Egyptian man in desert. Photo: CSW

Egypt
freedom of religion or belief
February 2017
FOR PUBLIC USE

Be a voice for the voiceless
www.csw.org.uk

Table of contents
1. Executive summary
2. Recommendations
3. Background
4. Egypt’s FoRB commitments
5. Recent improvements in FoRB
5.1 Presidential support for communities under attack
5.2 Renewal of religious discourse
5.3 Interfaith relations
5.4 Church construction
6. Restrictions on FoRB
6.1 Church construction
		
6.1.1 Previous legislation
		
6.1.2 Church Construction and Renovation Law 2016
			
6.1.2.1 Criticism of the new legislation
6.2 Security measures
6.3 Blasphemy laws
		6.3.1 Legislation
		
6.3.2 Impact in practice
		
6.3.3 Case studies
			6.3.3.1 Ahmed al-Zend
			6.3.3.2 Islam al-Beheiry
			6.3.3.3 Fatima Naoot
			6.3.3.4 Amr Abdullah
			6.3.3.5 Sherif Gaber
			
6.3.3.6 Mueller Atef Edward, Amjad Hanna, Alber Ashraf Hanna and Clinton Majidi Yousif
		
6.3.4 Debate regarding repeal
6.4 Ongoing sectarian violence
		
6.4.1 Trends in violence towards Copts
			6.4.1.1 Prayer
			6.4.1.2 Interfaith relationships
			
6.4.1.3 Expressing opinion on religious matters
			6.4.1.4 Community disputes
			6.4.1.5 Political violence
			6.4.1.6 Exploiting vulnerability
		6.4.2 Harassment
			6.4.2.1 Discrimination
			6.4.2.2 Forced eviction
			
6.4.2.3 Destruction of property
			
6.4.2.4 Destruction of churches
			6.4.2.5 Kidnapping
			6.4.2.6 Violence
			6.4.2.7 Killings
		
6.4.3 Inadequate protection from state security
		
6.4.4 Enforced reconcilation meetings
			6.4.4.1 Hamdy Makanoty
6.5 Beliefs other than Sunni Islam, Christianity and Judaism
		
6.5.1 Jehovah’s Witnesses
		6.5.2 Baha’i
		
6.5.3 Shi’a Muslims
			6.5.3.1 Fatwas
			6.5.3.2 Ashura celebrations
			
6.5.3.3 Arrests and killings
		6.5.4 Atheists
7. Al-Azhar and state control of religious institutions
7.1 Law of Oration and Unified Friday Sermon
7.2 Islamic Research Centre
7.3 Extremist ideology
8. Civil society and NGOs
8.1 Human rights defenders
8.2 Investigations into funding
8.3 Civic Association Law
8.4 United Nations

3
4
5
5
6
6
7
7
7
8
8
8
8
8
9
9
9
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
11
11
11
12
12
12
12
12
12
12
13
13
13
13
13
13
13
13
14
14
15
15
16
16
16
16
17
17
18
19
19
19
19
20
20
20
21
21

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

jurisprudence of Sunni Islam, where he called for a
religious revolution against extremism.

Since the revolution of 25 January 2011, the human
rights situation in Egypt has worsened progressively.

Despite these encouraging gestures and unifying oratory,
there remain significant challenges across the country to
the full enjoyment of FoRB:

This deterioration has occurred against a backdrop of
rising terror attacks throughout the country and economic
deterioration severe enough for the IMF to provide Egypt
with USD12 billion, the largest loan ever received by an
Arab nation.
The threat of terrorism is concentrated in the Sinai
Peninsula, where the government is engaged in counterinsurgency against terror groups, including the Daesh
(Islamic State, IS) affiliate Ansar Beit Al-Maqdis. While
this terrorist threat regularly claims the lives of police
and army officers along with civilians, special measures
introduced in response to it have occasioned a grave
deterioration in human rights, including restrictions on
the right to freedom of association, freedom of expression
and freedom of religion or belief (FoRB).
A repression of human rights in the name of counter
terrorism has included a crackdown on civil society, with
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and human
rights defenders experiencing what some in Egypt have
described as the worst assault in history,1 and which has
drawn criticism from the United States Secretary of State,
the United Kingdom Foreign and Commonwealth Office
(FCO, which has made Egypt a human rights priority
country), the Federal Foreign Office in Germany, and the
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights.
Under President Sisi, there have been some advances in
the enjoyment of FoRB by one faith community. In 2015
he became the first serving president in the country’s
history to attend a Coptic Christmas Mass, when he
addressed worshippers at St Mark’s Cathedral in Cairo on
5 January 2015 – Christmas Eve in the Coptic calendar. He
visited again on Christmas Eve 2016, on both occasions
delivering a unifying message of national solidarity and
equality of citizenship.
In February 2015 the president responded to the murder
of 20 Copts in Libya by Daesh by appearing on national
television to announce seven days of national mourning;
launching airstrikes on Daesh strongholds in Libya; and
visiting the head of the Coptic Orthodox Church, Pope
Tawadros, to pay personal condolences. In December
2016 he again declared three days of national mourning,
this time following the bombing of the Church of St Peter
and St Paul, which adjoins St Mark’s Coptic Orthodox
Cathedral in Cairo.

•• An increasing number of blasphemy cases and similar
offences are being brought to court
•• Notwithstanding a decrease in sectarian violence
from its peak in 2013, persistent and violent sectarianism
remains an issue in parts of the country, with state
security services often failing to provide basic protection
or to undertake investigations, and with instances also
documented of their complicity in violence
•• Perpetrators of sectarian attacks generally enjoy
impunity, with historical impunity for earlier religiously
motivated attacks, including the wave of violence that
followed the overthrow of former president Mohammed
Morsi in June 2013, as well as incidents preceding that
uprising
•• State-sponsored customary reconciliation meetings,
which apportion blame and enforce unconstitutional
judgements on parties from the minority faith in sectarian
disputes, regardless of responsibility, continue to be
problematic
•• While Christianity is protected in the constitution,
other faiths are not, and there is fierce hostility towards
atheism. State-sponsored religious initiatives depicting
minority faiths and atheism as threats, and legislation
banning certain minority faith groups, are particularly
concerning
•• New legislation concerning church construction and
renovation, although welcome, enables the rejection
of building applications on the grounds of numerous
ambiguous prerequisites
•• Securing official recognition of conversion from Islam
remains challenging
•• The Civic Association Law passed by Parliament on
15 November 2016 places excessive restrictions and
demands on civil society, including on NGOs promoting
and protecting human rights, and has been described as
‘effectively eradicating civil society’.

In addition to these symbolic overtures towards the
Coptic community, President Sisi has urged moderation
and tolerance with regards to religious discourse:
most notably on 1 January 2015 in an address to AlAzhar University, the pre-eminent seat of learning and
1 Reuters, ‘Human rights on trial in Egypt as NGO funding
case revived’, 25 March 2016 www.reuters.com/article/usegypt-rights-idUSKCN0WQ20X
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2. Recommendations
To the government of Egypt
•• Enact and adhere to national human rights obligations,
and to international human rights standards to which
Egypt is party, that guarantee freedom of religion or
belief to those of all faiths and none, including those
contained in the:
••Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR, 1948,
Article 18)
••International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR, 1976, Article 18)
••International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR, 1976)
••African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR,
1982, Articles 2 & 8)
••Arab Charter on Human Rights (2004, Articles 25 & 30)
••Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam (1990,
Article 1(a), Article 10 & Article 18(a))
•• Along with relevant religious institutions, formulate
and implement an effective policy to combat radicalisation
while also ensuring freedom of expression and freedom
of religion or belief
•• Create space for constructive religious discourse by
amending Article 98(f) of the penal code to ensure that
those of all beliefs and none enjoy the freedoms laid out in
Article 64 of the constitution, and Article 18 of the ICCPR,
noting the recommendations of General Comment 22.
Amendments should also reflect the recommendations
and conclusions of the Rabat Plan of Action (2012)2
•• Review all cases in which defendants are facing
charges of blasphemy, insulting religion, insulting Islam,
disdain and contempt for ‘heavenly’ religions, and related
charges, under Article 98(f) of the penal code; including a
review of court practices and judges where these charges
have been brought
•• Proactively combat the culture of impunity by ensuring
crimes against any religious group, and particularly
against religious minorities, are thoroughly investigated,
with perpetrators brought swiftly to justice through
state-sanctioned judicial processes
•• Cease any state involvement in or promotion of
enforced reconciliation meetings that supersede the
decision of, or take place prior to, a judgement made by
a branch of the Egyptian judiciary in relation to settling a
sectarian dispute
2 Rabat Plan of Action on the prohibition of advocacy of
national, racial or religious hatred that constitutes incitement
to discrimination, hostility or violence, October 2012 www.
ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Opinion/SeminarRabat/Rabat_
draft_outcome.pdf
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•• Review the policing of sectarian incidents and
minority communities to ensure that in accordance
with international human rights standards for law
enforcement, ‘police shall not unlawfully discriminate
on the basis of race, gender, religion, language, colour,
political opinion, national origin, property, birth, or other
status’3 in the course of their duties
•• Amend the new legislation on church building and
renovation to remove the expansive and ambiguous
grounds on which an application can be refused, taking
the decision out of the hands of a single official who could
potentially be vulnerable to pressure from those seeking
to obstruct the Christian community’s full enjoyment of
FoRB
•• Extend revised legislation on church building and
renovation to cover the houses of worship of all religious
groups: those of the majority religion as well as those of
minority faiths
•• Enact legislation and executive initiatives that ensure
freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief in
accordance with international standards, including by:
••

Repealing Law 263 (1960) on religious minorities

••
Ceasing any state-sponsored initiative that
promotes one religion or belief system over another
••
Passing legislation consistent with Article 53 of
the constitution
••
Extending constitutional provisions to include
rights for those of all faiths and those of no faith.
•• Provide a safe space and enabling environment for
civil society, non-governmental organisations (NGOs)
and human rights defenders, including by:
••
Ensuring freedom of association, freedom of
assembly and freedom of expression
••

Repealing restrictive NGO registration laws

••
Non-ratification
Association Law

and

repeal

of

the

Civic

••
Ending investigations into foreign funding (Case
No. 173/2011)
••
Lifting
travel
unconditionally

bans

immediately

and

••
Unfreezing the assets of individual human rights
defenders and NGOs
••
Releasing all human rights activists currently
incarcerated on charges derived from their civil society
work
••
Dismissing charges against
defenders currently awaiting trial.

human

rights

3 UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (1997),
International Human Rights Standards for Law Enforcement: A
Pocket Book on Human Rights for the Police www.ohchr.org/
Documents/Publications/training5Add1en.pdf

