
The “Mountain” Jews are descendents of Jews who sought refuge in the northern
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part of the country more than 2,000 years ago, and a smaller group of “European”
Jews alre descendents of Jews who migrated to the country during Russian and So-
viet rule.

These four groups (Shi’a, Sunni, Russian Orthodox, and Jewish) are considered
“traditional” religious groups. There also have been small congregations of Evan-
gelical Lutherans, Roman Catholics, Baptists, and Baha'’is in the country for more
than 100 years. In the last 10 years, a number of new religious groups that are con-
sidered “foreign” or “nontraditional” have been established. These include
“Wahhabist” Muslims, Pentecostals, evangelical Christians, Jehovah’s Witnesses,
and Hare Krishnas. Religious leaders may not engage in political activities and
their facilities may not be used for political purposes.

SECTION II. STATUS OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Legal / Policy Framework

The Constitution provides that persons of all faiths may choose and practice their
religion without restrictions, and the Government generally respects these rights for
most citizens; however, there were some abuses and restrictions. Under the Law on
Religious Freedom, each person has the right to choose and change his or her own
religious affiliation, including atheism, to join or form the religious group of his
choice, and to practice his or her religion. The State generally is prohibited ex-
pressly from interfering in the religious activities of any individual or group; how-
ever, there are exceptions, including cases where the activity of a religious group
“threatens public order and stability.”

A number of legal provisions enable the Government to regulate religious activity,
including a requirement in the Law on Religion that all religious organizations be
registered by the Government in order to function legally. Throughout most of the
period covered by this report, registration was accomplished by obtaining approval
from the Religious Affairs Department, subordinated to the Cabinet of Ministers,
and then applying for formal registration with the Ministry of Justice. Following the
liquidation of the Department in June 2001, registration of all religious groups was
halted temporarily, while the government reorganized its procedures for overseeing
religious organizations.

Registration enables a religious organization to maintain a bank account, rent
property, and generally act as a legal entity. Lack of registration makes it more dif-
ficult, but not impossible, for a religious group to function. The process is burden-
some and there are frequent, lengthy delays in obtaining registration for religious
and nonreligious groups. Religious groups are permitted to appeal registration deni-
als to the courts. Following a number of attacks against unregistered, nontraditional
religious groups in late 1999, President Heydar Aliyev spoke publicly and in detail
about the government’s commitment to religious freedom. As a result, a number of
groups with long-pending registration applications were registered. These included
Pentecostal and Baptist churches, as well as Jehovah’s Witnesses. The Law on Reli-
gious Freedom also subordinates all Islamic religious organizations to the Azer-
baijan-based Spiritual Directorate of Caucasus Muslims. Another provision in the
Law on Religious Freedom permits the production and dissemination of religious lit-
erature after approval is received from the Religious Affairs Department and with
the agreement of local government authorities; however, the authorities also ap-
peared selectively to restrict individuals from importing and distributing religious
materials.

Officials other than the President issued public statements in support of religious
freedom and tolerance. For example, in May 2001, Speaker of the Parliament
Murtuz Aleskerov encouraged acceptance of citizens who had converted to Christi-
anity. In October 2000, the Constitutional Court hosted a conference on religious
freedom, which was attended by senior religious authorities as well as foreign and
domestic specialists on religion.

Restrictions on Religious Freedom

The acting Chairman of the Religious Affairs Department and other lower-level
and local government officials continued to restrict religious activity by some foreign
and nontraditional groups. The key concerns relate to the Government’s authority
to register religious groups to oversee the import and production of religious lit-
erature and to restrict what it regards as political activity carried out under the
guise of religion.

By the end of the period covered by this report, several religious groups continued
to report that they had not been registered. These included Azerbaijani Pres-
byterian, Living Stones, New Life, and Baptist congregations from the towns of
Aliabad, Sumgait, and Neftchala. In late 2000, two congregations, the nondenomina-
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tional Baku Christian Fellowship and a branch of the Evangelical Lutheran Church,
were denied registration by the Religious Affairs Department and the Ministry of
Justice. In both cases, the reasons for denial appeared to have no basis in the law
and contradicted the President’s 1999 commitment to religious freedom. The au-
thorities also appeared selectively to restrict individuals from importing and distrib-
uting religious materials. In September 2000, customs authorities held up a ship-
ment of religious materials destined for the shop allegedly because the owner “did
not have a right to import such books into the country.” Half of these books eventu-
ally were released. The government has taken action against a number of Islamic
figures (including foreigners) and organizations that it believes to have engaged in
illegal political and terrorist activities.

