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Introduction
ADF International is a faith-based legal advocacy organization that protects fundamental freedoms and promotes the inherent dignity of all people.
ADF International welcomes the opportunity to provide information on the Pakistan's implementation of its obligations under Articles 2, 6, 9, 14, 18, 19, 23, 26 and 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).
Specifically, this submission directs attention to the criminalization of blasphemy in Pakistan, as well as the occurrences of mob violence targeting persons accused under such charges. Furthermore, it highlights the ongoing pattern of abductions, forced religious conversions, and forced marriages, with a particular focus on women and girls from religious minority communities. Lastly, the submission offers a list of suggested questions and recommendations intended to inform Pakistan's review by the Human Rights Committee at its 139th session.
Criminalization of blasphemy and mob violence
[bookmark: _Hlk141193725]Background
In its second periodic report submitted to the Human Rights Committee, the government of Pakistan stated that it ‘is fully committed to prevent misuse or abuse of the blasphemy law. The offense of blasphemy in Pakistan is non-discriminatory in nature as it deals with offences against all religions and applies to Muslims and non-Muslims alike.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Human Rights Committee ‘Second periodic report submitted by Pakistan under article 40 of the Covenant, due in 2020’ (7 December 2022) UN Docs CCPR/C/PAK/2, 94.] 

Moreover, the report cites a recent Supreme Court case as a reaffirmation of Pakistan’s responsibility ‘to ensure that innocent persons are not tried on false blasphemy charges’ and that ‘it is no justification for a civilian – or any individual not in the position of authority – to decide to take the law into his/her own hands and punish or kill the alleged offender.’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Id., 95.] 

The report also includes a dedicated section on the protection of minorities, especially religious minorities. However, the majority of this section only addresses the prevention and criminalization of ‘hate speech’ at the federal and provincial levels.[footnoteRef:4] Although it remains unclear what the term ‘hate speech’ encompasses under the law, it appears evident from some of the examples provided therein that such restrictions exceed the narrow scope of permissible limitations on the right to freedom of expression as outlined in Articles 19 and 20 of the ICCPR.[footnoteRef:5] These include several of the federal laws articulated below, as well as provincial equivalents.  [4:  Id., 106-114.]  [5:  International Convention on Civil and Political Rights (adopted 16 December 1966, entered into force 23 March 1976) 999 UNTS 171 (ICCPR), art. 19-20.] 



Legal framework 
Article 19 of the Constitution of Pakistan guarantees the right to freedom of speech and expression, subject to ‘reasonable restrictions imposed by law in the interest’, inter alia, ‘of the glory of Islam’.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  1973 Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan (2018), art.19.] 

Chapter XV of the Penal Code of Pakistan encompasses a wide range of so-called ‘offenses relating to religion’.[footnoteRef:7] These offenses include the following: [7:  1860 Pakistan Penal Code (2017), ch. XV.] 

a. Under Article 295, injuring or defiling a place of worship or sacred object is punishable with up to two years imprisonment and/or a fine.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Id., art. 295.] 

b. Under Article 295A, deliberate and malicious acts intended to outrage religious feelings by insulting a religion or its tenets is punishable with up to ten years imprisonment and/or a fine.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Id., art. 295A.] 

c. Under Article 295B, defiling a copy of the Quran is punishable with life imprisonment.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Id., art. 295B.] 

d. Under Article 295C, insulting or otherwise defiling the name of the Prophet, either directly or indirectly, is punishable by life imprisonment or the death penalty.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Id., art. 295C.] 

e. Under Articles 296 and 297, disturbing a religious assembly or trespassing in a place of worship, burial place or other religious site is punishable with up to one year imprisonment and/or a fine.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Id., arts. 296-297.] 

f. Under Article 298, the use of words intended to wound or outrage religious feelings, or inciting religious, sectarian or ethnic hatred, is punishable by up to three years imprisonment and/or a 0.5 million rupee fine.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Id., art. 298.] 

g. Under Article 298A, the use of derogatory remarks or visual representations of Islamic holy personages or places is punishable by up to three years imprisonment and/or a fine.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Id., art. 298A.] 

h. Under Articles 298B and 298C, the use of certain terms, expressions or prayers by Ahmadis, including their self-identification as Muslims, is punishable by up to 3 years imprisonment and/or a fine.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Id., arts. 298B-298C.] 