3. BACKGROUND
Prior to assuming power in June 2014, President Sisi
served as Chief of Staff and Defence Minister under
President Mohamed Morsi. Mr Morsi had become Egypt’s
first ever democratically-elected president on 30 June
2012, with a slender majority, in an electoral process
facilitated by the military and boycotted by the majority
of eligible voters. Mr Morsi was the candidate of the
Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party. Upon
announcing his candidacy for president, Mr Morsi said,
“Now the Brotherhood and [its] Freedom and Justice
Party (FJP) has a candidate with a clear program in this
election…I hope the people will choose me, an Islamist
candidate from the FJP and Muslim Brotherhood, and
God willing the system will move towards stability and
development.”4
During a Morsi campaign rally he was introduced by an
Islamic cleric who said from the podium, “We are seeing
the dream of the Islamic Caliphate coming true at the
hands of Mohammed Morsi.” Safwat Hegazy, an imam
banned from the UK for glorifying terrorist violence, went
on to say, “The capital of the Caliphate and the United
Arab States will be Jerusalem, God willing.”5
President Morsi’s tenure lasted from 30 June 2012 to 3
July 2013. Under Mr Morsi, political opponents, atheists,
Christians, and Muslims espousing divergent views to
the Muslim Brotherhood, were harassed with lawsuits
claiming they had defamed religion or insulted the
president. Sectarian attacks against Christians and Shi’a
Muslims increased, including an attack on St Mark’s
Cathedral in Cairo which left two Christians dead, and the
lynching of four Shi’a men, including the popular cleric
Hassan Shehata.6 The president’s handling of mounting
sectarian attacks brought criticism from the leader of the
Coptic Orthodox Church. Speaking of Mr Morsi’s failure
to fulfil his promise to protect the Coptic community,
Pope Tawadros II said this “comes under the category
of negligence and poor assessment of events…We need
action not only words...There is no action on the ground,”
adding, “The Egyptian Church has never been subject to
such [attacks] even in the worst ages.”7
The Morsi regime became less and less inclusive,
appearing to cement Muslim Brotherhood control of key
sectors of the Egyptian polity and key institutions, which
occasioned the coining of a new word: ‘Ikhwanisation’ or
‘Brotherhoodisation’. However, while adept at amassing
power, the Brotherhood appeared incapable of governing.
A political impasse developed, insecurity continued to

4 Reuters, ‘New Brotherhood candidate pitched in to Egypt
race’, 21 April 2012 www.reuters.com/article/us-egyptpresidency-islamist-idUSBRE83K0AE20120421
5 Al Arabiya News, ‘Jerusalem to become Egypt’s capital
under Mursi’s rule, says Muslim cleric’, 7 June 2012
6 Christian Solidarity Worldwide, ‘Egypt: Shi’a Muslims
murdered’, 24 June 2013 www.csw.org.uk/2013/06/24/
news/1476/article.htm
7 BBC News, ‘Egypt: Pope Tawadros rebukes Morsi over
Cathedral clash’, 9 April 2013 www.bbc.co.uk/news/worldmiddle-east-22083168

increase, Egypt’s economy slumped, and unemployment
rose dramatically (from 9% in 2010 to 12.7% in 2012).8
Growing discontent at the continuing crackdown on civil
society, and deep disillusionment with a severe economic
slump, led to vast public protests from 30 June 2013
onwards. These resulted in the ousting of President Morsi
by the military and the creation of an interim government.
The period after Mr Morsi’s removal was marred by
increased sectarianism, with extremist groups attacking
Christian communities, holding them primarily
responsible for Mr Morsi’s downfall. In August 2013
there were over 120 recorded attacks on Christians, their
churches, businesses and personal property across the
country.9

4. EGYPT’S FORB COMMITMENTS
Before the advent of the Sisi presidency, in January 2014,
a referendum was held on adopting a new constitution
to replace the 2012 constitution passed by the Morsi
government. The new constitution was approved by
98.1% of the vote10 and contained some improvements
on commitment to FoRB in Article 64:
Freedom of belief is absolute. The freedom of practicing
religious rituals and establishing places of worship for
the followers of revealed [Abrahamic] religions is a
right organized [regulated] by Law.
While this is an improvement on the constitution drafted
by the Morsi regime, by restricting religious freedom to
followers of Judaism, Christianity and Sunni Islam, it has
left other religious minorities in legal limbo despite the
preceding statement describing freedom of belief as
‘absolute’.
Although the constitution states that freedom of religion
is absolute, it goes on to identify Islam as the state
religion and asserts that:
…the principles of Islamic Sharia are the principal
source of legislation, and…the reference for the
interpretation of such principles lies in the body of the
relevant Supreme Constitutional Court Rulings.
State religions are not prohibited per se in international
law, but former UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of
religion or belief Heiner Bielefeldt notes that, “When
8 Daily News Egypt, ‘CAPMAS: Unemployment rate jumps
to 12.7% in 2012’, 16 April 2013 www.dailynewsegypt.
com/2013/04/16/capmas-unemployment-rate-jumps-to-127-in-2012/
9 Eshhad Database http://eshhad.timep.org/database/
10 Daily News Egypt, ‘A Timeline of key events in 2014’,
22 January 2015 www.dailynewsegypt.com/2015/01/22/
timeline-key-events-2014/
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the state officially bases itself on one particular religion,
the law likely ceases to reflect the religious variety of
the society, thereby possibly opening the floodgates to
arbitrary action and religious discrimination in practice.”11

facilities or between residential areas.12 New legislation
was passed by parliament in August 2016 that addressed
the process of permits for church building. (See 6.1
Church construction.)

The 2014 constitution also references Egypt’s role in
drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR), which guarantees freedom of religion or belief:

5. RECENT IMPROVEMENTS IN FORB

We are drafting a Constitution that paves the way
to the future for us, and which is consistent with the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights which we
participated in drafting and adopted.
Egypt is also party to the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).
Encouraging provisions are laid out in Article 53:
All citizens are equal before the Law. They are equal
in rights, freedoms and general duties, without
discrimination based on religion, belief, sex, origin,
race, colour, language, disability, social class, political
or geographic affiliation or any other reason.
Discrimination and incitement of hatred is a crime
punished by Law. The State shall take necessary
measures for eliminating all forms of discrimination,
and the Law shall regulate creating an independent
commission for this purpose.
This independent commission would look at instances of
discrimination on the basis of religion; to date, however,
there has been little information about their activities.
The new parliament was also charged with addressing
the following stipulations in Article 235:
In its first legislative term following the effective date
of this Constitution, the House of Representatives shall
issue a law to regulate constructing and renovating
churches, in a manner that guarantees the freedom to
practice religious rituals for Christians.
This provision was originally welcomed by members of
the Coptic community, including by Safwat al-Bayadi,
the then head of the Evangelical Church in Egypt. He
stated that the restrictions on the building of churches
date back to 1934, when then-Deputy Interior Minister
Al-Ezabi Pasha set out ten conditions for construction,
including not building churches near schools, canals
in villages, railways, government offices, government

11 Bielefeldt, Ghanea & Wiener (2015), Freedom of Religion
or Belief: An international law commentary
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It was against this background that Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
won the second presidential election in as many years,
and took office in June 2014. During his first two years in
office Mr Sisi made a number of important advancements
for FoRB; however, it is important to note that these
largely involve only the Coptic community.

5.1 Presidential support for communities under
attack

To improve the standing of the government in relation
to the attacks on churches in 2013, 28 churches across
the country were rebuilt by the army at state expense.
Criminal investigations into the perpetrators saw 26
defendants sentenced to life in prison, 67 to 15 years’
imprisonment, and 26 others to ten years.13
On 5 January 2015 President Sisi visited St Mark’s Coptic
Cathedral in Cairo, where worshippers had gathered to
celebrate Christmas Mass – the first Egyptian president
ever to do so.
Mr Sisi gave a unifying message, which was filmed and
broadcast, saying, “Let no one say ‘What kind of Egyptian
are you?’ It is not right to call each other anything but ‘the
Egyptians’. We must only be Egyptians.” Mr Sisi visited
the cathedral again in January 2016, on that occasion
referring to churches that had been destroyed in violence
in 2013 and stating, “We have taken too long to fix
and renovate [churches] that were burned…This year
everything will be fixed. Please accept our apologies for
what happened...God willing...by next year there won’t
be a single church or house that is not restored.”14
In February 2015, shortly after Mr Sisi’s first visit to
St Mark’s, Daesh kidnapped and killed 20 Egyptian
Christians and one Ghanaian in the northern coastal
town of Sirte, Libya. The 20 Copts were all from Samalout
district in the Upper Egypt province of Minya, and were
economic migrants. In response Egypt sent warplanes to
strike jihadi training camps and weapons caches in Libya.
This marked the first time the country acknowledged its
entry into Libya’s conflict.

12 Al Monitor, ‘Proposed Egyptian law to reduce restrictions
on building churches’, 26 September 2014 www.al-monitor.
com/pulse/originals/2014/09/houses-of-worship-law-egyptchurches.html
13 US Office of Policy Planning and Public Diplomacy,
‘Remarks at the 2016 Coptic Solidarity Conference’, 9 June
2016 www.humanrights.gov/dyn/06/remarks-at-the-2016coptic-solidarity-conference
14 Assyrian International News Agency, ‘Egypt’s President
Apologizes For Delay in Fixing Churches’, 12 February 2016
www.aina.org/news/20160212143908.htm

Mr Sisi announced in a televised speech on 15 February
2015 that the families of the murdered Copts would be
given the full support of the Egyptian government, seven
days of national mourning would be observed, and a ban
on Egyptians travelling to Libya would be tightened.15
Mr Sisi also paid a visit to Pope Tawadros in St Mark’s
Cathedral, to offer his personal condolences.
Following the attack by a suicide bomber in the church
of St Peter and St Paul in Cairo on 11 December 2016,
victims were given a state funeral at which the president
spoke. He announced three days of national mourning for
the 28 Copts killed in the attack, which was claimed by
Daesh, and ordered the army to renovate the church in
time for Christmas celebrations.16
Mr Sisi has extended his appeal for equal rights and
national unity to the security services. In May 2016 in
Minya Province, an elderly Coptic woman was stripped
and beaten in the street during an attack by a mob
of around 300 people, who also torched houses and
property, in response to rumours of an alleged affair
between a Christian man and Muslim woman. This
was the latest in a series of mob attacks on Christian
communities and in response, Mr Sisi vowed to bring her
attackers to justice, “no matter how many there are.” The
president directed the governor of Minya to coordinate
with the armed forces to repair and restore the damaged
properties within one month. He also explained that he
deliberately did not refer to her as a ‘Christian’ woman
“because we are all the same and we have equal rights
and duties.”17

5.2 Renewal of religious discourse

The president has also been widely credited with
encouraging a reform of religious discourse and a renewed
vision of Islam. In an address to Al-Azhar University and
Awqaf (the Ministry of Religious Endowments) on 1
January 2015, he implored scholars, imams and officials
to re-examine established Islamic thought that “is
antagonizing the entire world”.18
This call was repeated later that month at the World
Economic Forum in Davos, where he said, “The terrible
terrorist attacks and this terrible image of Muslims lead
us to think that we must stop and think and change the
religious discourse and remove from it things that have
led to violence and extremism.” He continued, “There
can be no religious discourse which is in conflict with
its environment and with the world…And therefore, we
15 Ahram Online, ‘Egypt’s Sisi “reserves right of retaliation”
after mass killing of Copts in Libya‘, 16 February 2015 http://
english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContentP/1/123131/Egypt/Sisireserves-right-of-retaliation-after-Copts-kil.aspx
16 Daily News Egypt, ‘Army completes renovation of bombed
Cairo church ahead of Coptic Christmas’, 1 January 2017 www.
dailynewsegypt.com/2017/01/01/607692/
17 Aswat Masriya, ‘Sisi vows to bring attackers of Christian
woman to justice “no matter how many they are”’, 30 May
2016 http://en.aswatmasriya.com/news/details/17026
18 Raymond Ibrahim, ‘Egypt’s Sisi: Islamic “thinking” is
“antagonizing the entire world”’, 1 January 2015 www.
raymondibrahim.com/2015/01/01/egypts-sisi-islamicthinking-is-antagonizing-the-entire-world/

Muslims need to modify this religious discourse. And
this has nothing to do with conviction and with religious
beliefs, because those are immutable. But we need a new
discourse that will be adapted to a new world and which
will remove some of the misconceptions.”19
The Education Ministry subsequently conducted a review
of religious texts used in the national curriculum, which
led to the removal of selected texts and passages that
had been criticised as inciting violence. These included
references to Saladin, a 12th century Kurdish military
and political leader who led Islamic forces during the
Crusades, and Uqba ibn Nafi, a seventh century Arab
general who began the expansion of Islam into the
Maghreb.

