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WASHINGTON (RNS) Fifteen years after Congress passed alaw to better protect global religious freedom, the
legidlation isfailing to fulfill its mission, activists told lawmakers on Thursday (June 13).

The 1998 International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA) chartered the bipartisan and independent U.S.
Commission on International Religious Freedom, which is charged with advising the State Department and
Capitol Hill on protecting religious freedoms abroad.

It also created the State Department’ s position of ambassador-at-large for religious freedom, and requires the
State Department to name “ countries of particular concern” that most egregiously violate religious liberties.

But Thomas Farr, director of the Religious Freedom Project at Georgetown University, said an “anemic, largely
rhetorical methodology” by the Clinton, Bush and Obama administrations has resulted in “aloss of conviction
among policy makers that religious freedom is the first freedom.”

Asif to make the point, the State Department’ s Ambassador-at-L arge for International Religious Freedom,
Suzan Johnson Cook, skipped Thursday’ s first-ever hearing by the National Security Subcommittee of the House
Oversight Committee.

According to Subcommittee Chairman Jason Chaffetz, R-Utah, the State Department withdrew Johnson Cook as
awitness to avoid placing her on a panel with witnesses from non-governmental organizations. Chaffetz called
Johnson Cook’ s absence “terribly disappointing” and “awaste of Congress' time.”

A persistent divide between the State Department and USCIRF is over the designation of “countries of particular
concern.” USCIRF consistently wants more nations singled out and more often; diplomats in Foggy Bottom
typically want fewer.

Johnson Cook’ s recent report didn’t update the list of worst offenders since 2011, although State Department
officials say the current list doesn’t expire until August. USCIRF Chairwoman Katrina Lantos Swett said the list
cannot continue to lag.

“We continue to believe that when combined with the prospect of sanctions or other actions, CPC designations
can move repressive governments to undertake critical changes,” Lantos Swett said.

The State Department’ s current list includes Myanmar, China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, Sudan
and Uzbekistan as the worst offenders.USCIRF wants to add an additional seven: Egypt, Irag, Nigeria, Pakistan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Vietnam.
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“Unfortunately, neither Republican nor Democratic administrations have designated CPCs in a timely manner
and they generally have imposed pre-existing sanctions, not unique actions,” Lantos Swett said. While she would
like to see actions taken against these countries, such as making U.S. financial aid conditional, ultimately
USCIRF lacks any real power.

“At the end of the day, that’ sreally adecision for the Congress,” Lantos Swett said. “| mean, thisis where the
Congress has to act to hold any administration’s feet to the fire in terms of how that aid is to be handled.”

Johnson Cook’ s position went unfilled for the first two years of President Obama' sfirst term, and USCIRF
nearly went out of business last summer until Congress stepped in. Johnson Cook, a former Baptist minister
from the Bronx, faced initial skepticism for her lack of experience in the field.

Farr said three administrations since IRFA was created have assumed a narrow approach to the issue of religious
freedom—focusing solely on reports, speeches and lists of severe persecutors. The government, he said, is
merely “raising the issue” not “solving the problem.”

This article was corrected on June 19, 2013.