Furthermore, Article 153A of the Penal Code criminalizes the conduct of ‘promoting enmity between different groups’. This includes the use of words to promote or incite ‘disharmony or feelings of enmity, hatred or ill-will between different religious, racial, language or regional groups or castes or communities’. It also encompasses committing or inciting others to commit ‘any act which is prejudicial to the maintenance of harmony […] and which disturbs or is likely to disturb public tranquility’. Penalties can result in imprisonment for up to five years.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Id., art. 153A. ] 

Likewise, Article 505(2) of the Penal Code criminalizes the circulation of a statement or report intended or likely to create ‘feelings of enmity, hatred or ill-will between different religious, racial, language or regional groups or castes or communities’, punishable with up to seven years imprisonment and a fine.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Id., art. 505(2).] 

Pakistan’s 1997 Anti-Terrorism Act also imposes serious restrictions on freedom of opinion and expression. Section 11X stipulates: 
‘A person commits an offence if he addresses a meeting or gathering or delivers a sermon to a religious gathering by any means whether verbal, written, electronic, digital or otherwise to incite religious, sectarian or ethnic hatred and contempt, and shall, on conviction, be punishable with imprisonment not less than five years and not more than ten years or fine or with both.’[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  The Anti-Terrorism Act 1997 (1997) https://nacta.gov.pk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Anti-Terrorism-Act-1997.pdf, sect. 11X.] 

In June 2023, in response to protest marches organized by Islamist party Tehreek-i-Labbaik Pakistan, the government signed a 12-point agreement which included a commitment to establish a ‘Counter Blasphemy Wing’ under the Federal Investigation Agency, aimed at enhancing measures taken against alleged blasphemy cases. It also included a commitment to prosecute those accused of insulting the Prophet Muhammad under Section 7 of the Anti-Terrorism Act.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  K. Ali; I. Khan ‘TLP ends protest after 12-point deal with govt’ (18 June 2023) DAWN, https://www.dawn.com/news/1760401.] 

Blasphemy Cases
In 2022 alone, a total of 171 persons were reportedly accused of blasphemy, out of which 75 were Ahmadis, four were Christians, and two were Hindus, accounting for nearly half of the accused. In this regard, it is worth noting that according to official statistics religious minorities represent only an estimated 3.5% of the population, with Ahmadis in particular comprising less than 0.1%. The pattern of disproportion in blasphemy accusations remains consistent when considering the cumulative number of persons accused since 1987. Among these, 48% were reported as being Muslims, 34% Ahmadis, 13% Christians and the remaining 5% comprised of Hindus and individuals whose religion is not publicly known.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Center for Social Justice Pakistan ‘Human Rights Observer’ (March 2023) https://csjpak.org/pdf/Human_Rights_Observer_2023.pdf, 7-10.] 

In June 2021, Christian couple Shagufta Kausar and Shafqat Emmanuel were acquitted after enduring seven years on death row due to blasphemy charges. Their conviction in 2014 was based on allegations of sending text messages insulting the Prophet Muhammad to Islamic clerics. Following numerous threats to their lives, the couple and their four children were granted asylum in Europe.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  ADF International ‘Pakistani Couple Cleared of Blasphemy Charges Escapes Death Sentence’ (2022) https://adfinternational.org/shagufta-and-shafqat-pakistan. ] 

In August 2021, an 8-year-old Hindu boy became the youngest person ever charged with blasphemy in Pakistan. He was accused of intentionally urinating on a carpet in a library containing religious books. The child spent one week in jail before the charges were eventually dropped. However, his release was met with severe backlash from local Muslim extremists, requiring protective custody for the child and his family due to fears of reprisal.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  End Blasphemy Laws ‘Pakistan: charges against 8-year old dropped’ (12 August 2021) https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/2021/08/pakistan-charges-against-8-year-old-dropped/.] 