5.3 Interfaith relations

The ‘Egyptian Family Home’ – an initiative of Al-Azhar,
the Coptic Orthodox Church under its then leader Pope
Shenouda III, and the Anglican Church – was launched
in 2011 to promote interfaith relations and a culture of
religious tolerance among Egyptians. The project works
to combat incitement to violence and discrimination on
religious grounds. Its leadership council, consisting of
27 members, oversees eight subject-specific committees
that are mandated to engage directly with government
on public policy relevant to their respective subjects.
Although there are criticisms that the Family Home
engages in little meaningful work beyond high level
meetings and media opportunities, it also runs grassroots
programmes that seek to address sectarian tensions at a
local level by encouraging discourse and understanding.

5.4 Church construction

In August 2016 the Egyptian parliament fulfilled
the constitutional requirement of passing a Church
Construction and Renovation Law, replacing the Ottomanera Hamayouni Law of 1856 and the 1934 Azabi Decree.
The bill was welcomed at the time as a long awaited
remedy to the legislative challenges of constructing
and renovating churches. However, many criticised the
ambiguous prerequisites for construction and renovation,
and disappointment that the measure did not govern the
construction of houses of worship for all faiths. (See 6.1
Church construction.)

19 Huffington Post, ‘Egyptian President Sisi: Muslims
Need To Reform Their Religious Discourse’, 22 January
2015 www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/01/22/sisi-muslimsadapt_n_6508808.html
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6. RESTRICTIONS ON FORB
6.1 Church construction
6.1.1 Previous legislation

Before the Church Construction and Renovation Law was
passed in August 2016, the legality of church construction
and renovation was governed by Presidential Decree
291, 2005.20 The decree allowed churches to undertake
routine maintenance and repairs to building once
written notification of the work had been provided to
the local authority. For larger work such as renovation,
reconstruction or extension of an existing church building,
an application had to be made to the local governor.
For an entirely new church building, the president had
exclusive authority.
In practice, simple maintenance or repair work that
required only written notification was often scaled up
by local officials to be classified as larger renovation or
expansion work, which could not be completed without
applying for a permit. For churches requiring renovation
or expansion, additional bureaucratic obstacles were
intentionally put in place to delay, deny or simply ignore
applications.
While applications for new churches were almost
universally approved by the president, the attitude of local
security officials and the leadership within a governorate
dictated how quickly, if at all, these applications would
reach the president.
The security services presented a further significant
hindrance, as they were regularly involved in delaying
application processes and even postponing the
implementation of approved construction.
Such restrictions have led to an estimated 50-75% of
churches operating without a permit.21 Christian groups
often meet in private homes or other buildings that are
not designated churches. This inflames sectarianism
in communities when local Muslim groups come across
Christian gatherings, or hear rumours of buildings being
used as churches; violence and destruction are often the
result, generally followed by an enforced reconciliation
meeting. (See 6.4.4 Enforced reconciliation meetings.)

20 US Department of State (2010), Egypt www.state.gov/
documents/organization/171733.pdf
21 Readout of Special Advisor for Religious Minorities in the
Near East and South / Central Asia Knox Thames Visit to Egypt
www.humanrights.gov/dyn/10/readout-of-special-advisor-forreligious-minorities-in-the-near-east-and-south/central-asiaknox-thames-visit-to-egypt/
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6.1.2 Church Construction and Renovation Law
2016

On 30 August 2016 the Church Construction and
Renovation Law was passed after securing a two-thirds
majority among parliamentarians. For the first time in the
country’s history, the bill set out regulations on permission
for church building and renovation stating that building
applications will be submitted to and decided on by the
relevant provincial governor. Ten days before the bill was
passed, on 20 August, the Coptic Church (consisting of the
Orthodox, Evangelical and Catholic dominations) reached
an agreement with the government over the wording.22
The new law seeks to make the application process
for maintenance, renovation and construction of new
building more accessible by transferring the decisionmaking process entirely to the provincial governor.
Neither the president nor the security services will
now be involved in the process. The bill was praised by
a number of Coptic MPs, including Margaret Azer, who
welcomed the new legislation as a “progressive step,
even though it still includes some negative points.”

6.1.2.1 Criticism of the new legislation

However, the bill has come in for heavy criticism owing
to vague considerations that have to be made when
reviewing an application. For example, the bill stipulates
that the size of any new church must be in proportion
to the number of Christians in the surrounding
neighbourhood. Some have argued this would be almost
impossible to calculate, not least because Egypt has yet
to release religious data from the latest census. Another
stipulation requires provincial governors to consider ‘the
preservation of security and public order’ when deciding
on an application, an ambiguous caveat upon which an
application could easily be refused.
While decisions are to be made at the theoretically
more accessible governorate level, the bill does not
provide objective measurement criteria that would
negate ulterior motives or personal objections, nor does
it provide any accountability for or avenues to appeal
against a governor’s rulings.
In contrast to the numerous and ambiguous prerequisites
for the construction of a new church, the construction of
new mosques is based only on compliance with standard
building regulations, and comes under the direction of
Awqaf.
Critics of the new measures state that the bill falls short
of a universal measure applicable to the construction or
renovation of all houses of worship; and that the presence
of regulations governing the construction of Christian
houses of worship shows the state distinguishing
between Christians and Muslims, undermining efforts to
create equality of citizenship.

22 Coptic Orthodox Church Spokesperson www.facebook.
com/CopticSP/photos/a.596861680351974.1073741829.554
483354589807/1121485024556301/?type=3&permPage=1
(Arabic)

Christian groups have also argued that the bill fails to
address the issue of worship in public versus private,
by not confronting the assertion that worship does not
take place exclusively inside a church. As a number
of sectarian attacks in Upper Egyptian communities
start from rumours that Christians are using private
homes or property to observe religious practice, rights
organisations see the new law as a missed opportunity
to reinforce freedom of assembly, especially assembly
for religious purposes in private homes as well as public
spaces, without a permit.
Although flawed, the new provisions do provide more
legal certainty for the construction of churches than
for the houses of worship of any other minority faith.
However, there is still no process recognised by Awqaf
for the construction of a meeting place other than for
Christians and Muslims.

6.2 Security measures

Since the ousting of former president Morsi in 2013 and
the use of deadly force to break up Muslim Brotherhood
demonstrations, threats and acts of terrorism have
increased across the country. This has been most
concentrated in the Sinai Peninsula, where the Daeshaffiliated jihadist group Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis is
increasingly active. There has also been a rise in terrorist
incidents in Cairo, with regular bombings targeting
Christian, government, judicial and security buildings,
and those belonging to non-majority faiths.
On 11 December 2016 a suicide bomber entered the
Church of St Peter and St Paul in Cairo, which adjoins the
Coptic Orthodox Cathedral of St Mark’s, during Sunday
morning Mass, and detonated an explosive device that
killed 28 people and injured at least 41. The attack was
claimed by Daesh, which vowed to “continue war against
apostates.”23
The increase in terrorist activity has occasioned a
general public acceptance that an ongoing battle against
terrorism requires special measures. However, it has also
given rise to a situation where fundamental freedoms are
being restricted – often severely – in the name of counter
terrorism.
Imposed by Awqaf in an effort to limit the use of religion
for radicalisation, the Law of Oration and Unified Friday
Sermon restricts religious oration to Al-Azhar graduates
who hold a permit from Awqaf. This has led to the closure
of hundreds of smaller mosques.
In November 2014, in the absence of a parliament,
the cabinet approved a draft anti-terror law that gave
state security blanket powers to ban groups on charges
ranging from ‘harming national unity’ to ‘disrupting
public order’, and to prohibit any protest or public
gathering they consider poses a threat to public safety
and public order, or damages national unity. The law also
23 The New Arab, ‘Islamic State group claims deadly Cairo
church bombing’, 14 December 2016 www.alaraby.co.uk/
english/news/2016/12/14/islamic-state-group-claims-deadlycairo-church-bombing

included a ban on ‘any behaviour or preparation with the
purpose of damaging communications, or information
systems, or financial and banking systems, or the national
economy.’24 This legislation has been used to crack down
on secular groups as well as Islamist opposition, and
those found guilty of contravening it have faced fines and
prison sentences.

