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PAKPAC would like to thank the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom for the opportunity to share their views on eth current situation of religious freedom in Pakistan.  In doing so, we would first like to review US Commission on International Religious Freedom 2009 report, in particular about Pakistan. We would then highlight some salient changes that have taken place in Pakistan after publication of Commission’s report in May 2009. We would then like to present some facts about religious freedom in Pakistan. Finally, PAKPAC would like to make recommendations for 2010 report.  
PAKPAC requests an opportunity to meet with Commission staff to discuss their views in detail.
Review of 2009 Report:

1. PAKPAC understands that the Commission follows Article 18 of the UN International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights as the definition and requirements for religious freedom. Pakistan Constitution in line with Article 18 provides for religious freedom of minorities and managing of religious institutions. The Government does not restrict organized religious groups from establishing places of worship and training members of the clergy. The Ministry of Religious Affairs spends 30 percent of its annual budget to assist indigent minorities, repair minority places of worship, establish minority-run small development projects, and celebrate minority festivals. Christians, Hindus, Ahmadias, Sikhs, Ismailis, Parsis, and followers of many other faiths freely practice their faith at established Churches, Mandirs, Gurdawars etc. According to a recent report 70% of Christians attend Church services in Pakistan. Christians are free to display and sell Religious images, such as the Holy Trinity and Jesus Christ. Even inmates in Pakistani jails are provided with place of worship of their faith. 
2. A review of the 2009 report indicates lack of distinction between religious freedom and acts of terrorism. The instances cited in the report as lack of religious freedom are essentially acts of terrorism and insurgency, targeted primarily against the people and government of Pakistan aimed to disrupt Pakistan’s civil society. The reasons for such acts are more embedded in geo-political situation and foreign policy matters than religious freedom. Status of religious freedom in Pakistan cannot be derived from these incidents of insurgency and terrorism. On average in the past three months 150 Terrorist incidents take place every month in Pakistan. On average 300-400 Civilians die as a result of terrorist acts every month. This is the high price Pakistani’s are paying to save their country and its constitution from insurgents. A constitution that guarantees religious freedom.
3. According to Brookings Institution report (http://www.brookings.edu/foreign-policy/pakistan-index.aspx) there are about 30,000 – 150,000 insurgents in Pakistan, Pakistan Army has undertaken serious offences against them, first in Swat Valley, and now in South Waziristan. In the past 3 months over 700 militants have been killed in this offensive, while about 100 Pakistani soldiers lost their lives. About half a million civilians have been displaced by the military action in South Waziristan. This is the high price Pakistani Citizens and Army are paying to fight insurgency and keep Pakistan state and Constitution intact. 
4. Pakistan Government does not support any party or religious group that calls for limiting religious freedom for minorities. At no stage has Pakistan Government supported the ideologies of Taliban and other insurgent groups. Many such groups are banned in Pakistan. Poll after Poll show low single digit support for Taliban ideology amongst Pakistanis.  If again due to policy and geo-political issues Pakistan Government engages in a dialogue with Taliban or any such group than that is to bring stability and peace to the region, and should not be construed as curtailing religious freedom.
5. Commissions’ report indicates Pakistan Government being soft on Taliban, in particular in the Swat region. We now know that was not the case, to bring stability to the region Pakistan Government did negotiate with the local leaders, but when those leaders challenged state and constitution of Pakistan, Pakistan Army took strong action in eliminating them.
6. Substantial mention has been made of the tragic Mumbai Incident. This incident has no resemblance to the status of religious freedom in Pakistan.  Pakistan Government has deplored this incident. This incident is currently going through a judicial process and Pakistan Government has been cooperating fully with the Indian Judicial system.  We should not base our judgment on statements made by politicians of both countries for political reasons. 
7. Commission report has also cited abuses conducted in the name of Hudood Ordinance. President Musharraf had curtailed many of the provisions of Hudood law. The current government has also indicated revisiting Hudood Ordinance. It is to be pointed out that all decisions made by Sharia courts under Hudood law are subject to review in Pakistan Judiciary system.  In 2005, the Supreme Court Chief Justice ruled that the Federal Shari'a Court had no jurisdiction to review a decision by a provincial high court even if the Federal Shari'a Court should have had initial appellate jurisdiction.
8. The report cites various instances of rioting and violence against minorities. PAKPAC accepts that such incidents do happen, however at no instance the Government of Pakistan or its law enforcement agencies have ignored these incidents, rather action wherever possible has been taken against the perpetrators of such acts. PAKPAC believes the independence of Judiciary and media in Pakistan would further lead to the protection of rights of the minorities. A listing of such cases is provided in the US State Department report on religious freedom in Pakistan. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127370.htm
9. The 2009 report also negatively cites Pakistan’s work at UN Human Rights Council. PAKPAC believes if Commission is not happy with the voting of resolutions at UN Human Rights Council, than instead of singling out Pakistan, rather grievances should be taken up with the UN Human Rights Council, 23 countries that voted for the resolution and 13 countries that abstained from the vote.