In January 2022, a 26-year-old Muslim woman was sentenced to death for allegedly sharing ‘blasphemous material’ on social media. A city court found her guilty after her defense lawyer, provided by the State, refused to plead her case.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  H. Janjua ‘Pakistan: 'WhatsApp blasphemy' death sentence reinforces dangerous trend’ (21 January 2022) Deutsche Welle, https://www.dw.com/en/pakistan-whatsapp-blasphemy-death-sentence-reinforces-dangerous-trend/a-60511046. ] 

In July 2022, Ashfaq Masih, a Christian man, was sentenced to death by hanging for blasphemy by a Lahore court. His initial arrest took place in 2017 following a dispute with a customer who had refused to pay him for a bicycle repair.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  S. Khokhar ‘Lahore court sentences Christian man to death over false blasphemy charges’ (11 July 2022) Asia News, https://www.asianews.it/news-en/Lahore-court-sentences-Christian-man-to-death-over-false-blasphemy-charges-56236.html.] 

In May 2023, Noman Masih, a 22-year old Christian man, was sentenced to death over blasphemous images allegedly found on his phone. He had first been arrested almost four years prior, in 2019.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Christian Solidarity International ‘Christian man sentenced to death for blasphemy in Pakistan’ (5 June 2023) https://www.csi-int.org/news/pakistan-christian-man-sentenced-to-death/. ] 

Social hostility and mob violence against of persons accused of blasphemy
The continued presence of blasphemy and other related laws exacerbates social hostility and promotes vigilantism among extremists. Many such cases are not adequately investigated by police, resulting in impunity for perpetrators and a lack of justice for victims. 
In October 2021, various UN experts, including the Special Rapporteurs on freedom of religion and belief, freedom of expression, and minority issues, publicly expressed their concern at the continued persecution and acts of violence perpetrated, inter alia, by non-state actors in Pakistan, ‘fueled by claims of apostasy and blasphemy, often targeting religious or belief minorities.’[footnoteRef:26] [26:  OHCHR ‘Pakistan: Christian on blasphemy charges must be freed – experts’ (21 October 2021) https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2021/10/pakistan-christian-blasphemy-charges-must-be-freed-experts.] 

In July 2020, a man was shot inside a court room during his blasphemy trial. Similarly, in July 2021, a man accused of blasphemy was attacked and shot multiple times on his way to a court hearing. The attackers allegedly included the brother of the complainant, according to reports.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  End Blasphemy Laws ‘Pakistan: Man accused of ‘blasphemy’ attacked and severely injured on his way to court’ (19 July 2021) https://end-blasphemy-laws.org/2021/07/pakistan-man-accused-of-blasphemy-attacked-and-severely-injured-on-his-way-to-court/. ] 

 In January 2022, two Christian pastors were shot outside their church in Peshawar. One was killed while the other had to be taken to the hospital. The perpetrators have yet to be found.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  World Watch Monitor ‘Pakistan: ‘Attack on pastors illustrative of increasing pressure’, say Christians’ (1 February 2022) https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2022/02/pakistan-attack-on-pastors-illustrative-of-increasing-pressure-say-christians/.] 

In February 2022, a man in Central Pakistan was attacked, tortured and killed by a mob based on allegations of burning pages of the Qur’an in a mosque. Police officers reportedly stood by without intervening.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Z. ur-Rehman; S. Masood ‘Religion-Fueled Mobs on the Rise Again in Pakistan’ (20 March 2022) The New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/20/world/asia/pakistan-blasphemy-religious-violence.html.] 