6.3 Blasphemy laws
6.3.1 Legislation

Despite constitutional provisions describing freedom
of religion as ‘absolute’, articles in the Egyptian penal
code make allowances for convictions on ‘blasphemy’
and related charges, including ‘contempt of religion’,
‘insulting religion’ and ‘insulting Islam’.
Contempt of religion is criminalised under the Egyptian
penal code (Law 58 (1937)). Article 98(f) as amended in
2006 states:
Whoever exploits religion in order to promote extremist
ideologies by word of mouth, in writing or in any other
manner, with a view to stirring up sedition, disparaging
or contempt of any divine religion or its adherents,
or prejudicing national unity shall be punished with
imprisonment between six months and five years or
paying a fine of at least 500 Egyptian pounds.
Additional provisions in the penal code outline other
forms of religious insult, including Article 161 which
stipulates punishment for:
…printing and publicising a book which is viewed
as holy by members of a religion whose rituals are
publicly held, if a text of this book is perverted in a way
that changes its meaning
or
imitating a religious celebration with the aim of
ridicule.
Article 178 outlines penalties for the creation of any
material deemed against ‘public morals’.
Article 98 contains broad and equivocal terminology,
including ‘national unity’ and ‘extremist ideologies’,
allowing charges to be brought for a myriad of
ambiguously defined offences. Such vague legislation
runs counter to the rule of law, quality of citizenship and
fundamental civil liberties that Egypt has committed to

24 Ahram Online, ‘Egypt must “fundamentally revise flawed
anti-terrorism law”: Amnesty’, 12 April 2014 http://english.
ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/0/98850/Index.aspx
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enact, promote and protect in international legislation to
which it is a signatory.25

6.3.2 Impact in practice

The Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (EIPR) noted that
there is no neutrality from state bodies when dealing
with cases involving defamation of religion. Theoretically
there is no distinction in the penal code between insulting
any of the religions protected under the constitution;
however, in practice legal machinations against those
accused of defaming Christianity are notably more
protracted than in cases involving accusations of insulting
Islam.26
Blasphemy laws have a disproportionate impact on the
country’s Christian minority. This is particularly the case
in the more rural communities of Upper Egypt where
sectarian tensions are ever present. Charges of blasphemy
or blasphemous behaviour are widespread, and often
become the subject of local speculation. Rumour and
hyperbole then embellish any accusation, sometimes
intensifying the situation to the point of violence.
Those found guilty of blasphemy, especially Christians
and other religious minorities, flee the country or go into
hiding in preference to serving a jail term where they
would be discriminated against and suffer ill-treatment.
(See 6.4.1.3 Expressing opinion on religious matters, on
Bishoy Boulos, formerly Mohamed Hegazy.)
The EIPR estimates that by the second half of 2014,
blasphemy accusations had risen back to the levels seen
under the presidency of Mohamed Morsi.27
The organisation recorded three cases related to Article
98 of the penal code in 2011; by 2015 this had increased
to 21. Nine of these resulted in convictions and prison
sentences, and around half of the total number involved
Christians.28

25 Freedom House (2010), Policing Belief: The impact of
blasphemy laws on human rights https://freedomhouse.org/
sites/default/files/PolicingBelief_Egypt.pdf
26 Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (2014), Besieging
Freedom of Thought: Defamation of religion cases in two years
of the revolution http://eipr.org/sites/default/files/reports/pdf/
besieging_freedom_of_thought_0.pdf
27 Foreign Policy, ‘In Sisi’s Egypt, Blasphemy Is Still a Crime’,
21 April 2015 http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/04/21/in-sisisegypt-blasphemy-is-still-a-crime/
28 Associated Press, ‘Blasphemy cases rise in Egypt and
Christians bear the brunt’, 25 March 2016 http://bigstory.
ap.org/article/8fe87c2622d146bcbcfaef4b95f9de08/
blasphemy-cases-rise-egypt-and-christians-bear-brunt
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6.3.3 Case studies

6.3.3.1 Ahmed al-Zend

Blasphemy and similar charges have been levelled at
media figures, religious minorities, academics and artists
among others, and even at the Minister of Justice himself.
Ahmed al-Zend was sacked after stating he would even
jail Islam’s Prophet Mohammed if he broke the law. These
comments were criticised as ‘blasphemous’, although no
charges were brought against Mr Zend.29

6.3.3.2 Islam al-Beheiry

A prominent Muslim researcher in Islamic Studies
who presented the TV discussion show ‘With Islam’,
Mr al-Beheiry was sentenced to five years in prison
for propagating extremist ideology, insulting Islamic
scholars, attempting to destabilise national peace, and
broadcasting ideas that affect ‘the fundamentals of
religion’.30 His sentence was reduced to one year at an
appeal hearing in December 2015, and he was issued
with a presidential pardon in November 2016.31

6.3.3.3 Fatima Naoot

Ms Naoot, a secular writer, poet and broadcaster, was
sentenced to three years’ imprisonment for ‘contempt of
religion’ for comments made on social media in relation
to the festival of Eid al-Adha. She described the event
as the “greatest massacre committed by human beings”,
and wrote “Happy massacre, everybody.”32

6.3.3.4 Amr Abdullah

Mr Abdullah is a Shi’ite Muslim who was sentenced to five
years in prison with labour on charges of blasphemy and
defaming the Prophet Mohammed’s companions. Officers
from Gamaliya police station arrested him as he entered
the Hussein Mosque on the Shi’a holy day of Ashoura.33

6.3.3.5 Sherif Gaber

Mr Gaber is a sociology student. After engaging in debate
with his university professor, he was arrested at his house
on 27 October 2013 at 3am and charged with inciting
atheism and immoral values, contempt of religion,
dissemination of indecent ideas and dissemination of
malicious and controversial thoughts. He was found

29 Reuters, ‘Egypt’s justice minister sacked after comments
criticized as blasphemous’, 13 March 2016 www.reuters.com/
article/us-egypt-minister-resignation-idUSKCN0WF0OK
30 Christian Solidarity Worldwide, ‘TV presenter sentenced
to prison’, 2 June 2015 www.csw.org.uk/2015/06/02/
press/2605/article.htm
31 Egypt Independent, ‘Sisi pardons 82 prisoners, including
TV host Islam al-Beheiry’, 17 November 2016 www.
egyptindependent.com/news/sisi-pardons-82-prisonersincluding-tv-host-islam-al-beheiry
32 Christian Solidarity Worldwide, ‘Egypt writer sentenced
to three years imprisonment’, 29 January 2016 www.csw.org.
uk/2016/01/29/news/2970/article.htm
33 Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, ‘An Egyptian Shiite
sentenced to five years in prison: EIPR criticizes ongoing
security harassment and prosecution of Shia and demands
legal guarantees for religious liberties’, 26 February 2014
http://eipr.org/en/pressrelease/2014/02/26/1974

guilty in February 2015 and sentenced to one year in
prison with hard labour.34

6.3.3.6 Mueller Atef Edward, Amjad Hanna, Alber Ashraf
Hanna and Clinton Majidi Yousif

Three Coptic students – all minors – from Bani Mazar in
Minya Province were sentenced to five years in jail each,
while a fourth was sentenced to an indefinite period
in a juvenile detention centre after being convicted on
charges of blasphemy, insulting Islam, and fomenting
sectarian strife. Although the charges stemmed from the
fact that the boys had made a video depicting a mock
beheading by Daesh, the court refused to watch the video
before handing down the maximum sentence allowed
under the penal code.35

6.3.3.7 Kerolos Shouky Attallah

After Mr Attallah, a Coptic student from Luxor, ‘liked’ a
Facebook page run by Christian converts, he began to
receive threatening messages from Muslim neighbours
accusing him of insulting the Prophet Mohammed.
Leaflets were distributed in his village demanding action
be taken against him, with one leaflet reading: ‘You will
not be men if you don’t kick him out of your village.’
Mr Attallah was summoned to trial. The days preceding
the trial were marked by sectarian attacks on the homes
and businesses of Christians, using Mr Attallah’s alleged
offence as the pretext for the violence. Security services
were not present for the start of the violence, and later
arrested a handful of perpetrators before leaving the
scene; but did not return when the violence resumed.
At the trial Mr Attallah was found guilty of defaming
religion (blasphemy) and inciting sectarian violence
(Article 176), and sentenced to six years’ imprisonment.
This case is indicative of a pattern observed in other
blasphemy cases. In cases involving the Coptic
community, violent groups from the majority faith launch
attacks as soon as there are rumours of blasphemy having
been committed or charges being brought. During such
violence individuals are assaulted and their personal
property is damaged or looted. The victims themselves
are often arrested for inciting sectarianism, in addition
to the initial charge of blasphemy. The perpetrators
enjoy almost complete impunity, with no charges being
brought in relation to violent attacks: the focus instead
shifts to the matter of the alleged blasphemy. (See 6.4
Ongoing sectarian violence.)

6.3.4 Debate regarding repeal

Following the election of the new parliament, MPs
debated the issue of Article 98(f), specifically whether
the law should be repealed. One hundred out of 596
MPs recently supported a proposed bill to repeal the law,
34 CairoScene, ‘On The Run: An interview with Egyptian
Atheist Sherif Gaber’, 18 September 2015 www.cairoscene.
com/In-Depth/On-The-Run-An-Interview-With-WantedAtheist-Sherif-Gaber
35 Christian Solidarity Worldwide, ‘Coptic students charged
with contempt of religion’, 17 February 2016 www.csw.org.
uk/2016/02/17/news/2979/article.htm

stating the statute is vague, contrary to the constitution
and gives too much discretion to judges, who often issue
draconian punishments in what amount to show trials.
Dr Amna Naseer, the oldest MP and a teacher of Islamic
jurisprudence at Al-Azhar University, was among the
supporters of the bill repealing Article 98(f). (See 7. AlAzhar and state control of religious institutions.) She
stated:
“Islam urges people to believe and does not call for
imprisonment as punishment for anyone’s thoughts. For
the sake of protecting my religion and the freedom of the
Shari’a, I agree that the defamation of religion law should
be repealed. This bill would also ensure that three of
the freedoms enumerated in the constitution – thought,
speech, and artistic expression – are protected.”36
Ehab Ramzy, a lawyer and former MP, has argued that
Article 98(f) gives judges and police too much discretion
in deciding what can be prosecuted. Many cases that
should never come to court are aggressively pursued:
“When you have a [well-crafted] law, the law will have
definitions and boundaries of each article. But in this
article there is no such thing, so the definitions and
the boundaries are left to the judge and the police to
identify.”37

6.4 Ongoing sectarian violence

In the aftermath of President Morsi’s ouster in August
2013, and following what is widely known as the Rabaa
massacre, a wave of sectarian violence broke out against
Coptic communities. Muslim Brotherhood supporters
and other Islamist groups insinuated a link between the
removal of the president they supported and the Coptic
community.
Although attacks occurred all over the country,
governorates in Upper Egypt saw most of the violence.
Scores of churches and properties belonging to Christians
were attacked, looted, torched and razed by large groups
armed with Molotov cocktails and firearms. In the vast
majority of documented cases, security forces were not
present at the start of the attacks, neither did they attend
the scene during the violence.
While sectarian violence peaked immediately after the
removal of Mr Morsi, incidents are still being reported,
largely in Upper Egypt. These occur as part of historic
sectarian tensions between Muslim and Christian
communities, with violence often perpetrated from both
36 El Fagr, ‘Battle in the House over defamation of religion’,
10 May 2016 www.elfagr.org/2133227 (Arabic)
37 Morning Star News, ‘Government in Egypt Fights Efforts to
Repeal Controversial “Blasphemy Law”’, 20 June 2016 http://
morningstarnews.org/2016/06/government-in-egypt-fightsefforts-to-repeal-controversial-blasphemy-law/
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sides; but the number of attacks on Coptic communities
is disproportionately high.

of this charge. While in prison he suffered maltreatment,
including:

6.4.1 Trends in violence towards Copts

•• Being held in solitary confinement with those awaiting
capital punishment

Violence targeting the Coptic community follows certain
patterns, and according to the EIPR, can be summarised
into six main trends:38

6.4.1.1 Prayer

This involves preventing the Coptic community from
exercising their right under Article 18 of the ICCPR ‘either
individually or in community with others and in public or
private, to manifest [their] religion or belief in worship,
observance, practice and teaching’. This prohibition
arises both from longstanding state practices, such as
in the form of obstructing the building of churches, and
from societal hostility.

