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 Church building regulations eased
Compass (13.12.2005) / HRWF Int. (19.12.2005) - Website:  http://www.hrwf.org - Email:  info@hrwf.net 
- Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak eased long-controversial restrictions on church repair last week in a 
decree that received mixed reactions from Egypt’ s large Coptic Christian community.

The old law, requiring the president’ s personal approval of simple repairs like fixing a church toilet, was 
invoked as recently as September. The law has also been blamed for delays of more than a decade in 
issuing church repair and building permits. 

First  announced in  Egyptian media  on Thursday (December  8),  Presidential  Decree No.  291 allows 
churches to do basic repairs without waiting for government approval.  The new measure reforms the 
Hamayouni Decree, an Ottoman law instituted in 1856.

Governors  must  now process  requests  for  major  renovation  of  existing  churches  within  30  days,  a 
measure  that  requires  unprecedented  accountability.  A  governor  can  only  reject  an  application  by 
producing detailed reasons for the decision. 

Coptic Orthodox Pope Shenouda III promptly sent his thanks to the Egyptian president, Agence France-
Presse reported. 

“ This decree will solve almost 80 percent of our problems: rebuilding old churches,”  Safwat El-Baiady, 
president of the Protestant Churches of Egypt, told Compass. “ But we have to be very frank, it doesn’ t 
solve all our problems.”

Many Copts remain skeptical of the decree’ s vague wording, as well as its failure to resolve fundamental 
inequality between the construction of mosques and churches in Egypt.

Set up to legislate non-Muslim places of worship, the Hamayouni law and its 1934 corollary, the Al-Azabi 
decree, have long been viewed by Egypt’ s Coptic Christians as a practical proof of their status as second-
class citizens. 

During the last year,  Egypt’ s  community of at least  7 million Christians received only 12 presidential 
decrees approving “ church-related construction,”  the U.S. Department of State said in its International 
Religious Freedom Report (IRFR) for 2005. 

Youssef Sidhom, editor of Coptic newspaper Watani, took issue with the new decree’ s vague wording. 
Quoted in full in the Al-Ahram daily newspaper, the decree states that the governor will decide on whether 
to permit a church renovation “ after consulting the concerned authorities.”  

“ The ‘ concerned authority’  is not clear –  it could stand for the security [police],”  Sidhom commented to 
Compass. “ If the security authorities are committed to the 30-day time limit, then I believe that this is a 
considerable step forward. But if not, then we are back to where we were before.”
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The new decree delegates authority for church renovation to Egypt’ s 26 governors, following a trend 
established by similar directives in 1998 and 1999. Giving control to governors and the State Security 
Investigation (SSI), Egypt’ s security police, those directives were touted as easing church repairs, but 
churches have found obtaining permission more difficult. 

In recent years, local officials often used technicalities in the law to block church construction, even after 
the congregation had received presidential approval, according to the State Department’ s IRFR. As a 
result, Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant churches have resorted to constructing buildings that later they 
have been unable to register as new places of worship. 

For the past 16 years, the Coptic Orthodox in Upper Egypt’ s province of Sohag have been unsuccessfully 
applying to reopen St. George’ s Church, a church source told Compass. The building was closed down 
by authorities in the village of Bani Khalid in May 1990 and has been standing empty ever since. 

In another case cited by the IRFR, the Evangelical Church in the Cairo suburb of Maadi has been unable 
to obtain a license for 50 years. 

“ This decree which came from the president last week doesn’ t really fulfill what the Copts are asking for, 
because it still discriminates between Christians and Muslims,”  Naguib Gabriel of the Egyptian Union of 
Human Rights Organization (EUHRO) said in an open letter to President Mubarak dated December 10. 

“ We are happy to see the issue addressed more openly by the government,”  one Protestant leader in 
Cairo told Compass.  “ But  we still  would like to explain that  this  is  a very small  step forward and is 
designed to take the pressure off.”  

That pressure came partly in the form of an international conference on Coptic rights held in Washington, 
D.C. last month. Both Coptic and Muslim participants called on the Egyptian government to promptly 
adopt  “ a  unified  law  governing  construction  of  the  houses  of  worship.”  

Presidential permission is still needed to construct a new church, while the building of a new mosque 
carries no such requirement.

Both Gabriel and Watani editor Sidhom believe that the inadequate reforms in the president’ s new decree 
preempted a full solution to the issue of church construction. They fear that a bill  brought before the 
Parliament prior to November’ s parliamentary elections, calling for a unified law for both Muslims and 
Christians, may now be ignored. 

Sidhom noted that Mubarak is also under political pressure after his National Democratic Party’ s only 
serious rival, the Muslim Brotherhood, made unprecedented gains during the November parliamentary 
elections. The new decree on church construction may be an attempt to shore up support from the Copts. 

Claiming 88 seats in recent elections and employing slogans like “ Islam is the solution,”  the Muslim 
Brotherhood’ s success has created a sense of fear among Egypt’ s Christians and moderate Muslims 
alike. Although officially banned from politics, the Muslim group bypassed this restriction by running its 
candidates as independents. 

Although the Christian community makes up at least 10 percent of Egypt’ s population, only one Christian, 
Finance Minister Yousef Boutros Ghali, was elected to the 454-seat assembly. 

Yesterday  Mubarak  appointed  five  more  Copts  to  the  Parliament  during  a  ceremony  in  which  he 
distributed a total of 10 unelected seats reserved for presidential appointees. 

In  a  nod  to  Coptic  supporters  three  years  ago,  Mubarak  declared  Coptic  Christmas,  celebrated  on 
January 7, a national holiday. 

This  year,  Gabriel  of  the  EUHRO  said,  he  hopes  Mubarak’ s  Christmas  gift  to  Copts  will  be  the 
abolishment of the Hamayouni law. 
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Egyptian family accuses Muslim of kidnapping daughter

Christian couple risks family honor by going public over disappearance of 21-year-old

by Peter Lamprecht
 
Compass (18.11.2005) / HRWF Int. (18.11.2005) –  Website: http://www.hrwf.org –  Email: info@hrwf.net –  
Risking the loss of family honor, an Egyptian Christian couple last week went public with their daughter’ s 
sudden disappearance under questionable circumstances.
 
After highlighting 21-year-old Heba Nabil Narouz Ghali in “ missing persons”  reports in the newspaper and 
over national television on November 10 and 11, the Ghali family has identified a Muslim man whom they 
are accusing of kidnapping their daughter seven weeks ago.
 
A November 10 article in the weekly El-Wafd newspaper stated that the young woman was last seen on 
September 28 leaving work at a local Hyper supermarket in Sheikh Zayid, a suburb of Cairo.
 
The Ghali family also released their daughter’ s picture and a request for information in a November 11 
broadcast on TV Channel Three.
 
In  an interview with  Compass,  the  missing woman’ s  father,  Nabil  Narouz  Ghali,  said  that  when his 
daughter  failed  to  return  from  work  by  10  p.m.  on  September  28,  the  family  telephoned  Hyper 
supermarket, where their daughter had been working since February. 
 
Supermarket staff said that the Christian woman had left work as usual on the 8:30 p.m. service bus. 
 