In the aftermath of the burning of a Qur’an in Sweden in June 2023, Christians in Pakistan have faced numerous death threats and calls for violence by militant groups.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  L. Zengarini ‘Church in Pakistan seeks protection following Quran burning in Sweden’ (4 July 2023) Vatican News, https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2023-07/church-in-pakistan-seeks-protection-following-quran-burning.html.] 

In July 2022, a large crowd including members of extremist groups gathered outside of Sargodha, Punjab to protest alleged acts of blasphemy, incited by announcements from a local mosque. This resulted in thousands of Christian families fleeing their homes due to fears of mob violence. The crowd dispersed after the police took over a dozen Christian men into custody based solely on their registered address as stated on their identity cards. At least one person was eventually charged with blasphemy under the relevant penal code provisions.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Morning Star News ‘Christians in Pakistan Flee Homes after Blasphemy Accusation’ (20 July 2023) https://morningstarnews.org/2023/07/christians-in-pakistan-flee-homes-after-blasphemy-accusation/.] 

Incompatibility of blasphemy laws with Pakistan’s obligations under the ICCPR
The prohibition of expression that is deemed inconsistent with ‘religious harmony’ or the state religion, including through laws criminalizing blasphemy and other so-called offenses against religion, is incompatible with Pakistan’s obligation to respect and protect the rights to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion and opinion and expression as protected under the ICCPR. Within the narrowly defined limits set forth in Articles 18 and 19 ICCPR, restrictions on these fundamental freedoms must serve the interest of protecting persons and their human rights, not religions as such.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  As of September 2011, Pakistan has withdrawn its reservation according to which Articles 3,6,7,18 and 19 ICCPR are applied only insofar as they are compatible with its Constitution and Sharia laws.] 

Furthermore, instances where those accused were denied access to a competent lawyer or were detained indefinitely as a result of trial postponements represent a violation of the right to a prompt trial and to a fair and public hearing, in contradiction of the State’s obligations under Articles 9 and 14 ICCPR respectively.
In order to comply with its obligations to ensure that all people, including those belonging to religious minorities, receive equal and effective protection from violence and discrimination, whether at the hands of state or non-state actors, the government of Pakistan must ensure that all cases of violence, harassment and intimidation are duly investigated, and perpetrators prosecuted. Failure of the State to address these concerns constitutes a violation of the rights enshrined in, inter alia, Articles 2, 6, 26 and 27 ICCPR.

Abductions, forced religious conversion and forced marriages
Background
The Preamble of the Constitution of Pakistan recognizes that ‘adequate provision shall be made for the minorities freely to profess and practice their religions and develop their cultures.’[footnoteRef:33] According to Article 20, ‘Subject to law, public order and morality, every citizen shall have the right to profess, practice and propagate his religion’.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  1973 Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan (2018), preamble.]  [34:  Id., art. 20.] 

In 2022, at least 124 cases of forced religious conversions of women and girls from religious minority communities were officially reported, marking an increase from 78 cases in 2021. At least 60% involved underage girls. Almost all these reported cases were concentrated in the provinces of Sindh and Punjab.[footnoteRef:35] Unofficial sources suggest that forced religious conversion incidents linked to forced marriages affect as many as 1000 girls belonging to religious minorities annually.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Center for Social Justice Pakistan ‘Human Rights Observer’ (March 2023) https://csjpak.org/pdf/Human_Rights_Observer_2023.pdf, 4. ]  [36:  M. Johns; E. Ochab; J. Rehman; N. Preston ‘Abductions, Forced Conversions, and Forced Marriages of Religious Minority Women and Girls in Pakistan’ (September 2021) APPG Pakistan, https://appgfreedomofreligionorbelief.org/media/APPG-Pakistan-Minorities-Report.pdf.
Q. Rafiq ‘Pakistan’s dilemma of forced conversions and marriages put minority women at risk’ (20 January 2022) London School of Economics, https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/religionglobalsociety/2022/01/pakistans-dilemma-of-forced-conversions-and-marriages-put-minority-women-at-risk/.] 

