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Introduction
CLAAS-UK is a human rights organization dedicated to fighting persecution of religious minorities in Pakistan. CLAAS-UK, together with the partners in Pakistan provide free legal aid and other support to victims and their families who have been wrongly accused or treated unfairly because of their faith. CLAAS-UK is also concerned with the ongoing misuse of the blasphemy law, taking away the right of fair trial from the accused and causing unnecessary loss lives of innocent people, work for women and children’s rights and especially for the girls who have been kidnapped, raped, forcibly converted to Islam and forcibly married. 
Apart from legal aid and practical support and assistance, CLAAS-UK advocates on their behalf and raise awareness through local and international campaigns for the abolishment or revision of unfair laws and policies that violate the Freedom of Religion and the Rights of Religious Minorities.
As the Human Rights Committee works to adopt the list of issues to be transmitted to the State of Pakistan, CLAAS would like to take this opportunity to raise four main areas of concern for Christian and other religious minorities in Pakistan, namely – 
1.	Persecution of Christian minorities in Pakistan,
2.	Misuse of the blasphemy laws against religious minorities, and
3.	Failure of the Pakistani state to address the issue of forced conversions and child marriages. 
4.         Limited rights of religious minorities   



1.  Persecution of Christian minorities in Pakistan 
Issue Summary
The Islamic Republic of Pakistan today constitutes of 96.28% Muslims, 1.60% Hindus, 1.59% Christians, 0.25% Scheduled Castes, 0.22% Ahmadis and 0.07 other minorities.[footnoteRef:1] And although the Shia Muslim community is not considered a religious minority, they constitute 20% of the population and have also been targeted by the Sunni groups.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  ‘POPULATION BY RELIGION | Pakistan Bureau of Statistics’ (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics) <https://www.pbs.gov.pk/sites/default/files/tables/population/POPULATION%20BY%20RELIGION.pdf> accessed 13 August 2023.]  [2:  Maheen Pracha, ‘HRCP Calls Attention to Continued Marginalisation of Religious Minorities’ (HRCP, 7 February 2023) <https://hrcp-web.org/hrcpweb/hrcp-calls-attention-to-continued-marginalisation-of-religious-minorities/> accessed 8 April 2023.] 

After the bloodshed during the partition, a bi-lateral agreement signed between India and Pakistan recognising the need to provide a framework for the treatment of minorities. This was felt necessary in the post-partition period as both nations witnessed massive communal rioting at the time of the partition.[footnoteRef:3] Both countries agreed in the agreement after communal disturbances and tensions took place when about a million people, belonging to minority communities from both States migrated to the other. The agreement sought to ensure religious minorities in both countries “complete equality of citizenship, irrespective of religion, a full sense of security in respect of life, culture, property and personal honour, freedom of movement within each country and freedom of occupation, speech and worship, subject to law and morality.”[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  ‘What Was the Liaquat-Nehru Pact, Due to Which Syama Prasad Mookerjee Resigned from the Union Cabinet?’ (The Indian Express, 23 June 2023) <https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-history/liaquat-nehru-pact-syama-prasad-mookerjee-resigned-8682347/> accessed 10 August 2023.]  [4:  ‘Agreement Between the Governments of India and Pakistan Regarding Secrity and Rights of Minorities’ (Nehru-Liaquat Agreement, 8 April 1950) <https://mea.gov.in/Portal/LegalTreatiesDoc/PA50B1228.pdf> accessed 10 August 2023.] 

However, even after seven decades of the Nehru – Liaquat Agreement, religious intolerance against the religious minorities in Pakistan have not really abated. In fact, things took a turn for the worse when the government of President Zia ul-Haq (1978–88), who amended the blasphemy law and introduced several other Islamic laws and ordinances. Religious minorities such as Christians, Ahmadis, Hindus, and Sikhs have been victims of violent attacks in recent years and have been targeted by the majority vigilante groups. These include attacks by the Islamic groups and the State. Attacks by private individuals have become commonplace, and minority communities are often deprived of their rights to life, liberty, and identity. This has resulted in the political disenfranchisement and their social and economic marginalization, with many pushed into working in the sewer cleaning work.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Saad Zuberi, ‘How Death and Despair Haunt Pakistan’s Christian Minority’ <https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2023/4/9/how-death-and-despair-haunt-pakistans-christian-minority> accessed 11 August 2023.] 

In the textbooks of the schools and colleges, discriminatory material has been added along with thoughts against the religious minorities. Recently, on 27 March 2023, the Higher Education Commission (HEC) of Pakistan published a notification requiring that the teaching of the Quran should be made mandatory in all Universities of Pakistan for students of all disciplines.[footnoteRef:6] This runs counter to the efforts expressed by the State of Pakistan in its second report to the Human Rights Committee, which alludes to the Federal Cabinet approving a uniform curriculum for all educational institutions in the country.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  ‘HEC Directs Varsities to Make Holy Quran Teaching Mandatory for Award of Degree’ (Daily Times, 11 April 2023) <https://dailytimes.com.pk/1082917/hec-directs-varsities-to-make-holy-quran-teaching-mandatory-for-award-of-degree/> accessed 13 August 2023; Neelam Sajjad, ‘HEC Notification to Teach Holy Quran in Pakistani Universities’ (Fsc Online | Online Notes, Educational News & Latest Government Job Updates, 5 April 2023) <https://fsconline.info/hec-notification-to-teach-holy-quran-in-pakistani-universities/> accessed 13 August 2023; ‘Pakistan Makes Study of Holy Quran with Translation Mandatory at Universities’ (Daily Pakistan Global, 8 April 2023) <https://en.dailypakistan.com.pk/08-Apr-2023/pakistan-makes-study-of-holy-quran-with-translation-mandatory-at-universities> accessed 13 August 2023.]  [7:  ‘Second Periodic Report Submitted by Pakistan under Article 40 of the Covenant’ (Human Rights Committee 2022) para 112.] 

