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I would like to welcome everyone to this timely and important briefing on some recent developments impacting religious freedom conditions in Egypt.  This is the first Members’ briefing sponsored by the Task Force on International Religious Freedom – and I’m sure there will be many more.  I would like to thank my Task Force co-chair, Rep. Cleaver, as well as Rep. Aderholt for co-chairing this briefing with me today.  

For a long time Egypt has been hailed as a democratic ally of the United States in the Middle East, and as such has received nearly $2 billion in foreign aid annually. However, Egypt’s human rights record remains poor and the religious freedom situation is worsening.  It is increasingly difficult for us as Americans to maintain support for a government that is stifling the voices that would help sustain its own democracy, while allowing Islamic extremists greater influence over the society – whether through the police or education systems.  The status quo is not acceptable; Egyptian democrats need our support.

As the founding Co-Chairman of the Task Force, I’ve been integrally involved in the efforts of Congress to help protect religious freedom abroad, and particularly in Egypt.     

Earlier this year, I wrote to Ambassador Fahmy, urging his government to release Abdel Kareem Amer, a blogger that was critical of the government for doing little to counter Islamic extremism and attacks on Christians.  On March 12th of this year, Kareem lost his appeal after being sentenced to four years in prison for criticizing the President and insulting Islam on a personal web blog.  This was the first time a blogger had actually been sentenced, setting a very disturbing precedent for others that would speak out in defense of human rights and religious freedom throughout Egypt.  

While Kareem – himself a Muslim – was critical of extremism within Islam, the ability to discuss and even criticize one’s religious beliefs is an important aspect of freedom of religion and expression, both of which are essential in modern democratic societies and should not be prohibited in legislation. 
While Egyptian law purportedly protects the three “heavenly religions” – Islam, Judaism, and Christianity - Kareem’s case proves that not even professing Muslims are safe.  Baha’is were recently denied legal standing or protection and the historic Christian Copt minority daily face serious discrimination and attacks by both the government and society.  Additionally, there is an ongoing display of materials vilifying those of the Jewish faith in the state controlled and semi-official media.

With all of this in mind, I have three major areas of concern that I hope this briefing will address.  First, I am concerned about the recent limitations on individuals speaking out about religious persecution.  Individuals such as Hala Helmy Botros and Abdel Kareem Amer have been threatened or imprisoned by the government; consequently, many individuals are censoring themselves in fear of what the government might do to them as well.  We need to know what the Administration is doing to get Kareem released and protect others like him. 

This is part of another concern that I have, which is a recent statement by the Egyptian foreign minister (Ahmed Aboul Gheit) at an OIC conference calling for an international document condemning what he states are the “crimes of offending and defaming religions.”  If it is a crime to offend someone’s religious beliefs, then no one of any faith is safe!  Moreover, we step back into the dark ages when we protect religious institutions over the rights of the individual.  Our government must do everything it can to protect the individual’s right to dissent from the dominant state religious belief or convert to another religion, particularly as Egypt is seeking an international document that challenges this basic right.

The third major concern I have is the religious intolerance perpetrated through the public education system and the mosques in Egypt, presumably by the Muslim Brotherhood and their supporters.  This has led to an increase in attacks on Christians, especially converts from Islam.  We need to know what the Egyptian government is doing about the increasing intolerance and violence toward religious minorities.  

If Egypt is to be a model of democracy in the Middle East, it must first be a country where the rights fundamental in any democracy are flourishing – this includes the right to religious freedom.  
The United States has a crucial role to play in encouraging the Egyptian government to take its international commitments to the protection of religious freedom and other human rights seriously.  The problems facing individuals because of their religious beliefs are very disturbing and I want the Egyptian government to know that this Congress is watching to see how they respond to these challenges.  

This is the urgent matter that brings us together this afternoon.  We have a very distinguished panel of experts to bring us up-to-date on these recent developments and how the U.S. and international community should react.

It’s a privilege to welcome each of our panelists today.  On the first panel is Ambassador John Hanford, on panel two we will hear from Nina Shea and Harold Koh, and on the third panel we will hear from Michael Meunier and Nasser Weddady.

We invited Ambassador Fahmy to attend this briefing as well and he while he declined, he has submitted a written statement which is available for everyone.  We will post all of the other statements on the Human Rights Caucus website if you need additional copies. 
Before beginning the panel, I would like to take this opportunity to call upon the government of Egypt to address these concerns and to invite the UN Special Rapporteur on Religious Freedom to visit the country.

Thank you,

Trent Franks, M.C.

Co-Chair, TIRF