6.4.1.2 Interfaith relationships

This issue has been the cause of numerous incidents of
sectarian violence. Whenever an interfaith relationship
gives rise to contention, Christians are subjected to
collective punishment. Thus the entire community is
made to account for alleged offences in which a Christian
is deemed or even rumoured to have ‘corrupted’ a Muslim.

6.4.1.3 Expressing opinion on religious matters

In terms of expressing an opinion on religious matters,
the two predominant practices which lead to sectarian
violence are:

i)
ii)

Allegations of defamation of religion or
‘blasphemy’
Religious conversion.

(See 6.3 Blasphemy laws.)
While it is easy for a Christian to convert to Islam, if a
Muslim wishes to convert to Christianity they have no
right to have their conversion recognised on official
documentation, and face charges of apostasy. In 2007
Mohamed Hegazy, also known by his Christian name of
Bishoy Boulous, became the first Egyptian to request
official recognition of his conversion from Islam to
Christianity by changing the religious affiliation on his
national identity card. In December 2013 Mr Hegazy was
arrested in Minya on charges of inciting ‘sectarian strife’.
After being held for six months, in June 2014 he was
sentenced to five years’ imprisonment for ‘disturbing the
peace by broadcasting false information’. At an appeal
hearing on 28 December 2014 he was found not guilty
38 Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (2015), According
To Which Customs: The role of customary reconcilation sessions
in sectarian incidents and the responsibility of the state http://
eipr.org/sites/default/files/reports/pdf/imposing_biased_
outcomes.pdf
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•• Physical abuse
•• Being denied access to a lawyer.39
On 30 July 2016 a YouTube video40 was posted in which
Mohamed Hegazy announced his return to Islam and
recited the Shahada (the Islamic profession of faith,
and one of the five pillars of Islam). In contrast to what
occurred during his conversion from Islam to Christianity,
there have been no reports of any state or societal
recriminations following his return to Islam, outlining the
disparity in the enjoyment of the right to adopt a religion
or belief of one’s choice, and an inequality before the law.
From a societal perspective, churches are often accused
of orchestrating conversions. As a result they are attacked
and ordered to ‘return’ the convert.

6.4.1.4 Community disputes

Community disputes have their roots in everyday
disagreements between individuals or a small group,
which escalate into larger scale disputes, with people not
involved in the original dispute supporting one side or
the other. These disagreements then result in collective
punishment targeting family, friends or acquaintances of
those who were part of the initial incident, but who had
no connection with it themselves.

6.4.1.5 Political violence

Sectarian violence is often preceded by political rhetoric
that escalates simmering community tensions into a
larger scale sectarian conflict. These incidents increased
in frequency as a result of the rise of Islamist groups and
parties that followed the fall of former president Mubarak
on 25 January 2011.

6.4.1.6 Exploiting vulnerability

This phenomenon is also associated with events that
occurred after the 25 January Revolution. As the EIPR
observes, ‘In the aftermath of the 2011 revolution, the
phenomenon of kidnapping Copts and demanding
ransom for their return became widespread. Although it
has not been explicitly proven that the act is motivated
by the religious identity of the victims, or that it is
undertaken by actors who are systematically affiliated
with any recognized Islamic groups or currents, the
constant in these cases is the general exploitation of
the vulnerability of Copts and the failure of the security
forces to carry out their proper duty by protecting them.’41
(See 6.4.2.5 Kidnapping.)
39 Christian Solidarity Worldwide, ‘Christian convert facing
maltreatment in prison’, 16 December 2014 www.csw.org.
uk/2014/12/16/news/2401/article.htm
40 YouTube, ‘Return of Mohamed Hegazy’, 30 July 2016
www.youtube.com/watch?v=1c2XJIzCqaI
41 Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, 2015 http://
eipr.org/sites/default/files/reports/pdf/imposing_biased_
outcomes.pdf

6.4.2 Harassment

Recent examples of harassment of the Coptic community
include:
•• Forced evictions
•• Destruction of property

the same village where on 14 May 2015 a Coptic minor,
Maher Fayez, was accused of ‘contempt of Islam’ because
of content on his Facebook page. His family was expelled
from the village for 20 days.

6.4.2.4 Destruction of churches

The following are recent instances illustrating various
forms of harassment. For each incident detailed here,
there is a catalogue of further cases.

In May 2016 a prayer hall belonging to the Church of
the Virgin in Ismailia al-Bahriya village, Minya Province,
was burned down by unknown persons in the early
hours of the morning. The church had been operating
in a temporary location until security officials gave
permission to move into the church’s main building –
which had been completed in 2009. The building that
was attacked was a wooden construction used for prayer
meetings and community services. On 14 May 2016
authorities detained the alleged perpetrators – two
males, aged 18 and 24. They were accused based on their
history of sectarian tension with the church guard.

6.4.2.1 Discrimination

6.4.2.5 Kidnapping

•• Arrest and detention under blasphemy laws
•• Kidnappings
•• Physical abuse
•• Verbal abuse
•• Killings

In February 2016 Mervat Seifein, a Coptic teacher from
Beni Mazar in Minya, was rejected twice in two weeks for
promotion to the post of School Director, in what should
have been a routine promotion after the incumbent
stepped down. Ms Seifein had been offered the post of
school director at Beni Mazar Secondary Girl’s School on
8 December 2015. Owing to her being a Christian there
were protests across the school at her appointment,
with demands that the previous director, a Muslim, be
reinstated.
Ms Seifein was then offered a similar position at a nearby
boys’ school, as she was due to be promoted in line with
normal career progression. Her arrival at the school was
marred by protests by pupils who chanted “We don’t
want a Copt,” with police unable to break up the protest.
Ms Seifein was also prevented from taking up this post.

6.4.2.2 Forced eviction

In June 2015 five Coptic families from the village of Kafr
Darwish in Upper Egypt returned to their homes, having
been expelled on 22 May following sectarian violence
in Beni Suef governorate. The families had been forced
to leave their village after claims that one of the sons,
Ayman Youssef Tawfiq, had posted cartoons of the
Prophet Mohammed on Facebook.
Following a series of reconciliation meetings held in the
town of al-Fashn between the families, the local Coptic
community, local Muslims and security staff (see below),
the five families were ordered to leave the village. The
families were allowed to return on 2 June, following a
public outcry against the forced evictions.42

6.4.2.3 Destruction of property

On 15 June 2015 Gamil Menssa from Mianah village in
Beni Suef sustained burns when his home was set on fire
and seriously damaged. Police found Molotov cocktails
inside the house after the fire was extinguished. This is
42 Christian Solidarity Worldwide, ‘Expelled Coptic
families return to their homes’, 9 June 2015 www.csw.org.
uk/2015/06/09/news/2618/article.htm

In December 2015 Ishaq Anas, a 55-year-old Copt from
Abnub in the governorate of Assuit, Upper Egypt, was
kidnapped after assailants shot at his car. The kidnappers
demanded a ransom from his family. He was eventually
released after his son paid EGP300,000 (approximately
GBP26,080).

6.4.2.6 Violence

In May 2016 a 70-year-old Coptic woman was stripped
naked and taken into the street where she was beaten
and paraded to onlookers. Unsubstantiated rumours
claimed her son had an extra-marital relationship with a
local Muslim woman. Her son fled the village after facing
significant harassment, and his family lodged a complaint
at Abu Kourkas Police Station on 19 May after receiving
threats they would be attacked the next day.
On the following day around 300 armed men began
attacking Christians in the village, looting and setting fire
to seven homes and causing an estimated EGP350,000
(approximately GBP30,400) worth of damage. Despite
24 hours’ notice from the family, security services only
arrived at the scene two hours after the violence, arresting
just six people out of the approximately 300 responsible.

6.4.2.7 Killings

On 14 January 2015 police in Upper Egypt arrested
Hassan Baghdadi after eyewitnesses reported he had
shot and killed a Christian man. The victim was 38-yearold Shaheed Nesemis Saroufeem. He was the cousin of a
Christian man who had been killed along with three other
Copts in July 2013. Family members believe this was due
to their refusal to drop charges against the suspect’s
relatives regarding these religiously-motivated killings.
Charges against Mr Baghdadi were later dropped.
According to local human rights activists, on 24 June
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prosecuting attorneys made the questionable decision
that he was incapable of standing trial by reason of
insanity, and closed the case before it could be presented
to a judge.

property being destroyed by officers. Police also tied
up a number of men and detained 12 people. Samalout
Misdemeanour Court has since released those who were
detained.

6.4.3 Inadequate protection from state security

The raids occurred the day after members of the
community had protested outside the police station in
Samalout demanding police action over the abduction of
a Christian woman.

There are two common threads that run through the
instances of sectarian violence that take place largely in
Upper Egypt. The first, already noted above, is the lack of
effective protection offered by the security services.
The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Centre for
Human Rights has published a document on International
Human Rights Standards for Law Enforcement.43 The
document is a ‘readily accessible and portable reference
for police committed to the lawful and humane
performance of their vital functions in a democratic
society’. It contains a number of references to religion
and policing. These include:
In protecting and serving the community, police shall
not unlawfully discriminate on the basis of race,
gender, religion, language, colour, political opinion,
national origin, property, birth, or other status.44
[Regarding civil disorder] No exceptions shall be
allowed with regard to the right to life; to freedom
from torture; the prohibition of slavery; the prohibition
of imprisonment for failure to fulfil a contractual
obligation; the prohibition on ex post facto laws; the
recognition of all as persons before the law; or the
freedom of thought, conscience and religion.45
[Regarding States of Emergency] Any exceptional
measures must not discriminate solely on the basis
of race, colour, gender, language, religion or social
origin.46
The practices of police and security forces in Egypt largely
do not meet these standards.
In September 2014 CSW reported an incident in Samalout
town, Minya Province,47 where early morning police raids
on homes of local Copts on 15 September resulted in
members of the community being assaulted, harassed
and verbally abused as ‘infidels’, and their homes and
43 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights,
Centre for Human Rights (1997), International Human Rights
Standards for Law Enforcement: A Pocket Book on Human
Rights for the Police www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/
training5Add1en.pdf
44 ibid., p.4
45 ibid., p.10
46 ibid., p.10
47 Christian Solidarity Worldwide, ‘CSW calls for
investigation’, 26 September 2014 www.csw.org.
uk/2014/09/26/news/2341/article.htm
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In relation to the case of the 70-year-old Coptic woman
stripped and beaten in the street in May 2016 (see
6.4.2.6 Violence), the General Bishop of the Coptic
Orthodox Church in the United Kingdom, His Grace Bishop
Angaelos, commented: “What is also unacceptable is the
utter disinterest (at best) and/or complicit and criminal
negligence (at worst) with which the local security
services conducted themselves.”48
The EIPR describes the conduct of the security services
during sectarian violence as ‘failure tinged with bigotry’.
The violence highlights the security establishment’s
consistent failure to protect the lives and property of
citizens; and as the EIPR also points out, despite the
existence of recurring patterns in sectarian violence,
the security forces have not registered these patterns or
taken pre-emptive action.
Efforts to encourage unity and inclusivity from the
country’s leadership are fundamentally undermined by
the inaction and complicity of security services at a local
level. This fosters impunity, distrust of state institutions
and increased sectarianism.