In its second periodic report to the Human Rights Committee, the government of Pakistan referred to the ‘process of harmonizing its laws so that the definition of a child shall mean any human being under the age of 18 years.’[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Human Rights Committee ‘Second periodic report submitted by Pakistan under article 40 of the Covenant, due in 2020’ (7 December 2022) UN Docs CCPR/C/PAK/2, 121.] 

Additionally, as part of its recent Universal Periodic Review, Pakistan accepted several recommendations to ‘Adopt and enforce legislative measures in order to prohibit forced conversion, forced and child marriages’, including particularly regarding women and girls from religious minorities.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Human Rights Council ‘Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review – Pakistan’ UN Docs A/HRC/53/13, rec. 46.235, .260, .315.] 

Legal Framework
According to Pakistan Penal Code Article 365B, the kidnapping, abducting or compelling of a woman into marriage is prohibited and carries a life sentence as a punishment.[footnoteRef:39] Similarly, Article 498 explicitly prohibits forced marriage, with a heightened penalty in cases where the victim is a child or a non-Muslim.[footnoteRef:40] [39:  1860 Pakistan Penal Code (2017), art. 365B.]  [40:  Id., art. 498.] 

The 1929 Child Marriage Restraint Act is the primary law related to child marriage in Pakistan. The Act defines a child as a female under 16 years of age or a male under 18 years of age.[footnoteRef:41] In August 2019, the National Assembly rejected the Child Marriage Restraint Bill, which would have amended the Act to redefine ‘child’ as any person under 18 years of age, thereby prohibiting all underage marriages.[footnoteRef:42] Nevertheless, in February 2022, the Islamabad High Court issued a landmark judgement in Mumtaz Bibi v Qasim, declaring the marriage of children under the age of 18 years as invalid.[footnoteRef:43] [41:  1929 Child Marriage Restraint Act (last amended 1981), art. 2.]  [42:  M. Anis ‘NA body on Law rejects Child Marriage Restraint Bill’ (22 August 2019) The News, https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/515514-na-body-on-law-rejects-child-marriage-restraint-bill. ]  [43:  R. Tahir ‘Mumtaz Bibi v Qasim: Islamabad High Court’s Landmark Judgment on Child Marriage’ (26 April 2022) Oxford Human Rights Hub, https://ohrh.law.ox.ac.uk/mumtaz-bibi-v-qasim-islamabad-high-courts-landmark-judgment-on-child-marriage/.] 

At the provincial level, there is some variation in the prohibition of child marriage. The 2014 Sindh Child Marriage Restraint Act raised the legal minimum age of marriage for girls to 18 years.[footnoteRef:44] The 2010 Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Child Protection and Welfare Act defines a child as a person who is below 18 years of age; however, protection against child marriage is deferred to federal laws, namely the 1929 Child Marriage Restraint Act.[footnoteRef:45] Similarly, the 2016 Balochistan Child Protection Act defines a child as a person of either sex below the age of 18 years and prohibits the sale of children for sexual purposes or forced marriage, but continues to follow the federal law in practice.[footnoteRef:46] In Punjab and Islamabad, the prohibition on child marriage is also governed by federal law, namely the 1929 Act.  [44:  2013 Sindh Child Marriages Restraint Act (2014), art. 2.]  [45:  2010 Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Child Protection and Welfare Act (2010), arts. 2 & 30.]  [46:  2016 Balochistan Child Protection Act (2016), arts. 2 & 5. ] 

However, even in areas of the country where laws do prohibit marriage of girls under 18 years of age, such as the Sindh province, these laws are not enforced consistently, and often bypassed due to the application of Sharia law.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  M. Johns; E. Ochab; J. Rehman; N. Preston ‘Abductions, Forced Conversions, and Forced Marriages of Religious Minority Women and Girls in Pakistan’ (September 2021) APPG Pakistan, https://appgfreedomofreligionorbelief.org/media/APPG-Pakistan-Minorities-Report.pdf.] 