The reports in the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) indicate incidents of attacks on religious minorities and sects.[footnoteRef:8] CLAAS has also reported on incidents of individuals from the Christian community being attacked or refused treatment.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  ‘A Breach of Faith : Freedom of Religion or Belief in 2021-22’ (Human Rights Commission of Pakistan 2023) <https://hrcp-web.org/hrcpweb/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/2023-A-breach-of-faith-freedom-of-religion-or-belief-in-2021-22.pdf> accessed 8 April 2023.]  [9:  ‘Pakistani Christian Man Tortured to Death for Washing Himself at Tube Well Owned by Muslims’ (Centre for Legal Aid Assistance & Settlement, 28 February 2020) <https://www.claas.org.uk/2020/02/28/pakistani-christian-man-tortured-to-death-for-washing-himself-at-tube-well-owned-by-muslims/> accessed 15 April 2023; ‘Pakistani Christian Sanitary Worker Died Because Doctor Refused to Treat Him’ (Centre for Legal Aid Assistance & Settlement, 3 June 2017) <https://www.claas.org.uk/2017/06/03/pakistani-christian-sanitary-worker-died-because-doctor-refused-to-treat-him/> accessed 10 August 2023.] 

Violence in response to attacks on Muslims or Islam in the West
However, Pakistani Christians have been targeted in an increasing number of cases in the recent past. Most of the Christian communities in Pakistan today belong to the poorest segments of the society and often do menial jobs. The violence against the Pakistani Christian communities often come as a retaliation to attacks on Muslims and Islam outside Pakistan. This was seen even during the American war on terror in Afghanistan, when a chapel and a Christian charity’s office were attacked.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  ‘Why Are Pakistan’s Christians Targeted?’ BBC News (28 March 2016) <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-35910331> accessed 10 August 2023.] 

The burning of the Quran in Sweden
The recent incident in Sweden – in which Salwan Momika, a 37-year-old Iraqi refugee in Sweden, organised a protest and burned pages – led to the current Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif calling for protests.[footnoteRef:11] Many Muslims in Pakistan held rallies to observe a Quran Sanctity Day. The response included threatening calls by the Sunni militant group Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (meaning, ‘Army of Jhangvi’) that called for revenge and waging suicide attacks on the Christians in Pakistan, to make Pakistan “a hell for Christianity”.[footnoteRef:12] In such circumstances, the situation of the Christian minority – that is already facing institutional discrimination – has only worsened in light of such displays of religious hatred in the western world. [11:  ‘Outcry over Quran Burning in Sweden: A Timeline’ <https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/7/20/outcry-over-quran-burning-in-sweden-a-timeline> accessed 11 August 2023.]  [12:  ‘Church in Pakistan Seeks Protection Following Quran Burning in Sweden - Vatican News’ (4 July 2023) <https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2023-07/church-in-pakistan-seeks-protection-following-quran-burning.html> accessed 11 August 2023.] 

Relevant Articles
Article 2, 18, 25, 26, 27
Current Pakistan Government Policies or Practices
In the aftermath of the Quran burning incident, the Prime Minister chose to call for protests in the streets of Pakistan, instead of using diplomatic channels and having dialogues with the Swedish government. And while the Christian community has been facing threats by the militant groups, there has barely been any steps taken by the Pakistani government to address these threats against the Christian minority community.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Nasir Saeed, ‘Pakistan: “Eye-for-an-Eye” Repercussions on Christians from Sweden Burning the Quran’ (Gatestone Institute, 8 August 2023) <https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/19857/pakistan-christians-sweden-quran> accessed 11 August 2023.] 

In June 2014, in the case of Justice Helpline & Ors v. Attorney General, the Supreme Court of Pakistan gave a judgment regarding minority rights in a suo moto proceeding initiated based on a letter received from the NGO Justice Helpline regarding an attack on a church in Peshawar which killed 81 people.[footnoteRef:14] The case concerned the violence and subjugation of religious minority rights in Pakistan.[footnoteRef:15] In his judgment, Justice Tassaduq Hussain Jillani ordered the federal government to form a council for the protection of minority rights and religious harmony. The council was tasked to frame policy recommendations that would enhance the protection of minority rights and encourage religious tolerance in Pakistan.  [14:  Justice Helpline & Ors v Attorney General (Supreme Court of Pakistan).]  [15:  ‘Justice Helpline & Ors v. Attorney General’ (Global Freedom of Expression) <https://globalfreedomofexpression.columbia.edu/cases/decision-on-minority-rights-by-the-supreme-court-of-pakistan/> accessed 12 August 2023.] 

However, nearly a decade later, the directives from the 2014 judgment is still awaiting implementation. In 2018, following another public interest litigation being filed in the Supreme Court for the implementation of the judgment, the Supreme Court appointed Dr. Shoaib Suddle as a one-man commission to oversee the implementation.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Dawn com Zubeida Mustafa, ‘The Pakistani Supreme Court’s 2014 Judgement to Protect Minority Rights Still Awaits Implementation’ (Scroll.in, 19 January 2020) <https://scroll.in/article/950205/the-pakistani-supreme-courts-2014-judgement-to-protect-minority-rights-still-awaits-implementation> accessed 11 August 2023.] 

The National Commission for Religious Minorities that existed from 1990, was unclear about its functions, rules, and structures. Then, in 2018 it was renamed to the National Commission on Interfaith Harmony. While there have been efforts to legislate on minority rights, no bill has been passed yet on the subject. 
Furthermore, a National Commission for Minorities was set up in 2020. However, this was not done through an act of the legislation, but by the federal cabinet and therefore does not have the same legal standing and powers that a Commission formed under a legislation passed by the Parliament would have.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Umair Jamal, ‘How Effective Is Pakistan’s Newly Established National Commission for Minorities?’ <https://thediplomat.com/2020/05/how-effective-is-pakistans-newly-established-national-commission-for-minorities/> accessed 12 August 2023.] 