6.4.4 ENFORCED RECONCILIATION MEETINGS

The second common thread in sectarian outbreaks is
enforced reconciliation meetings.
Enforced or ‘customary’ reconciliation meetings are a
community-based conflict resolution mechanism. Under
this system, the quarrelling parties have their dispute
heard by a council of local ‘elders’ and dignitaries,
sometimes accompanied by government officials; after
hearing the arguments, the council makes a binding
ruling. With police and security services often present,
representatives and families of the parties involved in
the conflict are then asked to reconcile, and made to sign
documentation which closes the matter.
Reconciliation meetings are held outside of any existing
laws and in place of either party having their case heard
in the court system. They are most common in regions
where sectarianism is most prevalent. The EIPR reports
that since the 2011 revolution around 45 documented
incidents of sectarianism have been dealt with through

48 Coptic Orthodox Church UK, Statement by His Grace
Bishop Angaelos, General Bishop of the Coptic Orthodox
Church in the United Kingdom on the attack on the Coptic
community in El Karm village, Menia, Egypt, 2 June 2016
http://copticcentre.blogspot.co.uk/2016/06/statement-by-hisgrace-bishop-angaelos.html

customary reconciliation meetings. 49% of these have
been in governorates of Upper Egypt.49
The reconciliation meetings themselves are not the
problem. Rather, it is the manner in which the law is
applied during these meetings and the final outcomes
that are meted out to participating parties. The
resolutions frequently impose ad hoc, unjust and often
unconstitutional conditions on victims of violence, who
subsequently have no recourse to judicial remedies. By
blocking victims’ access to justice, this mechanism has
contributed substantially to the repetition of sectarian
violence, as well as to the growth of impunity for
perpetrators.
Those in favour of such reconciliation sessions claim
they stop the escalation of conflict and put an end to
sectarian tension, given the heavy influence of religion
in the original disputes. However, minority parties report
that the sectarian aspect is at best ignored or at worst
inflamed by these meetings. This can occur when the
minority party is ordered to drop their complaint, is
expelled from their home with their family, and is told to
issue an apology, regardless of where blame lay. Further
penalties may be meted out by the police to placate a
complainant.50
The EIPR notes that reconciliation meetings are
commonly used to evade the implementation of the
law, giving those with a stronger tribal or clan presence
more influence to determine the outcomes of sectarian
incidents. As a result citizens have been punished simply
for exercising their constitutional and legal rights to
pursue justice through a court of law. Those within the
justice system who accept the rulings of reconciliation
meetings, without considering the severity of the original
crime, only reinforce the injustices.
Not only is the justice system complicit in the outcomes
of these reconciliation meetings, other state agents –
such as security and executive governmental forces –
have used their authority to coerce minority parties into
attending sessions and accepting a verdict. Over time,
this has eroded the trust of Coptic communities and other
religious minorities in state institutions.
His Grace Bishop Angaelos has described these
reconciliation meetings as “band aid surgery” and as
being “superficial” and “cosmetic”; underlining the
need for genuine reconciliation from sectarian clashes,
he described the meetings as having “never dealt with
anything”.51

49 Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, 2015 http://eipr.
org/sites/default/files/pressreleases/pdf/imposing_biased_
outcomes_0.pdf
50 Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (2014), Besieging
Freedom of Thought: Defamation of religion cases in two years
of the revolution http://eipr.org/sites/default/files/reports/pdf/
besieging_freedom_of_thought_0.pdf
51 Premier, ‘Bishop Angaelos urges Egyptian president to
keep his promise on persecution’, 1 June 2016
www.premier.org.uk/News/World/Bishop-Angaelos-urgesEgyptian-president-to-keep-his-promise-on-persecution

Often the meetings are attended by representatives
from religious establishments, including from the Coptic
Orthodox Church and Al-Azhar, at the invitation of those
who convened the original reconciliation session. (See
7. Al-Azhar and state control of religious institutions.)
The EIPR documents examples of when this has been
successful in containing sectarian violence: when two
children in Beni-Suef were accused of desecrating the
Qur’an, the residents of the village held a session in
which the Christians offered an apology. A committee
from Al-Azhar and Awqaf subsequently visited the village
and issued a statement calling for coexistence and the
protection of Coptic property.

6.4.4.1 Hamdy Makanoty

In 1995 Hamdy Makanoty purchased a plot of land just
outside Alexandria. After members of the Heweita tribe
seized the land illegally in 2012, Mr Makanoty filed
and won a court case requiring the land to be returned.
When the land was not returned voluntarily, police
attempted to enforce the verdict, only to withdraw after
violent clashes with the group. The police returned on
20 September; however, further violence broke out, with
police resorting to tear gas and rubber bullets. A local
man named Mahmoud Eissa was killed.
After the police withdrew, members of the Heweita tribe
returned, along with others from surrounding villages,
blaming Mr Makanoty for the death and attacking his
house and those of his relatives. The family fled the village
after being threatened with forced eviction. Mr Makanoty
was made to submit to an reconciliation meeting where it
was ruled that he was to be barred from his plot of land,
he and his family were to be expelled from their homes
and church for four months, and barred from raising the
matter again for the same time period.52
The case provides a clear example of a reconciliation
meeting not only applying unjust terms to a minority
party and their extended family, but also superseding
clear judicial rulings.

6.5 Beliefs other than Sunni Islam, Christianity
and Judaism

While the constitution states that freedom of belief is
absolute, it goes on to assert that:
The freedom of practicing religious rituals and
establishing places of worship for the followers of
revealed [Abrahamic] religions is a right organized
[regulated] by Law.

52 Christian Solidarity Worldwide, ‘Copt barred from church
and land’, 12 October 2015 www.csw.org.uk/2015/10/12/
news/2806/article.htm
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All those outside of Islam, Christianity and Judaism are
therefore left with little legal protection, and they suffer
significant levels of both state and societal discrimination
and persecution. A number of religious minorities have
also been the subject of presidential decrees dissolving
their official existence. Atheists, Jehovah’s Witnesses and
the Baha’i have been effectively banned since 1960, when
the passage of Law No. 263,53 issued under President
Gamal Abdel Nasser, granted official recognition only to
Islam, Christianity and Judaism. The Baha’i and Jehovah’s
Witnesses also lack legal status in many areas, including
family and inheritance law – aspects governed by the
religious law.

6.5.1 Jehovah’s Witnesses

Jehovah’s Witnesses have been granted permission
in recent years to meet in private homes. However,
gatherings in homes must not exceed 30 people, they
are not allowed their own places of worship, and they are
prohibited from importing religious literature. The state
conducts surveillance operations on Jehovah’s Witness
communities, and there have been cases of state operatives
impeding private worship services. The US Commission
on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF)54 has
reported the authorities threatening to punish Jehovah’s
Witness communities if they do not hand over lists of
their members. In 2010 the Cairo Administrative Court
dismissed a lawsuit brought by Jehovah’s Witnesses
that would have compelled the government to recognise
them as a Christian denomination.

6.5.2 Baha’i

In 1960 Law 263 saw forced closure of Baha’i temples
and government confiscation of property. Today there are
an estimated 2,000 followers of the Baha’i faith, who are
unable to meet openly or practise their faith in public.
The religion has been the subject of various fatwas in
recent years, and the Minister of Awqaf stated that he
planned to form special groups to spread awareness
of the ‘threats’ of the Baha’i. He further stated that he
intended to establish similar groups addressing the Shi’a
faith, as well as issues surrounding drug addiction and
murder. The Baha’i workshop was run by Awqaf under
the pretext of ‘maintaining the Islamic constants and
foundations in the face of deviant thoughts that destroy
the minds of young people,’55 and included apologetics
53 Harvard Divinity School Religious Literacy Project, The
Baha’i Faith in Egypt http://rlp.hds.harvard.edu/faq/bahaifaith-egypt#_ftn1
54 US Department of State (2012), International
Religious Freedom Report www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/
irf/2012religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2012&dlid=20838
6#wrapper
55 Atlantic Council, ‘Five years on: Egypt’s Minorities’, 29
January 2016 www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/
five-years-on-egypt-s-minorities
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training for imams on how best to respond to the Baha’i
faith.
The state does not recognise Baha’i religious law, and has
faced criticism for failing to adequately secure justice in
instances of harassment, threats and violence towards
the community. This occurred on two occasions in Sohag,
Upper Egypt, where no perpetrators were brought to
justice after homes belonging to members of the Baha’i
community were attacked and burned in 2009 and 2011.
Law 263 also prohibits recognition of Baha’i marriages.
Although a Supreme Administrative Court ruling in
2008 stated Baha’is could be issued with the mandatory
official ID cards, their religious designation must be left
blank.56 Despite their ID cards, Baha’is still face obstacles
in administrative tasks as banking, starting a business or
buying a home.
On the ID card only Islam, Christianity or Judaism are
permitted as stated religions. While the cards can reflect
a change in an individual’s religion from Christianity to
Islam, there have been no cases where leaving Islam for
another faith has been formally recognised. Mohammed
Hegazy (also known as Bishoy Boulous), a convert to
Christianity from Islam, served time in prison on charges
lodged against him in 2009 for allegedly ‘defaming Islam’.
(See 6.4.1.3 Expressing opinion on religious matters.)

6.5.3 Shi’a Muslims

Although there are no official figures, upper estimates
put the number of Shi’a Muslims in Egypt at around three
million.57
As with the Baha’i and Jehovah’s Witness communities,
the Shi’a have been the subject of cautionary declarations
from both Al-Azhar and Awqaf. The Shi’a presence and
dissemination of Shi’a doctrine in Egypt has also been a
cause of tension in relations between Cairo and Tehran.