Three religious groups in Baku continued to seek the return of places of worship
seized during the Soviet period. These were the city’s European (Ashkenazi) syna-
gogue, the Lutheran church and a Baptist church. Government authorities report-
edly are resisting return of these properties.

There were no repetitions during the period covered by this report of earlier in-
stances in which officials or those allied with the Government used veiled anti-Se-
mitic comments against perceived opponents for politically motivated reasons.

Press reports indicate that in the breakaway Nagorno-Karabakh region, a pre-
dominantly ethnic Armenian area over which the authorities of the Republic of
Azerbaijan have no control, the Armenian Apostolic Church enjoys a special status.
Courses in religion are mandatory in Nagorno-Karabakh schools and local officials
frequently underline their commitment to supporting the church, which is the oldest
Armenian national institution. This status also results in serious restrictions on the
activities of other confessions, mostly various Christian groups. The region’s military
atmosphere has led to hostility toward Jehovah’s Witnesses, whose beliefs prohibit
the bearing of arms.

Abuses of Religious Freedom

Sporadic violations of religious freedom by some officials continued. In many in-
stances, abuses by officials reflected the popular prejudice against conversion to
Christianity and other nontraditional religions. For example, local authorities in the
Zagatala region (in the northwest of the country) denied a newborn boy a birth cer-
tificate for several months before finally issuing one, allegedly because his parents
were members of the local Baptist church and had given their son a “non-Azeri”
name. Services at a legally registered Baptist church in Baku were reportedly under
routine surveillance by local police. When a police officer was seen attending a serv-
ice, he was fired from his job. Later, police questioned the church’s pastor and mem-
bers of the congregation about their activities and employment.

There have been isolated instances of harassment of religious groups by local offi-
cials. The most prominent of these is the harrassment of the legally registered evan-
gelical Greater Grace Church. Since December 2000, the local pastor and several
members of the Greater Grace Church in Ismayli repeatedly have been detained and
questioned by local police, apparently at the instigation of local Muslim authorities.
This harassment persisted through April 2001, when the pastor and several mem-
bers of the church were detained while on a picnic in the countryside. Two members
of the congregation were arrested and sentenced to 7 days’ imprisonment for dis-
obeying police orders. One was released prior to serving his full sentence due to poor
health. In May 2001, Greater Grace services at a private apartment in Sumgait
were interrupted by local authorities who demanded to see congregants’ identifica-
tion papers. The police took a key to the apartment, as well as several samples of
Christian literature, video cassettes, and music. Although services resumed without
interference the following week, local authorities were reviewing the Church’s right
to continue using the apartment for services at the end of the period covered by this
report.

Government authorities took various actions during the reporting period to re-
strict what they claimed were political and terrorist activities by Iranian and other
clerics operating independently of the organized Muslim community. The Govern-
ment outlawed several Islamic humanitarian organizations because of credible re-
ports about connections to terrorist activities. The Government also deported foreign
Muslim clerics it suspected of engaging in political activites.

In September 1999, at the instigation of a local security official, the management
of a state factory near Baku subjected six employees to public humiliation then fired
them because they had become Jehovah’s Witnesses. Following President Aliyev’s
November 1999 reaffirmation of religious freedom, the employees were reinstated
with back pay. In an April 2001 letter to the UN Special Rapporteur on Religious
Tolerance, a senior Jehovah’s Witness official applauded the Government for its tol-
erant attitude towards Jehovah’s Witnesses since that time.
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There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

Forced Religious Conversion

There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citi-
zens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the
Government’s refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

SECTION III. SOCIETAL ATTITUDES

The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to reli-
gious freedom; however, there is widespread popular antipathy towards groups that
proselytize (largely evangelical Christians, but also Muslim missionary groups), and
towards Muslims who convert to other faiths. Azerbaijani Muslims who convert to
non-Muslim faiths are considered alien by some of the religious traditions.