Human Rights Committee General Comments and Related UN Body Recommendations
· In the recommendations from the Human Rights Committee following the first report submitted by Pakistan, the Human Rights Committee had recommended the implementation of the judgment of the Supreme Court of 19 June 2014. 
· In the General Comment No. 23 adopted by the Human Rights Committee on Article 27 regarding the Rights of Minorities, states in paragraph 5.2 that the Article confers rights on persons belonging to minorities which exist in a State party. In paragraph 6.1 it calls on States to ensure that the existence and the exercise of this rights are protected against their denial or violation. Therefore, positive measures of protection are, therefore, required not only against the acts of the State party itself, whether through its legislative, judicial, or administrative authorities, but also against the acts of other persons within the State party.  Later, in paragraph 6.2, the General Comment clarifies that although the rights protected under Article 27 are individual rights, they depend upon the ability of the minority group to maintain its culture, language or religion. In paragraph 7, the Committee anticipates that the enjoyment of the rights by minorities may require positive legal measures of protection and measures to ensure the effective participation of members of minority communities in decisions which affect them. 
· The General Assembly passed a resolution in 1981 titled the Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief.
Recommended Questions
1. How does Pakistan explain the continued persecution of religious minorities?
2. What are the steps taken by Pakistan towards honouring the Nehru – Liaquat Agreement?
3. What are the concrete steps that have been taken by the State of Pakistan towards the implementation of the judgment of the Supreme Court on 19 June 2014?
4. What steps if any has the State Party taken to empower the National Commission for Minorities?
5. Despite the legislative actions shared by Pakistan in its second report, why does the persecution of religious minorities in Pakistan persist?
6. As it makes studying Quran in Universities compulsory, what concrete steps if any is the State of Pakistan taking to ensure that the rights of University students of minority religions are protected?
Suggested Recommendations
1. The State Party should uphold its commitment to religious freedom and safeguard all its citizens by increasing and strengthening its efforts to effectively protect minorities from persecution. 
2. The State Party should take all effective steps necessary to fully implement the judgment by the Supreme Court on 19 June 2014.
3. The State Party should take steps towards strengthening the National Commission for Minorities and making it a truly autonomous body that could implement effective policies to promote religious tolerance, protect religious minorities, and ensure adequate representation of religious minorities in all services.
4. The State Party should prepare a comprehensive strategy that includes improved security measures for religious minorities and educational campaigns to foster tolerance and mutual respect. 
5. The State Party should ensure that obligatory religious education of majority religion is not imposed on students belonging to minority religions.

2. Misuse of the Blasphemy Laws against Religious Minorities 
Issue Summary
At the time of Independence, the Christian leadership in Pakistan supported Muhammad Ali Jinnah based on his promise of equal citizenship rights for all.[footnoteRef:18] Over the years since independence, discriminatory laws such as the blasphemy laws have been used to persecute minorities. In January 2023, the National Assembly of Pakistan unanimously passed an amendment to the Penal Code that would worsen the persecutions faced by religious minorities in the country.[footnoteRef:19] This law was passed in the Senate six months later, on 7 August 2023.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Saeed (n 13).]  [19:  Maheen Pracha, ‘Amendments to Blasphemy Laws Create Further Room for Persecution’ (HRCP, 20 January 2023) <https://hrcp-web.org/hrcpweb/amendments-to-blasphemy-laws-create-further-room-for-persecution/> accessed 8 April 2023.]  [20:  Nadir Guramani, ‘Senate Passes Bill to Ramp up Punishment for Blasphemy to at Least 10 Years’ (DAWN.COM, 18:25:54+05:00) <https://www.dawn.com/news/1769073> accessed 10 August 2023.] 

History of Blasphemy Laws in Pakistan
The blasphemy law initially came to be in British India under the Indian Penal Code of 1860. Sections 295 to 298 of the Code were added to protect the minorities from the Hindu majority in a bid to offer equal protection to all religions.  Section 295A was added to the Penal Code through an amendment after tensions emerged between the various religious groups in 1920s Lahore over the publication of a pamphlet with scandalous references to the Prophet. However, even as the committee was framing the amendment, Muhammad Ali Jinnah stressed on the importance of only applying this provision to genuine cases of deliberate and malicious intent and those engaged in bona fide criticism should be protected.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Shoaib Daniyal, ‘A Short History of the Blasphemy Law Used against Wendy Doniger and Why It Must Go’ (Scroll.in, 18 February 2014) <http://scroll.in/article/656608/a-short-history-of-the-blasphemy-law-used-against-wendy-doniger-and-why-it-must-go> accessed 8 April 2023.] 

Subsequent amendments were made between 1980 and 1986 to this section of the Pakistan Penal Code under General Zia-ul-Huq. This led to the addition of new provisions specific to Islam, including the defiling of the Holy Quran and insulting the Prophet.[footnoteRef:22] In 1991, after the Federal Shariat Court’s judgment, the option of awarding life imprisonment was removed in cases concerning defiling the Quran.[footnoteRef:23] Therefore, from 1 May 1991, the death penalty was the only sentence for those convicted for blasphemy.[footnoteRef:24]  [22:  Asad Hashim, ‘Explained: Pakistan’s Emotive Blasphemy Laws’ <https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/21/explained-pakistans-emotive-blasphemy-laws> accessed 8 April 2023.]  [23:  ‘PAKISTAN’ <https://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/pakistan/> accessed 8 April 2023.]  [24:  ibid.] 

Persecution under these provisions
The United States Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) in its Annual Report for the year 2021 reported that there were 30 Christians were jailed in Pakistan under charges relating to blasphemy.[footnoteRef:25] These included seven who were on death row. The report also points to a rise in targeted killings, blasphemy cases, forced conversions, and hate speech against religious minorities including Christians, Ahmadis, Shi’a Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs. In its 2022 Report, the USCIRF continued to recommend that the U.S. State Department designate Pakistan as a country of particular concern (CPC) for its ‘systemic, ongoing, and egregious religious freedom violations.’[footnoteRef:26]  [25:  ‘Annual Reports | USCIRF’ (0713:05:40 2023) <https://www.uscirf.gov/annual-reports> accessed 8 April 2023.]  [26:  United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, ‘USCIRF Releases New Report Highlighting Religious Freedom in Pakistan | USCIRF’ (1013:14:05 2023) <https://www.uscirf.gov/release-statements/uscirf-releases-new-report-highlighting-religious-freedom-pakistan> accessed 11 August 2023.] 