6.5.3.1 Fatwas

There have not always been frictions in Egypt between
the Sunni and Shi’a schools of Islamic thought. In 1947
Mahmud Shaltut established the Office of Doctrinal
Rapprochement under Al-Azhar, and In 1959, as Sheik
of Al-Azhar, he issued a fatwa that sought parity for
Ja’fari (the school of thought observed by Shia Muslims)
religious jurisprudence. The fatwa stated:
It is legally permissible to worship in accordance with
the Ja’fari doctrine, which is known to be the doctrine
of the Twelver Shiites, as is the case with the Sunni
doctrines. The Muslim people should know this and
shed unwarranted bigotry against certain creeds. The
religion of God and His Sharia have never been affiliated
with or restricted to any one doctrinal order. All who
strive to perfect their faith are acceptable to Almighty
56 Guardian, ‘Egypt’s step towards freedom of belief’,
17 March 2009 www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/
belief/2009/mar/17/egypt-religion
57 Sky News, ‘Egypt: Attack On Shia Comes At Dangerous
Time’, 25 June 2013 http://news.sky.com/story/1107961/
egypt-attack-on-shia-comes-at-dangerous-time

God, and those who are not qualified to engage in the
disciplines of theological and jurisprudential inquiry
may emulate and follow the rulings of those that are.58
This unifying rhetoric is in stark contrast to the current
position of Al-Azhar.
In 2012 the Dean of the Faculty of Islamic Studies issued
a fatwa which was the antithesis of the one mentioned
above, issued over 50 years previously. It specifically
prohibited worship in accordance with Ja’fari strictures,
and condemned as a heretic anyone who ‘insulted’ the
companions of the Prophet, or Aisha or other wives of the
Prophet, by acting in accordance with it.
Al-Azhar published a book in 2012 on the Shia and AlAzhar, the introduction of which stated that doctrinal
reconciliation between Sunni and Shi’a schools of Islam
was impossible, and warned against propagation of Shi’a
doctrine.59
In November 2015 Ahmed al-Tayyeb, Grand Imam of AlAzhar mosque, warned viewers of Shi’a expansionism
within the country during one of his weekly television
appearances. The Grand Imam said that alleged calls for
Sunni Muslims to convert to Shi’ism reflected grand plans
to control the region. In his address, he stated: “We don’t
reject [Shi’ism] as a faith, but we object to the politically
motivated propagation of this faith, in Sunni areas,”
before adding that those attempts would “ultimately
fail.”60

6.5.3.2 Ashura celebrations

Ashura is one of the most prominent dates in the Shi’a
Muslim calendar. It is the tenth day of the festival
of Muharram, which is observed by both Sunni and
Shi’a Muslims. However, for the Shi’a it is also the
commemoration of the assassination of Imam Hussain, the
first Shi’a imam and grandson of the Prophet Mohammed.
In 2015 the Deputy Minister of Awqaf, Mohamed Abdel
Razek, declared that Awqaf would not allow Shi’a Muslims
to practise their faith during Ashura celebrations,
particularly at Cairo’s Hussein, Sayeda Zeinab or Sayeda
Nefisa mosques. A perimeter fence was erected around
the Hussein Mosque, with Awqaf officials standing guard
to prevent Shi’a worshippers from accessing the mosque.
The authorities also shut down the al-Hussein Mosque
during Ashura in 2013, under the pretext that it was
undergoing maintenance.61

58 Al-Islam, Al-Azhar verdict on the Shi’a www.al-islam.org/
shiite-encyclopedia-ahlul-bayt-dilp-team/al-azhar-verdict-onshia
59 Ahram, ‘Identity Politics, Egypt and the Shia’, 24 April
2013 http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/News/2376/21/Identitypolitics,-Egypt-and-the-Shia.aspx
60 Mada Masr, ‘Al-Azhar grand imam warns of attempts
to spread Shia Islam in Egypt’, 27 November 2015 www.
madamasr.com/en/2015/11/27/news/u/al-azhar-grand-imamwarns-of-attempts-to-spread-shia-islam-in-egypt/
61 Time, ‘Egypt’s Lonely Shiites Struggle for Rights, No
Matter the Regime in Charge’, 19 November 2013 http://world.
time.com/2013/11/19/egypts-lonely-shiites-struggle-forrights-no-matter-the-regime-in-charge/

In addition to preventing freedom of assembly and
freedom of association, Egypt has also prohibited Shi’a
rituals from being performed in any of its mosques, with a
number of their practices being denounced as “violating
the Qur’an” by the Ministry of Religious of Endowments.

6.5.3.3 Arrests and killings

In 2013 four Shi’a Muslims were killed by a mob in the
village of Abu Musallam in Giza Province, near Cairo.
Residents in the village surrounded a home where,
among others, Hassan Shehata, a prominent Shi’a figure
who was jailed twice for ‘contempt of religion’ under
former president Mubarak, had gathered. The house was
set on fire and the mob beat Mr Shehata to death, along
with three other men.62
In May 2015 Shi’ite leader Al-Taher al-Hashimy
was arrested after security forces raided his house
and confiscated his property. He was detained and
interrogated for three days before being charged with
attempts to spread Shi’ism, disturbing social peace and
conducting covert activities; he was released on bail of
EGP1,000 (approximately GBP85).
Mr al-Hashimy, who is a member of the Ahl Al-Beit World
Assembly, an international Shi’a organisation founded
in Iran, said Shi’a Muslims face “double discrimination”
as they are targeted not only by the authorities, but also
by the ultra-conservative Salafi contingent of the Sunni
community: “Salafists have been fiercely criticising Shi’a
and their beliefs in public and in media outlets, vowing to
combat them by all possible means…Extremist Salafists
have been targeting us, cooperating with the authorities
as well as inciting the public against us by all means…and
they have frequently announced that in public.”
Mr al-Hashimy’s lawyer, Youssef Kandil, said of the
situation faced by the Shi’a: “Neither the law nor the
constitution include any article that has to do with
promoting Shi’a ideologies…The constitution states that
Islam is the official religion of the state and since Shi’ism
is an Islamic sect; in turn, it is not prohibited legally.”63
A week before Mr al-Hashimy’s arrest, the EIPR reported
that Mahmoud Dahroug, a dentist from the Daqahlia
governorate, had been sentenced to six months in prison
for practising Shi’ism. He was found guilty of blasphemy
and attempting to cause sectarian strife, as well as

62 BBC, ‘Egypt mob attack kills four Shia Muslims near
Cairo’, 24 June 2013 www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middleeast-23026865
63 Middle East Eye, ‘Egyptian religious leader to stand trial
for promoting Shia Islam’, 22 May 2015 www.middleeasteye.
net/news/egyptian-religious-leader-stand-trial-promotingshia-islam-948128803
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threatening national security by attempting to spread
Shi’ite ideology.64

include blasphemy laws, unclear anti-hatred laws and
criminalization of ill-defined superiority claims.”65

The EIPR also highlighted the judgement issued in
February 2014 against Amr Abdullah, a Shi’a Muslim who
was sentenced under Article 98(f) of the penal code to
five years in prison with labour, on charges of blasphemy
and defaming the Prophet Mohammed’s companions.
(See 6.3 Blasphemy laws.)

Despite the standards set out in international covenants
regarding freedom of expression, those professing
atheism in Egypt are afforded little or no legal protection.
Instead they are actively targeted by the authorities and
by society.

6.5.4 Atheists

While there is ambiguity over the rights of the Shi’a due
to the absence of a specific reference in the constitution
regarding the Ja’fari school of Islam, there is no such
ambiguity with regards to the rights of atheists, given
that the protections stipulated in Article 64 pertain only
to adherents of the Abrahamic faiths.
However, Article 65 states that:
Freedom of thought and opinion is guaranteed.
Every person shall have the right to express his/her
opinion verbally, in writing, through imagery, or by any
other means of expression and publication.
This is in line with Article 19 of the ICCPR, to which Egypt
is party, which states:
Everyone shall have the right to hold opinions without
interference.
Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression;
this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and
impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of
frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form
of art, or through any other media of his choice.
There are also duties and responsibilities that accompany
the exercise of this right:
It may therefore be subject to certain restrictions, but
these shall only be such as are provided by law and are
necessary:
(a) For respect of the rights or reputations of others;
(b) For the protection of national security or of public
order (order public), or of public health or morals.
Although there are limitations to the external
manifestations of these rights, the threshold for these
restrictions is high. As outlined by Professor Heiner
Bielefeldt, former UN Special Rapporteur on freedom
of religion or belief, “Some problematic restrictions

64 Facebook, Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, 13 May
2015 www.facebook.com/EIPR.org/posts/969200496445502
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As with the Baha’i and the Shi’a, state initiatives from the
Awqaf warn against atheism by outlining its “dangers”.
In July 2014 a joint campaign with the Ministry of Sports
and Youth was initiated to combat the presumed spread
of atheism.
Nuamat Sati, who runs the programme from the Ministry
of Youth, said: “The campaign has two goals, the first is
to spread awareness concerning the dangers of atheism
and how it creates a threat to society, as well as the
controversial issues that might push the youth to atheism.
The second is to treat this phenomenon by having a
dialogue with atheists and giving them a chance to
reconsider their decisions and go back to their religion.”66
A test for any state religion model is non-discrimination
and the equal enjoyment of rights by all. According
to Professor Bielefeldt, the state has the overarching
responsibility for ensuring non-discrimination, and
fighting the root causes of religious intolerance and
discrimination.67 Programmes targeting atheists are
the antithesis of this. Some state officials have publicly
denigrated atheistic beliefs and religious minorities, or
have sought to penalise these communities, including
through blasphemy charges and violations of freedom of
association.
In June 2014 writer Karam Saber was sentenced to five
years in prison for ‘contempt of religion’ after his book
entitled Where Is God? was judged to promote atheism.
In January 2015 Karim Ashraf Mohamed al-Banna, a
student from Cairo, was sentenced to three years in
prison for ‘insulting Islam’ after announcing on Facebook
that he was an atheist. Mr Al-Banna’s lawyer, Abdel Nabi,
said his client’s father had testified against his son,
charging that he “was embracing extremist ideas against
Islam.”68 Mr al-Banna was arrested as part of an operation
to close and then demolish an alleged ‘atheist café’ in
the neighbourhood of Abdeen. The regional police chief
remarked after the operation, “We have destroyed the
café of the devil worshippers in Falaki Street for being
65 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights, ‘Freedoms of religion and of expression: “Twin
rights” in fighting incitement to hatred’, 9 March 2016
www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=17188&LangID=E
66 Al Monitor, ‘Egypt campaigns against atheism’, 24 July
2014 www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/07/egyptgovernment-fears-atheism.html
67 Bielefeldt, Ghanea & Wiener, 2015
68 Guardian, ‘Egyptian student jailed for proclaiming that
he is an atheist’, 13 January 2015 www.theguardian.com/
media/greenslade/2015/jan/13/egyptian-student-jailed-forproclaiming-that-he-is-an-atheist

illegal and for having a number of atheists spreading
their thoughts.”69
In February 2015 Sherif Gaber was sentenced to one year
in prison for contempt of religion, for his online activities
in 2013 when he was a student at Suez Canal University.
He was reported to the president’s office for publishing
statements supporting atheism, and was also suspected
of running a Facebook group called ‘The Atheists’.
In an effort to downplay the number of atheists in the
country, Dar al-Ifta published results of regional polling
in December 2014 that there were exactly 866 atheists in
the country70 – despite the absence of accurate figures for
the population of the capital, let alone the country. The
questionably precise number, which would mean atheists
accounted for 0.001% of an estimated population of 80
million,71 has been widely dismissed by secular groups.