In August 2021, the Ministry of Religious Affairs vetoed a proposed law criminalizing forced religious conversion, following pressures from Muslim religious leaders. With concern, however, it must be noted that the proposed law would have also prohibited any religious conversion of persons under 18 years of age and required non-Muslim adults to apply for conversion certificates, constituting further restrictions on their freedom to have or adopt a religion of their choice.[footnoteRef:48] Rather than imposing sweeping restrictions on religious conversion, efforts should be aimed at empowering law enforcement to identify, prevent and respond to circumstances involving coercion, particular when directed towards a child incapable of full and free consent. [48:  A. Mehmood ‘Pakistan: Bill to Outlaw Forced Conversion Blocked After Fierce Opposition’ (27 September 2021) The Medialine, https://themedialine.org/by-region/pakistan-bill-to-outlaw-forced-conversion-blocked-after-fierce-opposition/. ] 

In January 2023, seven Special Procedures mandate-holders addressed a joint communication to the government of Pakistan, decrying the abductions, forced religious conversions and marriages of girls as young as 13 years old from religious minority communities. The communication specifically urged the adoption and enforcement of legislation that explicitly prohibit such practices.[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Group of Special Procedures mandate holders ‘Communication to Pakistan’ (26 October 2022) UN Docs AL PAK 6/2022. ] 

Failure to prevent and effectively combat child marriage and any other kind of forced marriage constitutes a violation of Article 23 ICCPR. In this regard, it is essential that these harmful practices be prohibited both in law and in practice. In particular, special attention should be given to safeguarding the rights and safety of religious minorities, especially women and girls, who are particularly vulnerable to such violations.
Pakistan is also under an obligation to protect individuals from forced religious conversions, which violate the fundamental freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of one’s choice, as enshrined in Article 18 ICCPR. In fulfilling this obligation, however, it is crucial for Pakistan to ensure that any measures taken in this context fully respect the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, including of children.
Lack of safeguards for women and girls from religious minorities
In addition to the absence of a robust legal framework for the prohibition and punishment of these acts, the State has yet to ensure adequate safeguards to prevent abductions, forced religious conversions, and forced marriages of persons belonging to religious minority communities, especially women and girls.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  For a comprehensive overview of cases of abductions, forced conversions and forced marriages of Christians in Pakistan from 2019-2022, see: Voice for Justice; Jubilee Campaign ‘Conversion without Consent’ (November 2022) https://jubileecampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/VFJ-NOV-2022-REPORT.pdf.] 

In 2020, a 14-year-old Christian girl from Faisalabad was abducted, forcibly converted to Islam and married to a Muslim man. After managing to escape her captor and seeking to annul her marriage and conversion, the Lahore High Court ruled that she return to her captor, despite evidence indicated that she was a minor at the time of her abduction. An appeal has since been filed, and the girl and her family have been forced into hiding due to death threats.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  T. Arora ‘14-year-old fights for her freedom in Pakistan’ (2021) ADF International, https://adfinternational.org/maira/.] 

In July 2021, Chashman, a 14-year-old Catholic girl, was abducted from her school. The following day, her parents received images of a conversion letter and marriage certificate, indicating her forced conversion to Islam and marriage to a Muslim man.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Morning Star News ‘Missing Catholic Girl in Pakistan Depicted as Married Muslim’ (6 August 2021) https://morningstarnews.org/2021/08/missing-catholic-girl-in-pakistan-depicted-as-married-muslim/.] 