When the Ghalis went to the supermarket  the next  day,  however,  they were told she had resigned. 
Moreover, her co-workers and supervisor gave them conflicting reports about when she had resigned.
 
Heba Ghali’ s co-workers told them that she gave notice two days prior and claimed that their supervisor 
would not be at the supermarket until 5 p.m. that evening. But inside the store, the couple came face to 
face with the supervisor, who stated that their daughter had resigned only the day before.
 
“ While we were there, one of my daughter’ s friends, who claimed to be a Christian, came up to me and 
told me ‘ Your daughter has embraced Islam,’ ”  Nabil Ghali told Compass. “ Later we found out that this girl 
was not really a Christian.”
 
Pursuing this claim, Nabil  Ghali  contacted his parish priest. The clergyman checked with a colleague 
involved in government-required counseling sessions for Christians considering conversion to Islam. 
 
But neither of the Coptic clerics could learn anything about Heba Ghali’ s supposed conversion.
 
After the required 24-hour waiting period, Nabil Ghali reported his daughter’ s disappearance to police at 
the October Sixth city station two days after she went missing.
 
The officer on duty first called an informer in Sheik Zayid, who claimed that Heba Ghali had often been 
seen in the company of veiled Muslim friends. He then refused to file a kidnapping report and instead 
reported the girl missing.
 
The  policeman  also  visited  the  Hyper  supermarket  and  returned  with  the  missing  woman’ s  work 
resignation. The document, shown to Compass, contained neither the required signature nor stamp of the 
supermarket manager.
 
Although the Ghali family protested that the handwriting on the resignation was not the same as that on 
Heba Ghali’ s work application, the police refused to have the papers examined by a handwriting expert.  
 
“ It was not actually necessary to check with a handwriting expert,”  the Ghali family’ s lawyer, Athanasius 
William, commented. “ It’ s obvious the handwriting on the two documents is very different.”
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She had a good relationship with the whole family, Nabil Ghali told Compass. “ She wouldn’ t have run 
away from us, and she never mentioned to us that she had any Muslim friends.”
 
With her father facing health problems, her younger brother still in school and her older sister married, 
Heba Ghali was one of the main breadwinners in her family. 
 
The Ghali family showed Compass a handwritten letter that they received five days after their daughter’ s 
disappearance. 
 
Full of insults and obscenities, the letter stated that their daughter had had an affair with a man named 
Mahmoud Mustafa Ali and had eloped with him. It included Ali’ s cellular and landline telephone numbers 
and urged the family to reclaim their daughter.
 
Nabil Ghali called Ali, who reportedly admitted that he had met Heba while delivering products to the 
supermarket  where  she  worked.  But  he  claimed  to  have  no  knowledge  of  the  missing  woman’ s 
whereabouts.
 
Tracing Ali’ s address through the telephone company, Nabil Ghali enlisted the help of a Muslim friend and 
went to visit Ali on November 10.
 
The two men did not find Ali at home but were told by his former wife that Heba Ghali had converted to 
Islam and married him. The wife claimed to have divorced Ali before he and his new bride moved to 
Upper Egypt, Nabil Ghali said.
 
The next day, a source in the police force told Ghali that his daughter had converted to Islam at Cairo’ s 
Al-Azhar Islamic center.
 
“ The girl is over 21. She has the right to marry and convert without her family’ s permission,”  William, the 
family’ s lawyer, told Compass. “ But they do have a right to confirm that the conversion and marriage were 
done legally and of their daughter’ s free will.”
 
“ No one supports me, not the priest, not anyone,”  Nabil Ghali said through teary eyes. “ I just want my 
daughter back. She’ s a good girl.”
 
On  November  13,  the  Ghali  family  acquired  a  copy  of  Heba  Ghali’ s  conversion  certificate,  dated 
September 28, through a contact in the police force. They plan to check with several priests involved in 
pre-conversion counseling sessions to confirm the document’ s authenticity.
 
Lawyer William also plans to file a kidnapping report against Ali next week. 
 
“ This  means  that,  legally,  the  police  have  to  produce  the  girl  and  bring  her  to  see  her  family,”  he 
commented. 
 
But William was quick to point out that even if the Ghali family does get to see their daughter, they may 
never uncover the truth of her disappearance.  
 
“ Such meetings always take place in the police station, and the girl is usually veiled and surrounded by 
men and police officers. [Of all similar situations in the past] I only know of one where the girl had the 
courage to say that she was taken by force.”
 
Reports of kidnappings and the forced conversion of Christian girls are common among Egypt’ s Coptic 
community. 
 
Some Christian girls romanced by young Muslim men voluntarily leave their families and convert to Islam 
in order to escape poverty and unhappy family situations. 
 
But last week, the U.S. government admitted that “ there have been credible reports that government 
authorities have failed to sufficiently cooperate with Christian families seeking to regain custody of their 



daughters.”  The comment came in the State Department’ s annual International Religious Freedom Report 
on Egypt. 
 
Egypt’ s  security police,  the State Security Investigation (SSI),  typically claims to be protecting young 
women in such situations from their birth families, whom it says might kill the converted daughter in order 
to “ save the family’ s honor.”
 
Without police cooperation, families find it difficult to verify the motives for each conversion.
 
In a similar situation in May, 20-year-old Coptic Christian Marianna Attallah disappeared while on a work 
errand  in  El-Fayoum.  SSI  officials  told  her  fiancé  and  father  that  she  had  converted  to  Islam  and 
reportedly warned them to stop searching for her.
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Helsinki Commissioners call on Egypt to protect Coptic Christians 

CSCE (09.11.2005) - Commissioners of the U.S. Helsinki Commission have called on the Government of 
Egypt to take more proactive steps to protect its Coptic Christian minority specifically as well as all non-
Muslim religions.  Speaking at a press conference, the Commissioners called recent violence against the 
Copts incompatible with both Egypt’ s Constitution and international human rights obligations, and urged 
that Egyptian authorities take action to ease tensions between Muslims, Copts and other religious groups.
 
“ The Egyptian Government has said some good things about fostering better relations between Muslims 
and  Copts,  but  the  message  has  not  gotten  down  to  the  State  Security  Intelligence  forces,”  said 
Commission Chairman Senator Sam Brownback (R-KS).  “ The recent violence against the Copts in Egypt 
seems to have been instigated by the security services and that is unacceptable.”
 
The Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe, also known as the Helsinki Commission, is a 
U.S. Government agency that  monitors progress in the implementation of the provisions of the 1975 
Helsinki Accords.  The Commission consists of nine members from the United States Senate, nine from 
the House of  Representatives,  and one member  each from the Departments of  State,  Defense and 
Commerce.
 
“ Since the 1990’ s attacks on churches, property and businesses of the Copts have been on the increase, 
including the abduction of young Coptic girls for the purposes of forcing them to convert to Islam. The 
Egyptian Government needs to work harder to put a stop to this kind of violence,”  added Commission Co-
Chairman Rep. Chris Smith (D-NJ).
 