7. Al-Azhar and state control of
religious institutions
Cairo is home to Al-Azhar University which, as well as
claiming to be the oldest university in the world, is held
to be the pre-eminent seat of learning and jurisprudence
in Sunni Islam. With its university, mosque and centre
for religious research and knowledge, Al-Azhar is often
identified as the most significant pillar in the relationship
between religion and the state in Egypt.72
Al-Azhar is responsible for teaching religious and secular
curricula to approximately two million students, either
directly or through its vast network of schools across the
globe. In addition to Al-Azhar training all governmentappointed imams, all mosques must be licensed by Awqaf.
Not only must preachers must be Al-Azhar graduates,
Friday prayers must be held in mosques no smaller than
80m2, which have been fully licenced (although many
operate without licences).
Although not an official arm of the state, Al-Azhar’s
influence in religious matters cannot be understated.
President Sisi’s speech to Al-Azhar on the need for
a ‘religious revolution’ and calling for a ‘renewal of
religious discourse’ is testament to that.

7.1 Law of Oration and Unified Friday Sermon

Al-Azhar’s fundamental involvement in Islamic teaching
can be seen in the Law of Oration and Unified Friday
Sermon imposed by Awqaf. Conceived in an effort to limit
the use of religion for radicalisation, the law has led to
hundreds of small mosques being closed, and religious
oration has been limited to Al-Azhar graduates who hold
a permit from Awqaf. The government pays the salaries
of Sunni Muslim imams through Awqaf, a privilege not
afforded to clergy of any other religion. The curriculum
and teaching of Al-Azhar, imparted by graduates from
the university, have therefore become the only legal
interpretation of Islam permitted to be taught weekly
across the country.
Al-Azhar is also in the process of starting a satellite TV
channel to further confront what it sees as extremist
ideologies, and to spread ‘the principles of moderate
Islam’.
While efforts by the state to tackle radicalisation through
extremist preaching are welcome and necessary, the
unification of sermons undermines both freedom of
expression and freedom of religion or belief. It may also
drive extremist doctrine underground where it is more
difficult to police, and where it can potentially portray
itself as counter-culture.

7.2 Islamic Research Centre

Any publication in any medium that deals with the Qur’an
or the Hadiths (authoritative Islamic traditions) is under
the jurisdiction of Al-Azhar’s Islamic Research Centre,
which has legal powers to confiscate any publications,
tapes, speeches or artistic materials deemed inconsistent
with Islamic law.
The main role of the Islamic Research Centre, also known
as the Islamic Research Complex, is to issue directives
and findings on religious law: these are known as fatwas.
Any fatwa issued by the Centre carries the weight of AlAzhar’s name and is separate from any issued through
Dar al-Ifta, the government body responsible for fatwas.
Tensions between the two institutions have been noted,
with some observers stating Al-Azhar has often viewed
Dar al-Ifta merely as the regime’s ‘Islamic lawyer’,
producing the interpretations the state may require to
suit its own ends at any given moment.73

7.3 Extremist ideology
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news/130812/news/cafe-destroyed-in-abdeen-to-counter-itsatheist-patrons
70 Mada Masr, ‘Survey claims 866 atheists in Egypt, highest
in Arab world’, 10 December 2014 www.madamasr.com/
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Al-Azhar has come in for considerable criticism in
relation to its efforts to promote the ‘principle of modern
Islam’; for portraying itself as a fundamental cause of
extremist ideology; and condemning its interpretation on
numerous issues, including Daesh. Pointing to books used
73
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as part of the university’s teaching, Egyptian journalist
and TV presenter Ibrahim Essa criticised Al-Azhar for
the resemblance its curriculum bears to the ideology
promoted by Daesh.74
Hassan Hassan, co-author of the New York Times bestseller
ISIS: Inside the army of terror, said that while Al-Azhar
seeks to promote a pluralistic and moderate form of Islam
through its own work and the work of its graduates, “the
establishment has also served as gate keepers against
those advocating a more radical and systematic review
of archaic texts that extremists still use to justify their
ideologies.”75
Government ministers are frustrated at Al-Azhar for not
heeding President Sisi’s call to ‘revolutionize religious
discourse’. Culture Minister Helmi al-Namnam said in
August 2016, “Nothing has been done since the president
called for renewing religious discourse.”76
This assessment is shared by many who feel that while
seeming to agree with the president’s calls, Al-Azhar
has continued on an extremist path. Writing in the
government-owned Al-Ahram newspaper, Ahmad ‘Abd
Al-Tawab has attributed the spate of attacks against
the Coptic communities of Upper Egypt in 2016 to AlAzhar’s extremist curricula, and accused the institution
of denouncing any critique of its teaching as ‘heresy’.
Addressing the tax receipts used to fund Al-Azhar, he
wrote: “Society pays to train, educate and cultivate a
group [of graduates] that hates society and is hostile to
it and attacks it as it pleases.”77 His articles have also
highlighted teachings from Al-Azhar that define church
building as a crime and that state that anyone who does
not pray, or does so without observing obligatory prayer
rituals, must be killed.

74 The Washington Institute, ‘The Ideological Extremism of
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8. Civil society and NGOs
When he addressed the 69th United Nations General
Assembly session in September 2014, President Sisi
pledged:
“to build a state that respects the rights and freedoms,
honours the duties and ensures the coexistence of its
citizens without exclusion or discrimination. A state
that respects and enforces the rule of law, guarantees
freedom of opinion for all and ensures freedom of belief
and worship to its people.”78
However, the situation for civil society and NGOs
has deteriorated severely, with some human rights
defenders lamenting the worst assault they have faced
in their history. The government has increasingly taken
punitive actions against human rights defenders across
the country, and has re-opened investigations into NGOs
that it believes have committed an offence by receiving
foreign funding.

8.1 Human rights defenders

Human rights defenders have increasingly been targeted.
They have been summoned for questioning, regularly
banned from travel, had their passports confiscated, and
their personal, family and organisational assets frozen.
They have also been detained without charge for lengthy
periods, put on trial and imprisoned.
In the early hours of 19 May 2016, plainclothes police
officers arrested human rights activist Mina Thabet
at his home. His work at the Egyptian Commission for
Rights and Freedoms focused on the rights of minorities,
including the Coptic community. At the time of his arrest
he was working with the families of the four Coptic
minors sentenced to prison for blasphemy after making
a mock Daesh video. (See 6.3 Blasphemy laws.) After
suffering physical violence during his arrest and being
held in solitary confinement for the first week of his
month in custody, Mr Thabet continued to be subjected to
maltreatment in prison. He was charged with belonging
to a terrorist group, inciting violence and public assembly,
spreading fabricated information for terrorist purposes,
inciting attacks on police stations, and possessing leaflets
on undermining national security and the ruling regime.
He is currently out on bail.

8.2 Investigations into funding

Investigations into both domestic and foreign NGOs
began in 2011 after the popular uprising. They were
justified by officials at the time as pursuing organisations
that were receiving funding from abroad to destabilise
the country.
Investigating Judge Hesham Abdel Meguid issued a
legal gagging order preventing any media outlet in
Egypt from publishing material on the case, apart from
78 Permanent Mission of Egypt to the United Nations New
York, Statement of H.E. Me Abdelfattah Alsisi, President of the
Arab Republic of Egypt, 24 September 2014 https://gadebate.
un.org/sites/default/files/gastatements/69/EG_EN.pdf

official statements issued by the court. This further
compounds the problems for Egyptian NGOs, as they
are prevented from publishing any material about their
treatment. The gagging order is in line with the narrative
from government officials regarding ‘fourth generation
warfare’ against Egypt, with outside forces working to
destabilise and ultimately destroy the country from the
inside, using propaganda and foreign funded NGOs as
their weapons of choice.

8.3 Civic Association Law

The most severe measure to date, however, has been
the Civic Association Law passed by Parliament on 15
November 2016.
The legislation places complete responsibility for
administering civil society on government departments
and the security apparatus, through a body known as
the National Agency for the Regulation of Foreign NonGovernmental Organisations. The agency is comprised of
officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of
Justice, Ministry for International Co-operation and from
state security bodies.
NGOs must apply to the agency for legal status, and prove
that they meet extensive and subjective registration
conditions, such as not engaging in ‘activities that might
harm the national security of the country, or activities
that might violate the public order, morals, or health.’ The
law grants the government right of veto on any resolution
passed by a registered organisation, and officials also
have jurisdiction over other NGO business, such as board
appointments and frequency of meetings. An application
for registration that does not receive a response within
two months is automatically rejected.
Any organisation that conducts activities without legal
permission risks sentences of five years’ imprisonment
and fines of up to EGP1 million (approximately
GBP50,500) for its staff. This includes cooperating with
any organisation inside the country that has links with any
outside foreign body, including the UN. In addition, NGO
staff will be held criminally liable for any administrative
error made by the government agency.

As well as human rights organisations, NGOs that provide
vital public services and charity are also subject to the
legislation, meaning services relied upon by some
of Egypt’s poorest and most vulnerable people may
cease due to fear of criminal prosecution. Human rights
defenders state the legislation “effectively eradicates
civil society.”

8.4 United Nations

The crackdown on civil society at a national level also
has an international dimension. At the UN Human Rights
Council (HRC) session in March 2016, Egypt co-sponsored
a raft of hostile amendments to a resolution that outlined
measures ‘Protecting human rights defenders addressing
economic, social and cultural rights’; these amendments
would have nullified the resolution by completely
removing the term ‘human rights defenders’. The
amendments were rejected.
In a statement issued on 11 April 2016, UN experts said,
“Egypt is failing to provide a safe and enabling environment
for civil society in the country.” Egypt’s assault on civil
society also drew criticism from former US Secretary of
State John Kerry,79 the UK Foreign and Commonwealth
Office,80 Germany’s Federal Foreign Office,81 and UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein,82
to name a few. The criticism highlights the benefits that
a strong and free civil society brings, including providing
clear and invaluable information about the human rights
situation on the ground.
79 Mada Masr, ‘John Kerry voices concern over human rights
in Egypt as 2011 case is reopened against several NGOs’, 19
March 2016 www.madamasr.com/en/2016/03/19/news/u/
john-kerry-voices-concern-over-human-rights-in-egypt-as2011-case-is-reopened-against-several-ngos/
80 Foreign & Commonwealth Office, ‘Foreign Office minister
statement on human rights in Egypt’, 22 March 2016 www.gov.
uk/government/news/foreign-office-minister-statement-onhuman-rights-in-egypt
81 Federal Foreign Office, ‘German Government concerned
about repression against Egyptian human rights organisations’,
22 March 2016 www.auswaertiges-amt.de/sid_1BAE1F3
6618A88F96B3E7015FFBFF120/EN/Infoservice/Presse/
Meldungen/2016/160322_Aegypten.html?nn=424204
82 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights,
‘Zeid urges Egypt to halt repression of NGOs’, 23 March
2016 www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.
aspx?NewsID=18521
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