In the same month, the Lahore High Court upheld a ruling granting custody of a 13-year Christian girl, Nayab, to a man accused of kidnapping, converting her to Islam and forcibly marrying her.[footnoteRef:53] Despite being provided with official birth certificates showing that she was only 13 years old, the court accepted the girl’s own claim, considered to be made under serious threats of harm to her and her family, that she was 19 years old and had voluntarily married the 30-year-old after converting to Islam of her own free will. Over a dozen members of the perpetrator’s family were present for the proceedings.[footnoteRef:54] [53:  Geeta Mohan ‘13-year-old Hindu girl forcibly converted and married to abductor in Pakistan's Sindh’ (11 March 2021) India Today, https://www.indiatoday.in/world/story/13-year-old-hindu-girl-forcibly-converted-and-married-to-abductor-in-pakistan-s-sindh-1777947-2021-03-11.]  [54:  Morning Star News ‘High Court in Pakistan Upholds Girl's Forced Marriage, Conversion’ (8 July 2021) Christian Headlines, https://www.christianheadlines.com/blog/high-court-in-pakistan-upholds-girls-forced-marriage-conversion.html. ] 

In March 2022, a 15-year-old Christian girl named Persicla was abducted from her home in Sumundhari, Punjab. Her father reported that he and his wife were asleep when a Muslim man named Muhammad Qasim broke into their home and kidnapped their daughter. Qasim reportedly threatened them with death if they reported the incident and consequently forcibly married the girl.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Greek City Times ‘Pakistan: Report Highlights Kidnapping, Forced Marriages of Minorities’ (18 July 2023) https://greekcitytimes.com/2023/07/18/pakistan-report-highlights-kidnapping-forced-marriages-of-minorities/.] 

In April 2022, a 12-year-old Christian girl named Zarvia was abducted from Rawalpindi on 30 April, forcibly converted, and married off to a man named Imran Shahzad. A First Information Report (FIR) was lodged on 1 May 2022 at Sadiqabad Police Station in Rawalpindi against Shahzad, his wife and their abettor. Her parents filed a petition of recovery with the Rawalpindi court, but a judge dismissed the case in August 2022, allegedly without even looking at the evidence presented.[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Morning Star News ‘Christian Parents in Pakistan Denied Custody of Kidnapped Girl’ (23 August 2022) https://morningstarnews.org/2022/08/christian-parents-in-pakistan-denied-custody-of-kidnapped-girl/.] 

In June 2022, a 15-year-old Christian girl named Meerab was reportedly abducted from her home. Neighbors who had witnessed the perpetrators loading the unconscious girl into a car informed her parents the next morning of what had transpired. The kidnappers later told the parents that Meerab must convert to Islam and marry her captor. Meerab’s parents’ complaint to the police was dismissed on the basis that the perpetrators had procured alleged conversion and marriage certificates which claim that Meerab is 18 years old and acted of her own volition. The girl’s parents are now challenging the veracity of these documents in court.[footnoteRef:57]  [57:  International Christian Concern ‘Another Young Girl is Abducted in Pakistan’ (6 July 2022) https://www.persecution.org/2022/07/06/another-young-girl-abducted-pakistan/.] 

In August 2022, a 13-year-old Hindu girl named Chanda was forcibly abducted in Hyderabad, Sindh, while on her way back home from the mill area of Fateh Chowk. According to her father and her sisters, she was kidnapped by a group of people driving a white car, including Muslim Shaman Magsi, who had been regularly harassing her prior to this. Activist group Voice of Sindh lodged an FIR with the police, who did not take action initially.[footnoteRef:58] Only in October 2022, after an international outcry, Chanda was eventually rescued by police. However, only a day later, the local court ruled in favor of the marriage, contradicting provincial law, and ordered her to be returned to her captor.[footnoteRef:59] [58:  ANI News ‘Pakistan: 15-year-old Hindu girl abducted in Sindh’ (12 October 2022) https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/pakistan-15-year-old-hindu-girl-abducted-in-sindh20221012170740/.]  [59:  M. Respinti ‘Pakistan: Court Gives Back Hindu Girl to Her Kidnapper’ (21 October 2022) Bitter Winter, https://bitterwinter.org/pakistan-court-gives-back-hindu-girl-to-her-kidnapper/.] 