On October 21, a Muslim mob in Alexandria, Egypt, killed four Coptic Christians and injured over 80 
others in riots sparked after showing of a film perceived as derogatory to Muslims.  Reports state that 
Muslim leaders went to State Security Headquarters in Alexandria to protest the film as early as October 
14 and were told by officials to “ take revenge for your faith by yourselves.”   
 
“ Egyptian officials have been at best lax and, at worst, criminally negligent in the October 21 riots,”  said 
Commissioner Rep. Frank Wolf (R-VA).  “ Some have alleged that the security officials let this happen for 
political  purposes  related  to  the  parliamentary  elections.  If  true,  than  what  looked  unacceptably 
incompetent has taken on a more sinister tone.”
 
The Government of Egypt has been critical of violence against Coptic Christians, but has been criticized 
for  failing  to  take  more  than  rhetorical  action  to  stop  such  violence.  Against  this  backdrop,  Coptic 
Christians have been subject to discrimination and have had increasing difficulty obtaining permits to 
construct and maintain churches.  Similar discrimination has been experienced by the Baha’ i community 
as well.
 



“ Over the past  25 years,  the Islamic religious police and the State Security  Intelligence forces have 
victimized or  killed hundreds of  Coptic Christians,”  added Brownback.  “ The Egyptian Government  is 
mistaken if it believes that it is honoring its international human rights commitments by saying the right 
things while this kind of discrimination and violence continues.”  
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International Religious Freedom Report 2005
Released by the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor

US Department of State (08.11.2005) - The Constitution provides for freedom of belief and the practice of 
religious rites, although the Government places restrictions on these rights in practice. Islam is the official 
state religion and Shari'a (Islamic law) is the primary source of legislation; religious practices that conflict 
with  the  Government's  interpretation of  Shari'a  are  prohibited.  Members  of  the  non-Muslim  religious 
minorities  officially  recognized  by  the  Government  generally  worship  without  harassment  and  may 
maintain links with coreligionists in other countries; however, members of religions that are not recognized 
by the Government, particularly the Baha'i Faith, experience personal and collective hardship. 

In some areas, there were improvements in the Government's respect for religious freedom; however, 
there continued to be abuses and restrictions during the period covered by this report.  The National 
Council  for  Human  Rights  (NCHR)  established  in  January  2004  and  entrusted  with  protecting  and 
improving the status of human rights, including religious freedom, issued its first report in March 2005. 
Although  the  Council  did  not  give  significant  attention  to  issues  of  religious  freedom,  it  submitted 
numerous requests to the Ministry of Interior requesting action on complaints it had received regarding 
church repair and construction. 

Mohamed El-Derini,  one of a group of nine Shi'a Muslims arrested by the State Security Intelligence 
Service (SSIS) in 2003 and March 2004, apparently because of their religious beliefs, was released in 
June 2005 after  having spent 15 months in  administrative detention.  Derini  was freed following four 
separate rulings by the Supreme State Security Emergency Court ordering his release and an advisory 
opinion issued by the U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention. There are credible reports that SSIS 
repeatedly tortured and mistreated Derini and the other detainees while in custody. 

Metwalli Ibrahim Metwalli Saleh, arrested by SSIS in May 2003 apparently because of his progressive 
views on Islam, remained in detention despite five separate rulings from the Supreme State Security 
Emergency Court and an official statement from the state security prosecutor ordering his release. Saleh, 
age 51, is being held in Al-Wadi al-Gadid Prison, near Assiut. 

Despite decrees issued by President Mubarak in 1998 and 1999 to facilitate approvals for  repairing, 
renovating, expanding, and building churches, some local security and governmental officials continued 
to hinder efforts by Christians to obtain the permits required for such construction, an attitude encouraged 
by the 1856 Hamayouni decree and the 1934 El-Ezabi decree. 

Tradition and some aspects of the law discriminated against religious minorities, including Christians and 
particularly Baha'is. The Government also continued to deny civil documents, including identity cards, 
birth certificates and marriage licenses,  to members of  the small  Baha'i  community.  In the past,  the 
Government did not provide a legal means for converts from Islam to Christianity to amend their civil 
records  to  reflect  their  new  religious  status.  Approximately  eight  Muslims  who  had  converted  from 
Christianity were issued verdicts allowing recovery of their original Christian identities. However, this has 
not yet been tested in courts in the case of citizens originally Muslim who converted to Christianity. The 
Government also continued to prosecute a small number of citizens for unorthodox religious beliefs and 
practices alleged to "insult heavenly religions." 

There continued to be religious discrimination and sectarian tension in society during the period covered 
by this report.  In early December 2004, a three-way standoff at Cairo's Abbasiya Cathedral  involving 
security forces, orthodox church officials, and several thousand Christian protestors ended with the return 
of Wafaa' Constantin, the wife of a Coptic Orthodox priest in the Nile Delta province of Beheira, to the 



protective custody of the church following her apparent elopement with a Muslim man and conversion to 
Islam in late November 2004. 

Although dozens of protestors and police were injured during the standoff, police did not respond with 
decisive force and made a notable effort to cooperate with Church authorities. However, a citizen filed a 
lawsuit against the Ministry of Interior (MOI)—r esponsible for handing Constantin back to the church—
demanding Constantin's whereabouts. The exact course of events that led to the Constantin controversy, 
including her subsequent return to Christianity, remained unclear at the end of the reporting period. 

The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government as part of its overall policy 
to promote human rights. The Ambassador, senior administration officials, and members of Congress 
continued to raise U.S. concerns about religious discrimination with senior government officials. 

Section I. Religious Demography 

The country has an area of 370,308 square miles, and its population is approximately 72 million, of whom 
almost 90 percent are estimated to be Sunni Muslims. Shi'a Muslims constitute less than 1 percent of the 
population. Estimates of the percentage of Christians in the population range from the Government’ s 
unofficial estimate of 8 percent (approximately 5.6 million) to Christian estimates of 12 to 15 percent 
(approximately 8.6 to 10.8 million), the majority of whom belong to the Coptic Orthodox Church. Other 
Christian communities include the Armenian Apostolic, Catholic (Armenian, Chaldean, Greek, Melkite, 
Roman,  and Syrian Catholic),  Maronite,  and Orthodox (Greek  and Syrian)  churches.  An evangelical 
Protestant  church,  established  in  the  middle  of  the  19th  century,  now  includes  16  Protestant 
denominations. 

There also are followers of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, which was granted legal status in the 
1960s. There are small numbers of Mormons and members of Jehovah's Witnesses, but the Government 
does not recognize either group.

The non-Muslim, non-Coptic Orthodox communities range in size from several thousand to hundreds of 
thousands. The number of Baha'is is estimated at approximately 2,000. The Jewish community numbers 
fewer than 200 persons. 

Christians are dispersed throughout the country, although the percentage of Christians tends to be higher 
in Upper Egypt (the southern part of the country) and some sections of Cairo and Alexandria. 

There are many foreign religious groups, especially Roman Catholics and Protestants, who have had a 
presence in the country for almost a century. These groups engage predominately in education, social, 
and development  work.  The Government generally tolerates these groups if  they do not  proselytize. 
However, the Government has acted on a number of occasions over the past several years to refuse 
reentry into the country of individuals suspected of proselytizing. 