The 2023 report by the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) on the marginalisation of religious minorities reiterates these facts. Apart from attacks on minorities, the HRCP report also noted how blasphemy laws were disproportionately used against religious minorities. 
Recent Amendments to the blasphemy laws
On 17 January 2023, the National Assembly of Pakistan unanimously passed the Criminal Laws (Amendment) Act 2023, which further enhanced the minimum punishment for sacred personalities from three to ten years, along with a fine of 1 million rupees. The holy persons include the Prophet’s family, wives, and companions, and the four caliphs. The HRCP has expressed concerns regarding these amendments resulting in the misuse of such laws to persecute religious minorities and sects.[footnoteRef:27] On 7 August 2023, this bill was also passed in the Senate. This took place, despite the Minister for Human Rights Riaz Hussain Pirzada’s suggestion to the Prime Minister in February to undo this amendment. The Minister had stated that the bill’s purpose was to appease ‘a specific group’.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Pracha (n 19).]  [28:  Syed Kalbe Ali, ‘Minister Urges PM to Review Amended Blasphemy Law’ (DAWN.COM, 06:54:25+05:00) <https://www.dawn.com/news/1736330> accessed 11 August 2023.] 

In an atmosphere where the civil societies have been calling for changes in the law that prevent such persecutions, these amendments would only go on to further exacerbate the situation of religious minorities in the country. 
Relevant Articles
Articles 2, 6, 7, 9, 14, 18, 26, 27
Current Pakistan Government Policies or Practices
The USCIRF’s country report on Pakistan also notes that when examining the enforcement of blasphemy laws worldwide over a five-year period, Pakistan was the country with the most cases of state enforcement of blasphemy laws.[footnoteRef:29] In 2021 alone, 84 individuals were charged with blasphemy.[footnoteRef:30] Further, a study by the Centre for Research and Security Studies noted that, between 1947 and 2021, 89 people were killed for allegedly committing blasphemy, and about 1500 accusations.[footnoteRef:31] Of these, about 70% of the accusations were in Punjab.[footnoteRef:32]  [29:  United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, ‘Country Update : Pakistan’ (United States Commission on International Religious Freedom 2022) 3 <https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/2022%20Pakistan%20Country%20Update.pdf> accessed 11 August 2023.]  [30:  United States Commission on International Religious Freedom (n 29).]  [31:  Zaheer Akhtar, ‘Blasphemy Cases in Pakistan: 1947 – 2021’ (CRSS, 26 January 2022) <https://crss.pk/blasphemy-cases-in-pakistan-1947-2021/> accessed 12 August 2023.]  [32:  ibid.] 

While the State of Pakistan has mentioned in its second report that ‘the offense of blasphemy in Pakistan is non-discriminatory’[footnoteRef:33] , the law is disproportionately applied against the minority communities. While Christians and other religious minorities make up only about 4 percent of the country’s overwhelmingly Muslim population, about half of the people charged with blasphemy are people from the minority communities.[footnoteRef:34]  [33:  ‘Second Periodic Report Submitted by Pakistan under Article 40 of the Covenant’ (n 7) para 94.]  [34:  ‘Pakistan’s Anti-Blasphemy Laws’ (World Watch Monitor) <https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/pakistans-anti-blasphemy-laws/> accessed 11 August 2023.] 

What is even more concerning is that despite the assurances by the State of Pakistan, that ‘the legislative framework containing comprehensive provisions to prevent any hate speech or hate crimes towards religious minorities’[footnoteRef:35], this legislative framework has proven to be grossly inadequate. In April 2023, a member of the National Assembly, Mualana Abdul Akbar Chitrali, made anti-Christian remarks in the Assembly.[footnoteRef:36] Despite Christian communities condemning the incident, the Member of the National Assembly did not face any consequence.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  ‘Second Periodic Report Submitted by Pakistan under Article 40 of the Covenant’ (n 7) para 100.]  [36:  ‘Pakistani Christians Condemn Muslim MNA’s Anti-Bible Remarks’ <https://www.pakchristiannews.com/details/508> accessed 15 April 2023; Massimo Introvigne, ‘The Chitrali Case: In Pakistan, MPs Can Insult Religious Minorities and Get Away with It’ (13 April 2023) <https://bitterwinter.org/the-chitrali-case-in-pakistan-mps-can-insult-religious-minorities-and-get-away-with-it/> accessed 10 August 2023; ‘Calls for Pakistani MP to Resign after Anti-Bible Remark - UCA News’ (ucanews.com) <https://www.ucanews.com/news/calls-for-pakistani-mp-to-resign-after-anti-bible-remark/100877> accessed 10 August 2023.]  [37:  Introvigne (n 36).] 

Prisoners on death row for blasphemy subjected to torture inside prisons.
The Pakistani Christian couple Shagufta Kausar and her husband Shafqat Emmanuel spent over seven years in prison before they were acquitted and released from prison.[footnoteRef:38] Their lawyer stated that these are often framed to settle personal scores. Even inside the prison family members had alleged torture by the policemen.[footnoteRef:39]  [38:  ‘Shafqat Emmanuel | USCIRF’ (1320:47:33 2023) <https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/shafqat-emmanuel> accessed 14 April 2023.]  [39:  ‘Pakistan “blasphemy” Death Row Couple’s Plea for Freedom’ BBC News (2 June 2020) <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-52889974> accessed 14 April 2023.] 

Violent protests on acquittal of those accused of blasphemy.
But even when the court grants an acquittal in these cases, it results in violent protests and people then must leave the country. This was the case of Asia Bibi who spent more than right years on death row before the case was overturned in appeal, at which point a violent protest the acquittal was taken out by hard-line religious groups.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  ibid.] 