In June 2023, a 14-year-old Hindu girl named Sohana was reportedly kidnapped by her tutor Akhtar and his accomplices, forcibly converted to Islam, and married off, according to her father. The girl appeared in a video stating that she had converted to Islam and married a Muslim man. At the district court in Larkana, she told the judge that she had been kidnapped, forced to convert to Islam, and wished to return home to her parents. The judge postponed the case and remanded her to a shelter home for women.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  R. Teotia ‘Pakistan: Minor Hindu girl kidnapped, forcibly converted to Islam by tutor in Sindh’ (11 June 2023) WION, https://www.wionews.com/south-asia/pakistan-minor-hindu-girl-forcibly-converted-to-islam-by-tutor-in-sindh-court-refuses-to-send-her-to-parents-603159.] 

Besides criminalization, it is imperative for Pakistan to address cases of forced marriage and forced religious conversion promptly, fairly and objectively, to guarantee protection for the rights of the victims and, in the case of children subjected to these abuses, their parents, and to ensure accountability for the perpetrators. 
Conclusions and Recommendations
Suggested Questions
In the light of the aforementioned, ADF International respectfully request the Human Rights Committee to include the following questions in its list of issues to be transmitted to the government of Pakistan:
i. Please explain the extent to which laws criminalizing blasphemy and ‘offenses against religion’ constitute permissible restrictions under international law, including Articles 18 and 19 ICCPR. Please indicate whether the State party intends to amend or repeal any of these laws to ensure greater adherence to its international obligations;
j. Please explain how the death penalty is justified as a punishment for blasphemy, given that, under Article 6 ICCPR, the sentence of death may be imposed only for the most serious crimes;
k. Please provide information on steps taken to prevent arbitrary arrest and indefinite detention of persons accused of blasphemy or related crime. Please also provide information on measures to guarantee the right to a fair and public hearing for those accused, including at the local and provincial level;
l. Please elaborate on the steps the government is taking to tackle mob violence and to protect persons accused of blasphemy from vigilantism; 
m. Please provide information on the specific actions taken by the government and the estimated timeline for prohibiting marriage of all persons under 18 years old at the federal level;
n. Please elaborate on active efforts at the federal and provincial level to eliminate abductions, forced religious conversion and forced marriage, particularly of minor girls from religious minority communities;
o. Please respond to reports of Sharia law being employed in courts to bypass federal and provincial laws prohibiting forced marriage;
p. Please respond to allegations of widespread threats of violence directed towards religious minorities by militant groups, and elaborate on steps taken guarantee effective protection of religious minorities at the provincial and local level;
Suggested Recommendations
Considering the above, ADF International respectfully requests the Human Rights Committee to include the following recommendations in its Concluding Observations on Pakistan:
q. Repeal all laws criminalizing blasphemy and other offenses against religion, and immediately release those imprisoned on such charges;
r. Abolish the death penalty for blasphemy or other offense against religion;
s. Take all necessary measures to guarantee the right to a prompt and fair trial for all persons charged with blasphemy or other offenses against religion;
t. Ensure that all acts of violence based on allegations of blasphemy are promptly and thoroughly investigated and that perpetrators are prosecuted and, if convicted, duly punished;
u. Take immediate measures to sharply reduce forced marriage, including by raising the legal minimum age of marriage for girls at 18 years, in accordance with international norms, without any exception; adopting and enforcing legislation prohibiting forced marriage; and taking all necessary measures to protect women and girls who have been subjected to, or are at risk of being subjected to such practices;
v. Take concrete measures to protect the freedom of all persons to have or adopt a religion or belief of one’s choice, including by enhancing the capacity of law enforcement to prevent and respond to cases of forced religious conversions, particularly involving children and/or persons belonging to religious minorities;
w. 
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