Section II. Status of Religious Freedom 

Legal/Policy Framework 

The  Constitution,  under  Article  46,  provides  for  freedom of  belief  and  the practice  of  religious  rites; 
however, the Government places restrictions on these rights in practice. Islam is the official state religion, 
and Shari'a is the primary source of legislation; religious practices that conflict with the Government's 
interpretation of Shari'a are prohibited. Members of the non-Muslim religious minorities generally worship 
without legal harassment and may maintain links with coreligionists in other countries. Members of other 
religions that are not recognized by the Government, particularly the Baha'i Faith, continue to experience 
personal and collective hardship. 

For  a  religious  group  to  be  officially  recognized  it  must  submit  a  request  to  the  Religious  Affairs 
Department at the Ministry of Interior, which determines whether it would pose a threat or upset national 
unity or social peace. The Religious Affairs Department also consults the leading religious figures in the 
country, particularly the Pope of the Coptic Orthodox Church and the Sheikh of Al-Azhar. 

The  registration is  then  referred  to  the  President,  who issues  a  decree recognizing the  new group, 
according to Law 15 of 1927. If a religious group chooses to bypass the official registration process, 



participants are subject to detention and could also face prosecution and punishment under Article 98(F) 
of the Penal Code, which forbids the "ridiculing of a heavenly religion." The Government last recognized a 
new religious group--First Bible Baptist Folk--in 1990. 

Article  19  of  the  Constitution  requires  elementary  and  secondary  public  schools  to  offer  religious 
instruction. Public and private schools provide religious instruction according to the faith of the student. 

While there is no legal requirement for a Christian girl or woman to convert to Islam to marry a Muslim 
man, conversion to Islam has been used to circumvent the legal prohibition on marriage under the age of 
16 or marriage between the ages of 16 and 21 without the approval and presence of the girl's guardian. 
Egyptian law recognizes the willing conversion to Islam of any person over age 16. 

The Government continued to encourage interfaith dialogue. The religious establishment of Al-Azhar and 
the  Ministry  of  Awqaf  (Islamic  Religious  Endowments)  engaged  in  interfaith  discussions,  both 
domestically and abroad.

Domestically, a Muslim-Christian conference in March, organized by the International Islamic Forum and 
the Middle East Council of Churches, included dialogue on cooperation, mutual respect, family values, 
and peaceful coexistence. 

The  Grand  Imam  of  Al-Azhar  Sheikh  Tantawi  and  Coptic  Orthodox  Pope  Shenouda  presided  over 
opening ceremonies. Government literacy programs promoted reading materials that encourage mutual 
tolerance. In January 2004, the Government formed the National Council  for Human Rights (NCHR), 
which was entrusted  with  protecting,  supporting,  developing,  upholding,  and improving  the status  of 
human rights, including religious freedom. 

The Government appointed a Coptic Christian as president and named prominent Copts to 5 of  the 
Council's  25 seats.  The Council  released its  first  report  in  March.  Although the Council  did not  give 
significant attention in its report to issues of religious freedom, it submitted a total of 27 requests to the 
Ministry of Interior and several governorates in Upper Egypt requesting action on numerous complaints it 
had received concerning alleged violations of religious freedom. 

Twenty-three of the requests the Council submitted dealt with church repair and construction; however, 
according to the Council's report, the Ministry of Interior had not responded to any of the requests. 

The following religious holy days are designated national holidays: Eid Al-Fitr, Eid Al-Adha, the Islamic 
new year, the birth of the Prophet Muhammed, and Coptic Christmas (January 7). 

Restrictions on Religious Freedom 

All  mosques must  be  licensed,  and  the  Government  attempts  to  control  them legally  for  the  stated 
purpose of combating extremists. 

The Government appoints and pays the salaries of  the imams who lead prayers in mosques, and it 
monitors their sermons; however, it does not contribute to the funding of Christian churches. During the 
reporting period, the Minister of Awqaf announced that of the more than 92,500 mosques in the country, 
the Government controls administratively 74,500 regular mosques and 18,000 mosques located in private 
buildings. The Government annexes new mosques every year, but the process does not keep pace with 
new  mosque  construction;  however,  a  February  2004  decree  from  the  Minister  of  Awqaf  deprived 
governors of unilaterally issuing permits to build mosques and placed mosques in private homes under 
Awqaf administrative control. 

The contemporary interpretation of the 1856 Ottoman Hamayouni decree, partially still in force, requires 
non-Muslims to obtain a presidential decree to enlarge or build places of worship. In addition, Interior 
Ministry regulations, issued in 1934 under the Al-Ezabi decree, specify a set of 10 conditions that the 
Government must consider prior to issuance of a presidential decree permitting construction of a church. 
The conditions include the requirement that the distance between a church and a mosque not be less 
than 100 meters and that the approval of the neighboring Muslim community be obtained. 

In 1999, President Mubarak issued Decree 453, making the repair of all places of worship subject to a 
1976 civil construction code. This decree places repair of churches and mosques on equal footing under 



the law. However, permits for such repairs are still subject to approval by local administrative and security 
officials. Even though mosque and church repairs are now subject to the same laws, authorities enforce 
the laws more strictly for churches than for mosques. 

Security officials also sometimes deny or delay permits for the supply of water and electricity. Incidents of 
blocked  or  delayed  permits  vary,  often  depending  on  the  attitude  of  local  security  officials  and  the 
governorate leadership toward the church, and on their personal relationships with representatives of the 
Christian churches. 

According to statistics published by the Government's Official  Gazette,  12 Presidential  decrees were 
issued from July 1, 2004, through June 30, 2005, for church-related construction, compared with seven 
permits  reported  during  the  previous  period.  6  of  these  12  permits  were  for  evangelical  Christian 
churches, 5 for Coptic churches, and 1 for a Catholic church. 

Government officials have previously asserted that the Government approves a much larger number of 
projects  for  church  construction  and  expansion,  through  informal  arrangements  between  church 
authorities  and  local  security  and  administrative  officials.  Overall,  the  approval  process  for  church 
construction continued to be hindered by time delays often measured in years,  and the Government 
continued to be insufficiently responsive to the requests of Christians. 

In his April 26 broadcast on national television, President Mubarak, answering a question about whether 
the same standards for issuing permits to construct places of worship are applied to both Copts and 
Muslims,  stated  that  the  problem of  issuing  permits  to  build  churches  had  been  addressed  by  the 
Government and that all Egyptians are treated equally in this regard. 

However,  in practice, local  administrative and/or security officials severely restrict this right.  Although 
President Mubarak reportedly has approved all requests for permits presented to him, some Christians 
maintain that the Interior Ministry delays--in some instances indefinitely--submission of their requests to 
the President. 

They also maintain that security forces have blocked them from using permits that have been issued and 
at times denied them permits for repairs to church buildings and the supply of water and electricity to 
existing church facilities. Christian observers believe that government officials, particularly at the local 
security level, zealously enforce regulations pertaining to church projects while exercising lax oversight of 
the repair and construction of mosques. 

In March 2004, the country's Supreme Constitutional Court dismissed a case that an individual brought 
against the Coptic Orthodox Church.