Cases of blasphemy against minors 
While the provisions of the law on blasphemy and its implementation are inherently problematic, these laws are also being used to persecute minors. In July 2017, the authorities arrested Shehzad Masih (who was 16 years at the time) after a co-worker accused him of insulting the Prophet. He was imprisoned and sentenced to death on 22 November 2022.[footnoteRef:41] The youngest person to be arrested under blasphemy laws was an eight-year-old Hindu boy in August 2021.[footnoteRef:42] He was arrested for urinating on a carpet in the library of a madrassa. Following media and government pressure, the charges against him was dropped.[footnoteRef:43] However, the crowd attacked a Hindu temple after the boy’s release and led to hundreds of people fleeing their homes.[footnoteRef:44] Further, in May 2023, two Christian teenagers were arrested on blasphemy charges after a police constable filed a complaint stating that he had heard the teenagers insulting the Prophet. One of them was reported to be a minor.[footnoteRef:45] [41:  ‘Shehzad Masih | USCIRF’ (1308:08:28 2023) <https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/shehzad-masih> accessed 13 August 2023.]  [42:  Haroon Janjua, ‘Pakistan Police Drop Blasphemy Charges against Eight-Year-Old’ The Guardian (12 August 2021) <https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/aug/12/pakistan-police-drop-blasphemy-charges-against-boy-8> accessed 13 August 2023.]  [43:  ibid.]  [44:  Haroon Janjua, ‘Eight-Year-Old Becomes Youngest Person Charged with Blasphemy in Pakistan’ The Guardian (9 August 2021) <https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/aug/09/eight-year-old-becomes-youngest-person-charged-with-blasphemy-in-pakistan> accessed 13 August 2023.]  [45:  ‘Two Christian Teenagers Charged with Blasphemy and Sent to Jail’ (Centre for Legal Aid Assistance & Settlement, 23 May 2023) <https://www.claas.org.uk/2023/05/23/two-christian-teenagers-charged-with-blasphemy-and-sent-to-jail/> accessed 1 June 2023; ‘Pakistan: Two Christian Teenagers Arrested on Blasphemy Charges’ <https://www.csw.org.uk/2023/05/22/press/6003/article.htm> accessed 13 August 2023.] 

Mob violence incited by blasphemy allegations. 
These attacks have also led to mob lynching, which in December 2021 targeted a Sri Lankan national, Priyantha Diyawadanage, who was accused of blasphemy for removing a poster with Quranic verses from a factory wall.[footnoteRef:46] Mr. Diyawadanage was the factory manager, who was accused of committing blasphemy for tearing down a poster with the name of Prophet Mohammed.[footnoteRef:47] In April 2022, the anti-terrorism court sentenced six men to death, nice to life in prison and 72 additional suspects to ‘rigorous’ jail terms of two years each, after the Sri Lankan officials demanded justice from Pakistani officials.[footnoteRef:48] However, months after this incident, in February 2022 stoned a mentally ill man to death after he was accused of burning the Quran. These mob violences tend to target religious minorities and their property.[footnoteRef:49] [46:  Pracha (n 2).]  [47:  ‘Pakistan: Killing of Sri Lankan Accused of Blasphemy Sparks Protests’ BBC News (6 December 2021) <https://www.bbc.com/news/59501368> accessed 14 April 2023.]  [48:  United States Commission on International Religious Freedom (n 29).]  [49:  ibid.] 

More recently, on 16 July 2023, Mohd Abdul Gaffar, a retired Pakistan Air Force officer from Green Town reported having discovered a pamphlet with blasphemous content including derogatory comments towards the Prophet Muhammad, the Quran and praise for the recent burning of a Quran in Sweden.[footnoteRef:50] While the identity of the perpetrator has remained unknown, the Muslims believe that Christians are responsible. And this has given rise to fear within the Christian community in the Christian towns around Sargodha district. While police intervention has prevented immediate attacks on the Christian community, thousands have fled their homes after mosques have called on Muslims to protest the incident.[footnoteRef:51] [50:  Nasir Saeed, ‘Pakistan: Third Blasphemy Case in a Month, Christians Fear for Safety’ (Gatestone Institute, 19 July 2023) <https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/19816/pakistan-blasphemy-case> accessed 11 August 2023.]  [51:  Andrew Boyd, ‘Punjabi Christians on the Run after Threats of Violence over Alleged Blasphemy’ (Anglican Ink © 2023, 24 July 2023) <https://anglican.ink/2023/07/24/punjabi-christians-on-the-run-after-threats-of-violence-over-alleged-blasphemy/> accessed 11 August 2023.] 

Another concern in the regard is that despite recommendations and concerns expressed from various international forums and recommendations to repeal or amend the legislation to ensure it is not used to persecute minorities, the Parliament has passed a bill that seeks to further increase punishments for blasphemy.[footnoteRef:52] This bill was passed in the National Assembly despite lacking the necessary quoram,[footnoteRef:53] in the presence of just 15 Members of the National Assembly. [footnoteRef:54] Therefore, the law was passed without following the constitutional requirements like quorum and meaningful debate in the parliament, as raised by the Minister of Human Rights.[footnoteRef:55] More recently, a judge rejected to drop the terrorism charges in the case of a Christian accused of blasphemy, who will now stand trial under anti-terrorism laws.[footnoteRef:56] The government is also working on further amending blasphemy laws to try them under anti-terrorism laws.[footnoteRef:57] [52:  Ali (n 28).]  [53:  Amir Wasim, ‘NA Passes Bills sans Quorum’ (DAWN.COM, 06:54:37+05:00) <https://www.dawn.com/news/1732281> accessed 12 August 2023.]  [54:  Ali (n 28).]  [55:  ibid.]  [56:  ‘Christian Blasphemy Accused to Stand Trial under Anti-Terror Laws, Judge Rules’ (25 July 2023) <https://krosskonnection.pk/2023/07/christian-blasphemy-accused-to-stand-trial-under-anti-terror-laws-judge-rules/> accessed 13 August 2023.]  [57:  ibid.] 