10. Some of the Commissions’ 2009 recommendations toward US & Pakistan have already been implemented, like Swat Action, Review of Blasphemy laws, Law enforcement tackling of religious violence, Investigation of religious motivated incidents by an independent Judiciary.
11. PAKPAC acknowledges the problems faced by the Ahmadia community. Commission’s report blurs the fact that Ahmadia community do have the freedom to practice their faith in Pakistan, however they cannot call themselves Muslims and practice their faith as Muslims. 

Changes taken place post 2009 report

12. Pakistan Government has been involved in active crackdown of Taliban and associated groups. Recently many Taliban leaders have been captured in Pakistan. Numerous citations can be presented from US Administration, State Department, Department of Defense, US Intelligence Agencies praising the work and resolve of Pakistan Government and Army in fighting Taliban’s and other extremists groups in Pakistan.
13. Last year has seen major improvements in the independence and freedom of Judiciary in Pakistan. This independence has been highlighted and praised by many legal scholars around the world. This independence of Judiciary is a further evidence of upholding Pakistan’s constitution, which safeguards the rights of minorities. A report by US State Department report on Religious freedom in Pakistan cites many instances of Judiciary at all levels protecting the rights of minorities, and punishing those who perform acts of religious intolerance. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127370.htm
14. There is substantial discussion going on in Pakistan to revise Blasphemy Laws. Although no one has yet been executed by the state under the blasphemy laws, individuals have been sentenced to death. Mr. Bhatti, Minister for Minority Affairs in his meeting with the Commission last September even reiterated his efforts in this regard. PAKPAC also supports repealing such laws. The Parliamentary Standing Committee held a meeting with Pakistan minorities in Islamabad in Nov 09 seeking their suggestions and recommendations on how to repeal Blasphemy laws. 
15. PM Gilani of Pakistan in Nov 2008 approved the reformation of National Commission for Minorities and declared August 11 as National Minority Day. On Minorities Solidarity day in May 2009 PM Gilani, announced the establishment of an interfaith complex to house a minorities' museum, a library of faiths, and a common place of worship, and recognition of religious holidays for different faiths. 
16. Numerous Interfaith Conferences and discussion have been organized by the Pakistan Government, NGO’s, and in many Universities.  This year Pakistan is organizing a conference on religious freedom amongst Muslim countries in Islamabad.
Status of Religious Freedom and Rights of Minorities in Pakistan
17. There is no bar on minorities to join educational institutions. No student can be forced to receive religious instruction or participate in religious worship other than his or her own. The denial of religious instruction for students of any religious community or denomination is also prohibited. There are many Christian schools, institutes and hospitals that are considered prestigious and are appreciated by local authorities for the quality of the work they carry out in favor of the local populations, regardless of their faith.
18. There are quotas (5%) reserved for minorities for jobs in government. Pakistan’s first Law Minister was of Hindu Faith. Many individuals from minorities have risen to senior levels, notably amongst them is Chief Justice Bhagwandas of Hindu faith who retired as the highest ranking Judge in the country couple of years ago. Before him there have been several Jurists of Christian and Ahmadia faith who had risen to the highest levels. Currently there are many senior level officials in Judiciary, Government, and Armed services who belong to minority faiths.