The Court ruled that the Constitution required Christian and Muslim endowments be treated under an 
equal standard and that Christian endowments, like Muslim endowments, could not be sued. Christian 
advocates hoped the judgment would set a precedent for "equal treatment" between Islamic and Christian 
facilities, with implications for legal cases relative to construction and repair of churches. 

Despite this ruling, numerous complaints of delayed church construction and repair projects continued to 
be  reported  during  the  period  covered  by  this  report.  Elements  within  the  Government,  often  local 
administrative  and/or  security  officials,  continued  to  impede  several  stages  of  church  repair  and 
construction projects by refusing to issue permits for new churches, preventing the implementation of pre-
construction permits for new churches, failing to enforce restoration and renovation decrees, and closing 
unlicensed church buildings. 

Targeting the first stage of church repair and construction, local government officials continued to prevent 
new churches from being built, often requiring an exhaustive list of documents to be submitted multiple 
times between administrative and security departments of governorates, in repeated attempts to preclude 
final authorization, despite Presidential and MOI approvals for a building permit to be issued. As a result, 
congregations have experienced lengthy delays –  lasting for years in many cases –  while waiting for new 
church building permits to be issued. 

The Assiut bishopric has been waiting for local officials to issue a building permit for a new church in the 
governorate's Arbaeen District, despite a 1997 order from the President and approval from the Ministry of 
Interior  to issue the decree.  Similar  fate  has befallen residents  in  Assiut's  El  Hamra District  in  their 



attempt to build a new church since 1997, and Christian residents of the industrial town of Burg al Arab, 
Alexandria Governorate, to build an orthodox church since 1988. 

The Brothers denomination, also in Assiut Governorate, received a permit to build a church in 2001, but 
local police stopped construction of the building's foundation. 

After a wait of 18 years, St. George Church in Dafesh, a majority Christian community near Assiut, Upper 
Egypt, obtained approval from the local governor in 2000 to build a new church to replace the original 
building, which had grown too small to accommodate the growing community. Shortly after construction 
began in 2000, the new site was vandalized, allegedly by local Muslim residents. 

The Government halted construction, ostensibly because the church had only obtained local approval and 
not  a  presidential  decree,  required  to  either  build  a  new  church  or  expand  an  existing  church. 
Construction remained halted at the end of the period covered by this report. The congregation continued 
to worship at the older site. 

Authorities have also refused to issue decrees for restoration, renovation, and expansion of churches, or 
have failed to enforce decrees that have already been approved. 

In 1999, the governor of Assiut issued a decree to St. John the Baptist at Awlad Elias in Sadfa, near 
Assiut,  stating that  the Orthodox church was given license to effect  several  remodeling projects and 
restoration projects. 

In 2001, however, Sadfa police halted repairs, because authorities believed that the church would enlarge 
its size by extending the building into the churchyard. After negotiations with State Security, the church 
received permission to demolish a wall to extend its size. However, after the newspaper Watani published 
an article exposing this issue and the outcome, State Security officials halted construction a second time. 

As of the end of June, construction had not resumed, and the church was still waiting for the MOI to 
permit resumption of repairs. The congregation was forced to build a tent in the small church courtyard to 
conduct prayers. 

In August 2001, Assiut's governor approved the restoration of Mar Guirguis Church in Sahel Selim. In 
November  2001,  the  permit  was  issued.  Local  authorities,  however,  required that  the  church  obtain 
approval  from the Supreme Council  of  Antiquities to prove that  the building was not  registered as a 
historic monument. 

When the church duly obtained the required approval in October 2003, however, security authorities then 
summoned the priest to sign a pledge agreeing not to renovate the church or construct new buildings. 
Additionally, an official technical committee inspected the church and determined in March 2004 that the 
building was not  structurally  sound enough to  undergo renovation.  However,  on June 20,  2005,  the 
church was granted a presidential decree allowing it to construct a new building. 

In Ezbet al-Nakhl, East Cairo, Coptic leaders of the Church of the Archangel Mikhail received permission 
from the Ministry of Interior in 1996, ratified by the Governor of Cairo in 2001, to expand the church to 
accommodate its growing congregation. 

However, local authorities in the district of al-Marg refused to accept the request to expand the church 
without a presidential decree, which was required for the renovation. The church, which had originally 
sought a presidential decree in 1987, had not been able to obtain one, and the project remained frozen at 
the end of the period covered by this report. Government officials asserted that the project was frozen 
because church officials  did  not  employ  the proper  procedures while  seeking a  presidential  decree, 
therefore making it illegal to renovate the church. 

Local authorities have employed a number of tactics to close down unlicensed buildings used as places 
of worship. 

The Apostolic Church in Abowan, Minya Governorate, is an unlicensed church that has been used as a 
place for worship since 1984. On April 5, 2005, the local building authority sent a structural inspection 
team to evaluate the building, despite having not been requested by church authorities to do so. On May 
9, State Security then summoned the pastor, ordered that he remove the sign bearing the name of the 



church, and informed him that the building would be demolished in 15 days per the inspection team's 
report that it was structurally unsound. 

At  the  unlicensed  Evangelical  Church  in  Maadi,  police  reportedly  halted  a  reconstruction  project  in 
November 2004 and prevented church members from entering the church. For 50 years, the church has 
been unable to obtain a licensing permit. 

In 2002, the Government ordered the closure of a building in Tenth of Ramadan City, east of Cairo, used 
as a training and conference center by the Protestant Qasr al-Doubbara Church of Central Cairo. 

The  church  successfully  fought  the closure,  obtaining  a  government  decree  in  November  2003 that 
ordered the reopening of the facility. However, the municipality appealed the decision and continued to 
block use of the building on the grounds that the building, which is zoned as a residence, did not have a 
permit for it to operate as a public building. In April, 2005, a court ruled in favor of the church, ordering the 
building to be reopened. The building is again being used as a training and conference center. 

As a result of restrictions, some communities use private buildings and apartments for religious services 
or build without permits. 

On April 10, an unlicensed church hall in Baghour village, Menoufiya Governorate, was burned down by 
unknown  arsonists.  Nine  Coptic  Christians  received  minor  injuries.  The  local  governor  supported 
rebuilding the facility. It was unclear whether there was an investigation into the arson. 

The  Government  continued to  try  citizens  for  unorthodox  religious  beliefs.  On March  31,  the  Maadi 
misdemeanor court issued a verdict in a blasphemy case involving Ibrahim Ahmad Abu Shusha and 11 of 
his  followers,  who  had  been  detained  absent  an  arrest  warrant  since  early  July  2004.  The  court 
sentenced Abu Shusha to 3 years' imprisonment, for claiming to be divine and for ridiculing a heavenly 
religion, namely Islam.

The court sentenced the 11 other defendants (including 3 women, 2 of whom are Abu Shusha's wives) to 
1 year imprisonment and ordered the confiscation of the leaflets and writings that propagated the group's 
ideology. 

In its reasoning, the court stated that there was sufficient evidence that Abu Shusha embraced beliefs 
that are contrary to and derogatory of Islam, and that he tried to propagate those beliefs by attempting to 
show that he possessed divine powers. The court also asserted that freedom of belief does not comprise 
permission to deny the principles of heavenly religions. 