Human Rights Committee General Comments and Related UN Body Recommendations
· In the recommendations from the Human Rights Committee following the first report submitted by Pakistan, the Committee’s recommendation under Freedom of religion, conscience and belief related to the repeal of blasphemy laws and ensuring that blasphemy laws are not used to incite violence. 
· In the General Comment No. 34 of the Human Rights Committee, the Committee under paragraph 48 specifically mentions that blasphemy laws are incompatible with the Covenant (emphasis added), unless it constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence shall be prohibited by law. 
· In the General Comment No. 17 of the Human Rights Committee on Article 24 (Rights of the child) the Committee observed that, “In enunciating a right, some provisions of the Covenant expressly indicate to States measures to be adopted with a view to affording minors greater protection than adults. Thus, as far as the right to life is concerned, the death penalty cannot be imposed for crimes committed by persons under 18 years of age.” Further, regarding the trial and imprisonment of minors, the Committee noted that, “if lawfully deprived of their liberty, accused juvenile persons shall be separated from adults and are entitled to be brought as speedily as possible for adjudication; in turn, convicted juvenile offenders shall be subject to a penitentiary system that involves segregation from adults and is appropriate to their age and legal status, the aim being to foster reformation and social rehabilitation. In other instances, children are protected by the possibility of the restriction ‑ provided that such restriction is warranted ‑ of a right recognized by the Covenant, such as the right to publicize a judgement in a suit at law or a criminal case, from which an exception may be made when the interest of the minor so requires.”
· In its recently concluded Universal Periodic Review before the UN Human Rights Council, 10 countries including Italy, Germany, Netherlands, Czechia, Poland, the United States of America, Greece, Ireland, and Spain provided recommendations to repeal or amend the laws regarding blasphemy laws in Pakistan.  
Recommended Questions
1. What measures has the State of Pakistan taken to ensure that the preliminary inquiry done by the District Police officer in blasphemy cases is conducted in a non-discriminatory manner? What are the trainings that these officers undergo that make them specifically suited to inquire in these cases?
2. Does the State of Pakistan intend to implement the recent amendments that were passed in the National Assembly without the necessary quorum and parliamentary debate, and the Minister of Human Rights has raised concerns about?
3. What steps will Pakistan take to ensure that the newly passed bill to further increase punishment in cases of blasphemy are not misused?
4. What are the concrete steps taken by the State of Pakistan to ensure fair and speedy trial in blasphemy cases? Does the State intend to provide some form of compensation to those falsely accused? 
5. Is Pakistan taking steps towards ensuring that minors are not charged under blasphemy law provisions which are punishable with the death penalty or life imprisonment without the possibility of release?
Suggested Recommendations
1. It is crucial that the State Party takes necessary steps to stop the misuse of the provisions under the Pakistan Penal Code on blasphemy to persecute Christians and other religious minorities in Pakistan. 
2. The State Party needs to repeal or amend all blasphemy laws or amend them to be compliant with the Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and other international human rights treaties.
3. The State Party should take the necessary steps to ensure that children are not charged in offences where they may be sentenced with capital punishment or life imprisonment without the possibility of release. 
4. The State Party should take measures to ensure that those who falsely accuse people in cases of blasphemy are brought to justice. 
5. The State Party must take sufficient steps to train the law enforcement agency and the judiciary to ensure that religious minorities are not disproportionately targeted using blasphemy laws. 
6. The State Paty should take steps to ensure effective, procedural, and institutional safeguards at the investigative, prosecutorial and judicial levels to prevent the abuse of the blasphemy laws.
7. The State Party should put in place standard operating procedures to guarantee access to compensation for those falsely accused of blasphemy. 

3. Failure of the Pakistani state to address the issue of forced conversions and child marriages
Issue Summary
On 16 January 2023, six UN Special Rapporteurs and the Working Group on discrimination against women and girls, expressed their alarm in the rise in abductions, forced marriages and conversions of underage girls and young women from religious minorities in Pakistan.[footnoteRef:58] It is estimated that about 1000 women and girls from religious minorities are abducted, forcibly converted, and married off to their abductors each year.  [58:  ‘Pakistan: UN Experts Urge Action on Coerced Religious Conversions, Forced and Child Marriage’ (OHCHR) <https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2023/01/pakistan-un-experts-urge-action-coerced-religious-conversions-forced-and> accessed 8 April 2023.] 

Although the legislations passed by the Parliament in Pakistan make child marriages illegal, and intercourse with a child below the age of 16 to be considered rape, the courts routinely rely on interpretations of Sharia law and uphold underage marriages, especially in cases of forced conversions of Christian girls.[footnoteRef:59]  [59:  Decision Magazine Staff, ‘Pakistan High Court Fails to Protect Christian Girls From Forced Conversion, Marriage’ (Decision Magazine, 21 July 2021) <https://decisionmagazine.com/pakistan-high-court-fails-to-protect-christian-girls-from-forced-conversion-marriage/> accessed 12 August 2023.] 

Less than a month later, in the report released by the HRCP titled, ‘A Breach of Faith: Freedom of Religion or Belief in 2021-22’. In its report, the HRCP documented various forms of violations faced by religious minorities. It noted reports by media which reported that at least 60 cases of forced conversions took place in 2021 alone. About 70% were girls under the age of 18.[footnoteRef:60]  [60:  ‘A Breach of Faith : Freedom of Religion or Belief in 2021-22’ (n 8).] 

However, the overwhelming evidence presented by journalists, academics and the HRCP point to the rampant problem of abductions and forced conversions of Christian and Hindu women and girls. The HRCP also noted in its report that the bulk of the cases relating to forced conversions occur in Punjab and Sindh provinces.[footnoteRef:61] [61:  ibid.] 

Relevant Articles
Articles 2, 3, 18, 23, 24, 26, 27
Current Pakistan Government Policies or Practices
The issue of forced conversions and child marriages is something that CLAAS’ work has focussed on.[footnoteRef:62] Our website documents various instances of forced conversions reported in the media.[footnoteRef:63] Girls are often abducted, converted to Islam, and forced into marriages. They also become separated from their families and are subjected to rape, sexual abuse, and human trafficking after these marriages. What is most concerning, is the state’s complicity that allows for such practices to continue.  [62:  ‘Forced Conversion’ (Centre for Legal Aid Assistance & Settlement) <https://www.claas.org.uk/projects/forced-conversion/> accessed 9 April 2023.]  [63:  ‘News’ (Centre for Legal Aid Assistance & Settlement, 9 March 2023) <https://www.claas.org.uk/news/> accessed 9 April 2023.] 