Religious proselytizing by foreigners is against the law, and there is vocal opposi-
tion to it. During a March 2001 opposition Civil Solidarity Party press conference,
participants claimed that missionary activity undermined the country’s morals and
that certain missionaries operated in the political interests of Western countries. An
article published in a local daily in February 2001 criticized Western pressure on
religious issues and the President’s decision to register nontraditional evangelical
faiths in late 1999. Russian Orthodox Church officials publicly blamed nontradi-
tional Christian faiths for promoting discord between Christians and Muslims in the
country.

In June 2001, the Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA) became the
subject of several negative press reports on independent television stations. These
reports accused both the Adventist church and ADRA of religious proselytism in the
country. Local Muslim leaders and government officials were featured warning such
agencies that they should be closed. The press also accused the International Com-
mittee for the Red Cross (ICRC) in Baku, of supporting religious groups after the
ICRC distributed a publication that some believed recognized the breakaway region
of Nagorno-Karabakh as independent. The ICRC—a purely secular organization—
immediately and publicly refuted the accusations about supporting religious groups.

Hostility also exists toward foreign (mostly Iranian and “Wahhabist”) Muslim mis-
sionary activity, which in part is viewed as seeking to spread political Islam and
thus as a threat to stability and civil peace.

Hostility between Armenians and Azeris, intensified by the unresolved conflict
over Nagorno-Karabakh, continues to be strong. In those portions of the country
controlled by Armenians, all ethnic Azerbaijanis have fled and those mosques that
have not been destroyed are not functioning. Animosity toward ethnic Armenians
elsewhere in the country forced most ethnic Armenians to depart, and all Armenian
churches, many of which were damaged in ethnic riots that took place over a decade
ago, remain closed. As a consequence, the estimated 10,000 to 30,000 ethnic Arme-
niani1 who remain in the country are unable to attend their traditional places of
worship.

Prominent members of the Russian Orthodox and Jewish communities report that
there are no societal restrictions on their freedom to worship.

SEcTION IV. U.S. GOVERNMENT POLICY

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government in
the context of its overall dialog and policy of promoting human rights. The Ambas-
sador and embassy officers maintain close contacts with senior Muslim and other
religious authorities from a wide variety of religious groups. The Embassy helped
organize a conference on religious freedom hosted by the Constitutional Court in Oc-
tober 2000. Attendees included the Ambassador and a visiting U.S. Congressional
counsel on religious freedom who later met with government officials and religious
groups to discuss recent developments. The Embassy communicated its concerns
about reported violations of the Law on Religion to officers in the Department of
Religious Affairs, its successor agency, Parliament, and the Presidential Administra-
tion. In January 2001, embassy officers traveled to Ismayli to meet with members
of the Greater Grace Church and local authorities following reports of harassment.
The Embassy remained in close contact with various church members and govern-
ment authorities to urge compliance with the country’s commitments to religious
freedom. In April 2001, the Ambassador met with the President’s senior adviser on
religious issues to underscore the U.S. government’s interest in religious freedom
and to encourage continued implementation of the president’s policy. The Embassy
continued to raise concerns with government officials, particularly regarding actions
taken by local police, security, and other authorities. The Embassy also has worked
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on a regular basis with religious groups and the President’s Office to resolve issues
related to registrations and the import of religious literature.

BELARUS

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion; however, the regime restricts
this right in practice.

The status of respect for religious freedom continued to worsen during the period
covered by this report. Head of State Alexander Lukashenka has pursued a policy
of favoring the Russian Orthodox Church, currently the country’s majority religion,
and the authorities have increased harassment of other denominations and reli-
gions. Some of these, including many Protestant denominations, the Belarusian Or-
thodox Autocephalous Church (BOAC), and some eastern religions, repeatedly have
been denied registration by the regime. Without registration, many of these groups
find it difficult, if not impossible, to rent or purchase property to conduct religious
services. The authorities continued to enforce a 1995 Cabinet of Ministers decree
that restricts the activities of religious workers in an attempt to protect Russian Or-
thodoxy and curtail the growth of evangelical religions. Some Protestant denomina-
tions have been the subject of judicial action by the regime for allowing foreigners
to preach in their churches. Despite continued harassment, some minority faiths
have been able to function if they maintain a low profile.