The  law states  that  Political  parties  based  on  religion  are  illegal.  Pursuant  to  this  law,  the  Muslim 
Brotherhood (MB) is an illegal organization. Muslim Brothers speak openly and publicly about their views 
and have recently been identifying themselves publicly as members of the organization, although they 
remain subject to arbitrary treatment and pressure from the Government. During the period covered by 
this  report,  hundreds  of  members  of  the  Muslim  Brotherhood  were  arrested  and  charged  with 
membership in an illegal organization, planning to revive the activities of the banned group, possessing 
anti-government  leaflets,  obstructing  the  constitution  and  the  law  of  the  country,  and  organizing 
demonstrations without obtaining prior security permission. Authorities prevented several other members 
from traveling abroad. 

In April, MB leader Essam El Erian twice was prevented from traveling to Damascus and Algeria, while 
Muhammad Gamal Heshmat was prevented from going to Algeria. On the other hand, authorities allowed 
Supreme Guide Mahdi Akef to go to Saudi Arabia for pilgrimage, although his name is on the list  of 
persons prohibited from traveling abroad. On June 19, 2005, the Public Prosecutor ordered the release of 
463 recently arrested MB members and announced that only 37 MB members remained in detention. 

On June 20, however, MB Supreme Guide Mahdy Akef asserted that 309 MB members remained in 
detention. Authorities arrested Erian on May 6, 2005, and at the end of the reporting period, he remained 
in detention; he was reportedly planning to run for President. 

Seventeen independent candidates backed by the Muslim Brotherhood were elected to  the People's 
Assembly in the 2000 parliamentary elections, despite government-sponsored efforts to stop them, which 



mainly included limiting access to polling stations but also sometimes included government-sponsored 
violence, detentions, and arrests. 

Two of the 17 lost their seats in 2004 for reported electoral irregularities, while another member was able 
to win a seat in the 2004 Shura Council elections. In June 2004, MB member Akram Zuhairy died while in 
police custody. The MB claimed torture and medical negligence were the cause of death; a prosecution 
investigation concluded he died when he fell while being transferred to prison and hit his head. On May 6, 
2005, MB member Tareq El Ghannam died while taking part in an anti-government demonstration in 
Daqhaliyya Governorate. The MB claimed security forces caused Ghannam's death by beating him and 
using  tear  gas;  Ghannam's  brother  claimed  he  died  because  MB  members  refused  to  allow  the 
ambulance to reach him. 

In contrast to previous years, there were no reports of authors facing trial or charges related to writings or 
statements  considered  heretical  during  the  reporting  period.  

Various ministries are legally authorized to ban or confiscate books and other works of art upon obtaining 
a court order. The Council of Ministers may order the banning of works that it deems offensive to public 
morals, detrimental to religion, or likely to cause a breach of the peace.

The Islamic Research Center (IRC) at Al-Azhar University has legal authority to censor, and as of June 
2004,  to  confiscate,  all  publications  dealing  with  the  Qur'an  and  the  authoritative  Islamic  Traditions 
(Hadith). In recent years, the IRC has passed judgment on the suitability of nonreligious books and artistic 
productions, and there were several new cases of confiscation during the period covered by this report. 
Al-Azhar has the legal right to recommend confiscation, but the actual act of confiscation requires a court 
order. 

In 2003, the Ministry of Justice issued a decree authorizing Al-Azhar sheikhs to confiscate publications, 
tapes, speeches, and artistic materials deemed inconsistent with Islamic law. 

In 2003, the IRC recommended banning the book "Discourse and Interpretations" by Nasr Abou Zeid. IRC 
member  Dr.  Mohammed  Emara  was  quoted  as  claiming  the  book  contradicted  Islamic  tenets.  The 
Government did not act on the recommendation by the end of the reporting period. 

In May 2004, the IRC formally recommended banning four books: Nawal El Sadawi's "The Fall of the 
Imam;" Iskander Shaheen's "Freemasonry: Religion or Fraud;" Ali Youssef's "The Call of Consciousness;" 
and Hisham El Bahrani's "City of Miracles." Sadawi's book was first published 20 years ago and has been 
translated into 14 languages. Although the IRC's recommended bans led to widespread criticism from 
writers and human rights activists, the Ministry of Justice decided in June 2004 to authorize al-Azhar's 
"inspectors" to seize publications, tapes, speeches, and artistic material that  deviated from the IRC's 
interpretation of Shari'a. Prior to June 1, the IRC could not confiscate books it disapproved of without first 
seeking a court order. 

In August 2004, the IRC banned "The Responsibility for the Failure of the Islamic State," by Gamal El 
Banna,  a  liberal  Islamist  thinker.  The  IRC ruled  that  Gamal  El  Banna's  book  deviated  from Islamic 
orthodoxy, and the IRC began efforts to confiscate the book from the marketplace. In October 2004, the 
Egyptian  Organization  for  Human  Rights  issued  a  report  which  criticized  IRC's  book  confiscations, 
terming them "a hammer blow to freedom of thought." 

In September 2004, the Alexandria Administrative Court heard a lawsuit filed by lawyer Nabih al-Wahsh 
demanding the confiscation of a book, "The Hijab: A Modernist Approach," by Ikbal Baraka. The suit also 
sought the dismissal of Baraka as chief editor of Hawwa Magazine and her dismissal from the Press 
Syndicate. The suit alleged that Baraka's book denied the religious sanction for the veiling of women.

The suit also charged the ministers of culture, aviation, education, and information, as well as the Grand 
Imam of  al-Azhar University, with failure to block Baraka's book. A wide cross-section of writers and 
intellectuals, including Islamist writers, have criticized the effort to ban Baraka's book. 

The local media,  including state television and newspapers with some governmental  oversight,  gives 
prominence to Islamic programming, which implies the primacy of Islam among "the heavenly religions." 
The weekly  religion page of  the prominent  daily  al-Ahram, a  privately  funded newspaper  with  some 



governmental oversight, often reports on conversions to Islam and states that converts improved their 
lives and found peace and moral stability, things the converts said they lacked in their previous faith. 
While Christian television programs are aired on state-owned Nile TV, they are not presented on a regular 
basis. 

Pope Shenouda has banned Coptic travel to Jerusalem since the Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty of 1979. 
However,  press  reports  indicated  that  an  estimated  735  Egyptian  Copts  visited  Israel  in  2004  for 
pilgrimage, citing Israeli Interior Ministry statistics. 

Law 263 of 1960, still in force, bans Baha'i institutions and community activities, and a 1961 Presidential 
decree stripped Baha'is of legal recognition. 

During the Nasser era, the Government confiscated all  Baha'i  community properties, including Baha'i 
centers, libraries, and cemeteries. The problems of Baha'is, who number fewer than 2,000 persons in the 
country, were compounded when the MOI began to upgrade its automation of civil records, including 
national identity cards. 

The Government has asserted that its new software requires all citizens to be categorized as Muslims, 
Christians, or Jews. Baha'is and other religious groups who do not fit into any of these categories have 
been compelled either to misrepresent themselves as members of one of these three religions or to go 
without  valid  identity  documents.  Most  Baha'is  have  chosen  the  latter  course.  The  Government's 
unwillingness to issue Baha'is identity cards and other necessary documents made it increasingly difficult 
for Baha'is to register their children in school, to open bank accounts, and to register businesses.