Christian woman shot dead for refusing to convert.
In December 2020 a 24-year-old Christian woman of Rawalpindi was shot dead by a Muslim suitor for refusing to renounce her Christian faith and marry him. The suitor, Shehzad, had been following Sonia for over five months and even sent his mother to Sonia’s house for the marriage proposal. However, when Sonia’s father refused the proposal because they were Christians, Sonia was shot dead by Shehzad.[footnoteRef:64]   [64:  ‘Pakistan: Christian Woman Killed for Refusing Forced Marriage and Conversion to Islam - Premier Christian News | Headlines, Breaking News, Comment & Analysis’ <https://premierchristian.news/en/news/article/pakistan-christian-woman-killed-for-refusing-forced-marriage-and-conversion-to-islam> accessed 14 April 2023; ‘Woman Shot Dead for Refusing to Convert to Islam in Pakistan’ <https://www.indiafaith.in/Encyc/2020/12/14/Woman-shot-dead-for-refusing-to-convert-to-Islam-in-Pakistan.html> accessed 14 April 2023.] 

Christian girl sent to shelter by Pakistan Court
In December 2022, twelve-year-old Hoorab from Faisalabad was kidnapped and converted to Islam by a Muslim shopkeeper. While the child was recovered by the local police, in her statement to the court, she stated that she had converted to Islam by her own accord and that she did not wish to return to her parents. Consequently, the Court directed the child to be sent to shelter home. Hoorab’s father blames it on the shopkeeper to whose shop Hoorab for daily needs.[footnoteRef:65]  [65:  ‘Pakistani Court Sends Young Christian Girl to Shelter Instead of Giving Custody to Her Parents’ (Centre for Legal Aid Assistance & Settlement, 20 February 2023) <https://www.claas.org.uk/2023/02/20/pakistani-court-sends-young-christian-girl-to-shelter-instead-of-giving-custody-to-her-parents/> accessed 14 April 2023.] 

Christian couple fight to get their 13-year-old back.
In Lahore, the parents of a 13-year-old Christian girl named Naina Ashraf, realised that their daughter was missing on 18 January 2023. While the parents searched around and asked their neighbours, it turned out that Naina had been in the house of their Muslim neighbour Muhammad Iqbal. He appeared the next day with a marriage and conversion certificate of Naina. The couple is now fighting to get their daughter back, but Muhammad Iqbal registered a case against the parents and sought protection for Naina and himself.[footnoteRef:66]  [66:  ‘Christian Parents Fight to Get Their Underage Daughter Back’ (Centre for Legal Aid Assistance & Settlement, 9 March 2023) <https://www.claas.org.uk/2023/03/09/christian-parents-are-fighting-to-get-their-underaged-daughter-back/> accessed 15 April 2023.] 

While the Sindh High Court’s judgment in December 2021 saw the return of a Christian girl to her parents, this remains the exception rather than the rule.[footnoteRef:67] Earlier that year, in July 14, the Supreme Court of Pakistan rejected a constitutional petition to protect Christian girls from forced conversion and underage marriage.[footnoteRef:68] Other individual cases before the High Courts have also seen courts upholding the validity of the marriage despite evidence showing that the children were minors or were forcibly converted.[footnoteRef:69]  [67:  ‘A Breach of Faith : Freedom of Religion or Belief in 2021-22’ (n 8).]  [68:  Staff (n 59); Morning Star News, ‘Supreme Court of Pakistan Rejects Petition on Forced Conversion and Forced Marriage’ (International Christian Concern, 21 July 2021) <https://www.persecution.org/2021/07/21/supreme-court-pakistan-rejects-petition-forced-conversion-forced-marriage/> accessed 12 August 2023.]  [69:  ‘On the Forced Conversion of Minorities in Pakistan | Juhi Jain | Oxford Political Review’ (22 November 2022) <https://oxfordpoliticalreview.com/2022/11/22/on-the-forced-conversion-of-minorities-in-pakistan/> accessed 12 August 2023.] 

Further, efforts to bring in a draft bill to curtail forced marriages by the Ministry of Human Rights have repeatedly faced resistance in the Parliament. In October 2021, a parliamentary committee rejected a bill that sought to protect minorities against forced conversion that was also opposed by Pakistan’s Ministry of Religious Affairs.[footnoteRef:70] [70:  United States Commission on International Religious Freedom (n 29).] 

Human Rights Committee General Comments and Related UN Body Recommendations
· General Comment No. 17 on Article 24 (Rights of the child) in paragraph 6 points to how States in its report, “should indicate how society, social institutions and the State are discharging their responsibility to assist the family in ensuring the protection of the child.” In the earlier paragraph 3, it also mentions that, “every possible economic and social measure should be taken to reduce infant mortality and to eradicate malnutrition among children and to prevent them from being subjected to acts of violence and cruel and inhuman treatment or from being exploited by means of forced labour or prostitution (emphasis added), or by their use in the illicit trafficking of narcotic drugs, or by any other means.” 
· Mr. Tomoya Obokata, Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes and consequences; Ms. Mama Fatima Singhateh, Special Rapporteur on the sale and sexual exploitation of children, including child prostitution, child pornography and other child sexual abuse material; Ms. Reem Alsalem, Special Rapporteur on violence against women and girls, its causes and consequences; Ms. Nazila Ghanea, Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief; Mr. Fernand de Varennes, Special Rapporteur on minority issues; Ms Siobhán Mullally, Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, especially women and children Ms. Dorothy Estrada-Tanck (Chair), Ms. Ivana Radačić (Vice-Chair), Ms. Elizabeth Broderick, Ms. Meskerem Geset Techane and Ms. Melissa Upreti, Working Group on discrimination against women and girls, wrote a letter to Pakistan. In the letter, the UN experts urged ‘the Government to take immediate steps to prevent and thoroughly investigate these acts objectively and in line with domestic legislation and international human rights commitments. Perpetrators must be held fully accountable’. Further, they stated that they were ‘deeply troubled to hear that girls as young as 13 are being kidnapped from their families, trafficked to locations far from their homes, made to marry men sometimes twice their age, and coerced to convert to Islam, all in violation of international human rights law’. Moreover, they deplored ‘the ongoing lack of access to justice for victims and their families. Reports suggest these so-called marriages and conversions take place with the involvement of religious authorities and the complicity of security forces and the justice system.’
· In its report of the recently concluded Universal Periodic Review of Pakistan at the UN Human Rights Council, the Working Group recorded recommendations from Poland, Mexico, Finland, India and Greece urging Pakistan to take steps to address the issue of forced conversions of women and girls from religious minorities. 
· The Country Programme Document for Pakistan of the United Nations Population Fund also observed that despite amendments to the penal code to criminalise domestic violence and forced marriage, its ‘effective implementation remains a challenge’.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  ‘UNFPA Country Programme Document for Pakistan - 2023 to 2027’ (UNFPA Pakistan, 19 January 2023) para 8 <https://pakistan.unfpa.org/en/publications/unfpa-country-programme-document-pakistan-2023-2027> accessed 13 August 2023.] 