There are, for the most part, amicable relations among registered, traditional reli-
gious communities; however, societal anti-Semitism persisted, and sentiment critical
of minority faiths increased.

The U.S. Government discussed with the regime the poor human rights situation
in the country and raised problems of religious freedom during such discussions. US
Embassy officials also discussed specific cases with the Government.

SECTION I. RELIGIOUS DEMOGRAPHY

The country has a total area of 76,810 square miles, and its population is
9,990,000.

Sustained repression of the once majority Greek Catholic population under the
Russian and Soviet empires, persecution of the Roman Catholic Church during the
same period, and Soviet repression of much of the Russian Orthodox clergy have
radically altered the natural religious landscape and turned the Orthodox Church
under the Moscow Patriarchate into the majority church in the country. Further-
more, seven decades of religious repression under the Soviet regime have resulted
in a culture that is largely secular in orientation. According to one opinion poll
taken during 1998, less than half of the population believes in God. At the same
time, approximately 60 percent identify for cultural or historical reasons with the
Russian Orthodox Church. The State Committee on Religious and National Affairs
(SCRNA) indicates that approximately 80 percent of all persons who profess a reli-
gious faith belong to the Russian Orthodox Church. Approximately 15 to 20 percent
of the population are estimated to be either practicing Roman Catholics or identify
themselves with the Roman Catholic Church (the second largest religious grouping).
The current number of persons identifying themselves as Jews is between 60,000
and 80,000 persons. There are a number of Protestants and adherents to the Greek
Rite Catholic Church. Other minority religious faiths include, but are not limited
to, the following: Seventh-Day Adventist, Old Believer, Muslim (the Supreme Ad-
ministration of Muslims, abolished in 1939, was reestablished in early 1994), Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, Apostolic Christian, Calvinist, and Lutheran.

The country was designated an Exarchate of the Russian Orthodox Church in
1989, thereby creating the Belarusian Orthodox Church. Patriarchal Exarch Filaret
celebrated his 20th anniversary as head of the Orthodox community on October 24,
1998. Under Filaret’s leadership, the number of Orthodox parishes throughout the
country has grown to 1,172 as of January 1, 2001.

Situated between Poland and Russia, the country historically has been an area
of interaction, as well as competition and conflict, between Russian Orthodoxy and
Roman Catholicism. Cardinal Kazmierz Swiatek, Archbishop of the Minsk-Mogilev
Archdiocese, heads the approximately 400 Roman Catholic parishes. The Roman
Catholic presence traditionally has been stronger in areas under Polish influence;
however, the ethnic Polish community, currently numbering at least 400,000 per-
sons, does not account for the total number of Roman Catholics. Although Roman
Catholic parishes can be found throughout the country, most Roman Catholics re-
side in areas located in the west and north, near the border with Poland and Lith-
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uania. This concentration is due in part to the more thorough suppression of the
Roman Catholic Church in eastern oblasts in imperial and Soviet times. Sensitive
to the dangers of the Roman Catholic Church being viewed as a “foreign” church
or as a political threat, Cardinal Swiatek, who himself spent 10 years in a Soviet
labor camp, has tried to keep the Church out of the country’s internal political prob-
lems. Although the Cardinal has prohibited the display of Polish national symbols
in churches and encouraged the use of Belarusian, rather than Polish, in church
services, some priests continued to conduct services in Polish.

It is estimated that approximately 120,000 citizens were considered to have Jew-
ish “nationality” near the end of the Soviet period in 1989, compared to between
60,000 and 80,000 at the end of the period covered by this report. At least half of
the present Jewish population is thought to live in or near the capital city of Minsk.
A majority of the country’s Jews are not actively religious. Of those who are, most
are believed to be either Reform or Conservative. There is also a small but active
Lubavitch-run Orthodox synagogue in Minsk.

Adherents of Protestant faiths, although representing a relatively small percent-
age of the population, are growing in number. Since 1990 the number of Protestant
congregations, registered and unregistered, has more than doubled and now totals
over 1,000, according to state and independent sources. Protestant faiths, although
historically small in comparison with Orthodoxy, have been active in the country for
hundreds of years. During the Soviet period, a number of Protestant faiths were
pla