 Baha'is at  age 16 face additional  problems under Law 143/1994, which makes it  mandatory for  all 
citizens to obtain a new identification card featuring a new National Identification number. Police, often on 
public buses, conduct random inspections of identity papers, and those found without their identity card 
are regularly detained until  the document is provided to the police.  Some Baha'is,  unable to receive 
identity cards, frequently stay home to avoid police scrutiny and possible arrest. 

In  May  2004,  the  Government  confiscated  the  identity  cards  of  two  Baha'is  who  were  applying  for 
passports. Officials told them that they were acting on instructions from the MOI to confiscate any identity 
cards belonging to Baha'is. 

During the reporting period, some Baha'is reported that government representatives offered to issue them 
passports, but no other documents. The Baha'i leadership noted that while this would enable them to 
leave the country, it would not facilitate their continued residence in the country. 

Despite the Government's claim that it is unable to issue identity documents without Jewish, Christian, or 
Muslim  designation,  there  is  evidence  that,  on  rare  occasion,  the  Ministry  of  Interior  has  issued 
documents that list a citizen's religion as "other" or "—- " or simply do not include mention of religion. 

In 1997, a human rights activist filed a lawsuit seeking the removal of the religious affiliation category from 
government identification cards. The plaintiff challenged the constitutionality of a 1994 decree by the MOI 
governing the issuance of new identification cards. A hearing scheduled for February 25, 2005, never 
took place. The court informed the attorney for the plaintiff that the case documents had been withdrawn 
and forwarded to the president of the State's Council, a highly unusual procedure. A new hearing date 
was set for October 14. 

During a  nationally  televised interview on April  26,  President  Mubarak stated that  as far  as he was 
concerned "Muslim, Copt and Jew are one and the same—t hey are all citizens of this country with no 
difference between them."  However,  he made no reference to citizens having other beliefs,  such as 
Baha'is or agnostics. 

Legal ambiguity also concerns the membership of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), 
or Mormons, in Cairo. The LDS Church has maintained an organized congregation in Egypt for over 30 
years, though without formal legal recognition. 

The Government is aware of the activities of the congregation and has raised no objection so long as no 
proselytizing of citizens occurs; however, excessive attention from State Security has been a problem for 
individual  citizen  members  who  attempted  to  participate  in  meetings,  particularly  those  who  have 



converted to the LDS Church overseas and then returned to Egypt. According to credible sources in the 
LDS community,  citizen  members  sometimes  avoid  meetings  out  of  fear  of  harassment  from State 
Security. 

The Constitution provides for equal public rights and duties without discrimination based on religion or 
creed, and in general the Government upholds these constitutional protections; however, government 
discrimination against non-Muslims exists. 

There are no Christians serving as governors or as presidents or deans of public universities, and they 
are  rarely  nominated  by  the  Government  to  run  in  elections  as  National  Democratic  Party  (NDP) 
candidates. As of June 30, there were 7 Christians (4 appointed; 3 elected) in the 454-seat People's 
Assembly, 6 Christians (all appointed) in the 264-seat Shura Council, and 2 Christians in the 32-member 
Cabinet. Christians, who represent approximately 10 percent of the population, held less than 2 percent 
of the seats in the People's Assembly and Shura Council. 

There are few Christians in the upper ranks of the security services and armed forces.  Government 
discriminatory  practices  continued  to  include  discrimination  against  Christians  in  the  public  sector, 
discrimination against Christians in staff appointments to public universities, payment of Muslim imams 
through public funds (Christian clergy are paid by private church funds), and refusal to admit Christians to 
Al-Azhar University (a publicly-funded institution).

In general, public university training programs for Arabic language teachers refuse to admit non-Muslims 
because  the  curriculum involves  the  study  of  the  Qur'an.  There  have  been  no  reports  of  Christian 
graduates since 2001. 

Anti-Semitic sentiments appeared in both the pro-government and opposition press. Anti-Semitic articles 
and  opinion  pieces  appeared  in  the  print  media,  and  editorial  cartoons  appeared  in  the  press  and 
electronic media. 

For example, on June 24 and July 1, 2004, the National Democratic Party (NDP) newspaper al-Lewa al-
Islami published articles by Professor Refaat Sayed Ahmed in which he denied the Holocaust. On August 
25, 2004, the NDP announced that it had banned Professor Ahmed from future publishing, that the editor 
who approved his article had been fired, and that the NDP and the Government rejected anti-Semitism 
and acknowledged the reality of the Holocaust. 

The Government reportedly has advised journalists and cartoonists to avoid anti-Semitism. Government 
officials  insist  that  anti-Semitic  statements in  the media  are a  reaction to Israeli  government  actions 
against Palestinians and do not reflect historical anti-Semitism; however, there are relatively few public 
attempts to distinguish between anti-Semitism and anti-Israeli sentiment. 

In January 2004, the Supreme Administrative Court  upheld a lower court's  2001 decision to ban an 
annual festival (for Jewish pilgrims) at the tomb of Rabbi Abu Hasira in a village in the Nile Delta and 
rejected the Ministry of Culture's designation of the site as a protected antiquity. The 2001 decision linked 
the status of the site and the festival to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the celebration has not been 
held in the past 3 years. 

There were reports in January 2005 that Jewish pilgrims again celebrated the Abu Hasira festival. 

The application of family law, including marriage, divorce, alimony, child custody, and burial, is based on 
an individual's religion. In the practice of family law, the Government recognizes only the three "heavenly 
religions": Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. Muslim families are subject to Shari'a, Christian families are 
subject to Canon law, and Jewish families are subject to Jewish law. 

In cases of family law disputes involving a marriage between a Christian woman and a Muslim man, the 
courts apply the Shari'a. The Government does not recognize the marriages of citizens adhering to faiths 
other than Christianity, Judaism, or Islam. 

Under Shari'a, as practiced in the country, non-Muslim males must convert to Islam to marry Muslim 
women, but non-Muslim women need not convert to marry Muslim men. Muslim women are prohibited 
from marrying Christian men. 



Inheritance laws for all citizens are based on the Government's interpretation of Shari'a. Muslim female 
heirs receive half the amount of a male heir's inheritance, while Christian widows of Muslims have no 
inheritance rights. A sole female heir receives half her parents' estate; the balance goes to designated 
male relatives. A sole male heir inherits all his parents' property. Male Muslim heirs face strong social 
pressure to provide for all family members who require assistance; however, this assistance is not always 
provided. 

Under Shari'a, converts from Islam lose all rights of inheritance; however, because the Government offers 
no legal means for converts from Islam to Christianity to amend their civil records to reflect their new 
religious status, inheritance rights may appear not to have been lost. 

The  law  provides  for  khul'  divorce,  which  allows  a  Muslim  woman  to  obtain  a  divorce  without  her 
husband's consent, provided that she is willing to forego all  of her financial rights, including alimony, 
dowry, and other benefits. 