Recommended Questions
1. What are the efforts taken by the State of Pakistan to ensure the implementation of the laws regarding child marriage?
2. Does the State of Pakistan intend to take steps to effectively investigate instances of forced conversions and marriage of minor girls from minority religions?
3. Why is it that despite the legislations being passed, the courts rulings upholding such instances of forced conversions of minor girls persist? And why do the perpetrators of these crimes enjoy impunity?
4. Why did the government fail to pass a legislation to illegally convert girls under 18 to Islam?
5. What are the measures taken by the Government of Pakistan to ensure that proper reporting, investigation, and trial in cases of violence against women take place?  
Suggested Recommendations
1. The State Party needs to take urgent steps to prevent instances of forced conversion and child marriages. 
2. The State Party needs to investigate instances where such forced conversions have taken place with impunity and seek to redress them. 
3. The State Party must take immediate steps towards passing a legislation to protect women and girls from the minority communities from forced conversions and marriages. 
4. The State Party must ensure that law enforcement agencies are sufficiently trained to act in a way that ensures the safety and security of women and girls of minority communities. 
5. The State Party should implement judicial reforms to ensure that the judiciary enforces the Child Marriage Restraint Act and does not apply sharia law in such cases. 

4. Limited rights of Religious Minorities
Issue Summary 
Although the constitution of Pakistan guarantees fundamental rights equally to all its citizens, including its minorities, the very same Constitution has enabled this discrimination of religious minorities. This becomes clear when considering the constitutional offices that are denied to non-Muslims. 
Article 41 (2) of the Constitution of Pakistan explicitly states that, “A person shall no be qualified for election as President unless he is a Muslim of not less than forty-five years of age and is qualified to be elected as a member of the National Assembly.” This provision essentially excludes any non-Muslim from ever occupying the highest office in the country simply based on religion. 
Furthermore, most non-Muslims are employed in low-paid jobs. And the government has adopted a systemic policy of employing non-Muslims in sanitation posts. 
Relevant Articles
Articles 2, 25 and 26
Current Pakistan Government Policies or Practices
As discussed above, the Constitution explicitly excludes non-Muslims from the office of the President. However, even where efforts for inclusion are made within the constitution, the implementation of these provisions are not strictly followed. For instance, under Article 51 (4) of the three hundred and forty-two seats in the National Assembly, ten are reserved for non-Muslims. However, the list of non-Muslim members in the current National Assembly only displays the names of 6 members.[footnoteRef:72] [72:  ‘National Assembly of Pakistan’ <https://na.gov.pk/en/mna_list.php?list=minority> accessed 30 May 2023.] 

The government’s method of filling in the minority quota in jobs has been to advertise jobs like that of sewage cleaners. The Christian minority faces difficulties such as only finding jobs that involve severe labour hardships. Christians and other minorities also have limited options for employment.[footnoteRef:73] In what could be said to be more grievous, the National Commission for Human Rights in May 2022 reported that nearly half the roles reserved for religious minorities remained vacant, and almost 80% were employed in positions that were paid lower than their Muslim peers.[footnoteRef:74] [73:  ‘Pakistan Job Quotas for Non-Muslim Qualifies for Sanitation Work Only’ <https://www.pakistanchristianpost.com/head-line-news-details/7036> accessed 15 April 2023.]  [74:  Kalbe Ali, ‘80pc Non-Muslims Employed in Low-Paid Jobs: Report’ (DAWN.COM, 07:02:29+05:00) <https://www.dawn.com/news/1691167> accessed 14 August 2023.] 

Human Rights Committee General Comments and Related UN Body Recommendations
· In its General Comment No. 25 on Article 25 (The right to participate in public affairs, voting rights and the right of equal access to public service), the Human Rights Committee had clarified in paragraph 4 that any condition to the exercise of the right under Article 25 should be on the basis of an objective and reasonable criteria. 
· The Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities requires States to ensure that persons belonging to minorities have the right to participate effectively in cultural, religious, social, economic and public life [Article 2(2)]. Further, States are also required to consider appropriate measures so that persons belonging to minorities may participate fully in the economic progress and development in the country [Article 4(5)]
Recommended Questions
1. Is the State considering making changes to its constitution to ensure equal rights to its minorities?
2. What measures does the State of Pakistan intend to take to ensure that the minorities in Pakistan enjoy the same socio-economic opportunities as those from the majority religious group?
3. What concrete steps has the government of Pakistan taken to fill the posts reserved for religious minorities that are lying vacant?
4. What concrete steps has the government of Pakistan taken towards ensuring opportunities for non-Muslims in jobs other than the sanitary sector? 
Suggested Recommendations
1. The State Party should take measures to amend the Constitution to ensure equal opportunities for all citizens to the highest office of the government. 
2. The State Party should formulate laws and policies to improve the socio-economic situation of minority communities. 
3. The State Party must work towards filling up posts reserved for religious minorities that have been lying vacant. 
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