19. There are two Ministries in Government of Pakistan to safeguard the rights of minorities, namely the Ministry of Religious Affairs, and Ministry of Minority Affairs. These ministries ensure that the rights of minorities are protected as provided by the Constitution of Pakistan.

20. Minorities have a right to vote and participate in elections of public offices at all levels. Pakistan maybe the only country in the world where minorities’ voters are allowed to cast two votes, one to their own candidate in special election and another to a Muslim candidate in general election. To safeguard and strengthen minority representations, there are seats reserved for them in the national and provincial parliamentary bodies. The National Assembly has 10 members of minority religious groups, and minorities are represented in most tiers of local government, including union councils, tehsil councils, and district councils.
21. The Government does not restrict the formation of political parties based on a particular religious group, religious belief, or interpretation of religious doctrine. Minorities can form political parties or alliance etc. Examples being MMA, which is a coalition of Shia and Sunni faith religious leaders, and All Pakistan Minorities Alliance, representing other minority groups. 
22. Minorities in Pakistan have been successful businessmen since 1947. One can find many members of the minority groups in the list of richest individuals of Pakistan. Karachi the largest town of commerce in Pakistan has minority groups of Ismaili, Parsi, and Bora communities as the most successful business communities of the town. Many of them, hold senior positions in Chambers of Commerce, Pakistani Corporations and Banks, etc. Many of these minorities have total control of many sections of the industry. At retail levels many business are owned and operated by individuals from the minority groups. 

23. There is freedom of press in Pakistan, so that media can cover or write about any faith. No minority religious group is barred from publication or expression of speech.

24. Pakistani public also on many instances have supported the minorities, one recent such example is of Mr. Parvez Masih, who died last year in a terrorist attack at the Islamic Women’s University. The fact that Mr. Masih was an employee of an Islamic University highlights religious intolerance. Additionally due to his tragic death, people of Pakistan, the Islamic University, and Government of Pakistan contributed towards a fund established for his family. 
25. Another tragic incident was the murder of a domestic worker Shazia Bashir in Lahore last month. A large section of society of all faiths have taken to the streets to protect the rights of minorities and asking the Government to serve justice in this case. 
26. The Sikh community has their holiest shrines in Pakistan, every year thousands of Sikh pilgrims visit these holy sites, perform their rituals, and return to their homeland in total freedom.
27. A large number of US charities like Koch Foundation of FL provide financial support to many Dioceses in Pakistan. These Churches and various other religious NGO’s are free to receive this financial help from overseas without any government restrictions.

Recommendation
PAKPAC recommends to the US Commission on International Religious Freedom to align its 2010 report with Department of State report on Religious Freedom in Pakistan. We also request to the Commission to keep the big picture of the geo political situation of the region in mind, and consider the environment of “trust deficit” between the citizens of USA and Pakistan. In order to win the hearts and minds of the people of Pakistan, and build their trust of Americans, we need to recognize and reward Pakistan’s efforts and progress in religious freedom, and not penalize them for the short comings. PAKPAC realizes that like many other countries, including USA, religious freedom in Pakistan needs improvement, the Commission in conjunction with US Administration and Congress can help Pakistan make progress in improving religious freedom. 
We recommend that US economic assistance to Pakistan be aimed at developing institutions, governance, and development of civil society that would lead to religious freedom. We request to the Commission that in consideration of improvements made in religious freedom in Pakistan, to remove Pakistan from its list of CPC in 2010 report. 
We request for a meeting with the Commission Staff and research group to discuss PAKPAC position on religious freedom in Pakistan.
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