In practice, some judges have not applied the law accurately or fairly, causing lengthy bureaucratic delays 
for the thousands of women who have filed for khul' divorce. Many women who have complained that 
after being granted khul', the required child alimony is not paid. 

The Coptic Orthodox Church excommunicates women members who marry Muslim men and requires 
that other Christians convert to Coptic Orthodoxy to marry a member of the Church. Coptic males are 
prevented from marrying Muslim women by both civil and religious laws.

A civil marriage abroad is an option should a Christian male and an Egyptian Muslim female decide to 
marry;  however,  if  the  couple  returned  to  Egypt,  their  marriage  would  not  be  legally  recognized. 
Additionally, the woman could be arrested and charged with apostasy, and any children from such a 
marriage could be taken and assigned to the physical custody of a male Muslim guardian, as determined 
by  the  Government’ s  interpretation  of  Shari'a.  The  Coptic  Orthodox  Church  permits  divorce  only  in 
specific circumstances, such as adultery or conversion of one spouse to another religion. 

Abuses of Religious Freedom 

In June 2004, the Court of Cassation, the country's highest appellate court, upheld the acquittal of 94 of 
96 suspects who were charged with various offenses committed during the early 2000 sectarian violence 
in the town of al-Kush, which left 21 Christians dead. The Court's decision left public prosecutors and 
human rights activists with no further legal options. 

In an earlier incident, Shayboub William Arsal, a Coptic Christian, was convicted and sentenced for the 
1998 murders of two Copts in al-Kush. His appeal, which has been pending for 5 years, had not been 
heard. The local Christian community believed that Shayboub was accused and convicted of the crime 
because of his religion. 

Al-Azhar's Islamic Research Center issued a fatwa, or legal  opinion, in December 2003 condemning 
Baha'is as apostates. 

The  Government  at  times  prosecutes  members  of  religious  groups  whose  practices  are  deemed to 
deviate  from  mainstream  Islamic  beliefs,  and  whose  activities  are  alleged  to  jeopardize  communal 
harmony.  Shiite  Muslim  Mohamed  Ramadan  Hussein  El-Derini,  arrested  in  March  2004  apparently 
because  of  his  religious  beliefs,  was  released  in  June,  2005,  after  having  spent  15  months  in 
administrative detention without charge or trial. Derini was freed following four separate rulings by the 
Supreme State Security Emergency Court ordering his release and an advisory opinion issued by the 
U.N. Working Group on Arbitrary Detention. Following each ruling by the court, the Minister of Interior 
issued a new administrative detention decree, nullifying the court's release order.

There were credible reports that members of the State Security Intelligence Service (SSIS) repeatedly 
tortured and mistreated Derini in custody. Derini's arrest came in the wake of the arrests of at least eight 
other Shi'a Muslims in 2003 in the town of Ras Gharib, again apparently due to their affiliation with Shi'a 
Islam, which is not officially recognized by the Government but acknowledged as a branch of Islam by Al-
Azhar.



Five were released within several weeks, but three, Adel el-Shazli, Ahmed Gom'a, and Mohammed Hama 
Omar, were sent to prison in Cairo and Wadi Natroun for interrogation. As in Derini's case, there were 
credible reports that security forces tortured and mistreated these three individuals while in detention. 
Goma'a was released on April 29, 2004; El-Shazli in June 2004; and Mohammed Omar in August 2004. 

In May 2003, SSIS arrested Metwalli Ibrahim Metwalli Saleh, apparently because of his progressive views 
on Islam. 

Metwalli's unpublished research, which he distributed to religious scholars and several embassies prior to 
his arrest, refuted the idea that it is a Muslim's religious duty to kill an "apostate" and also argued that 
Islam permits a Muslim woman to marry a non-Muslim man.

SSIS detained Saleh, a graduate of Al-Azhar University, without charge for nearly 2 months until July 
2003 when he was charged by the State Security Prosecutor with "contempt of Islam." Following an 
investigation, the State Security Prosecutor then ordered Saleh released in late October 2003; however, 
the MOI continued to detain him under an administrative detention decree (the Emergency Law). 

After  each  of  five  separate  rulings  from the  Supreme State  Security  Emergency  Court  ordering  his 
release—t he most recent of which occurred on June 30, 2005—t he MOI renewed the detention order 
under the Emergency Law. Saleh remained in detention in Al-Wadi al-Gadid Prison, near Assiut. There 
were credible reports that state security officers harassed and threatened Saleh's wife and son. 

In  March  2004,  a  State  Security  Emergency  Court  found  26  persons,  including  3  Britons,  guilty  of 
membership in an illegal subversive organization (the Islamic Liberation Party) and of obstructing the law 
and the Constitution. The defendants received sentences of 1 to 5 years. There were credible reports that 
defendants were tortured during the Government's investigation of the case. 

Neither the Constitution nor the Civil and Penal Codes prohibit proselytizing, but police have harassed 
those accused of proselytizing on charges of ridiculing or insulting heavenly religions or inciting sectarian 
strife. 

In April  2004, a woman who had converted from Coptic Christianity to Islam upon her marriage to a 
Muslim approached Andraus Mokhtar Maiz, a Coptic policeman in al-Minya, and told him that she wanted 
to convert back to Christianity.

 Maiz reportedly referred her to a bishop, only to learn soon thereafter that the woman had filed a case 
against him, accusing him of misusing his authority as a policeman and of bribing a Muslim to convert. 
SSIS then arrested Maiz in al-Minya,  where he was reportedly held incommunicado for a week and 
beaten. Released after SSIS determined that there was no wrongdoing, Maiz was re-arrested in late June 
2004, after the woman appealed to security officials. In July 2004, Maiz was charged with dereliction of 
duty and with bribing a Muslim to convert to Christianity.

A military court sentenced him to a prison term of 1 year in the military prison in Minya Governorate, but 
Maiz was released in January and reinstated to his job. 

While there are no legal restrictions on the conversion of non-Muslims to Islam, there were occasional 
reports that police harassed Christians who converted from Islam. 

The law prescribes administrative steps consequential to the conversion of a non-Muslim to Islam. The 
minor  children  of  converts  to  Islam,  and  in  some  cases  adult  children,  may  automatically  become 
classified as Muslims in the eyes of the Government irrespective of the religion of the other spouse. This 
practice is in accordance with the Government's interpretation of Shari'a, which dictates "no jurisdiction of 
a non-Muslim over a Muslim." 

In April 2004, an administrative court issued a verdict allowing Mona Makram Gibran, who had converted 
to Islam and later converted back to Christianity, to recover her original (Christian) name and identity. 
Some legal observers believed the case would constitute a significant precedent as the Government has 
generally refused to acknowledge citizens' conversions from Islam to Christianity. 

The court's written verdict noted "... the Constitution guarantees equality among citizens ... without any 
discrimination  based  on  race,  sex,  language,  or  faith.  The  Government  also guarantees  freedom of 



thought and religious faith in accordance with Article 46 of  the Constitution. ...  [The State]  is  legally 
committed to register the woman's real religion and is not allowed under any circumstance to use its 
assigned powers to force the woman to remain Muslim." As of late June 2005, there were 49 other cases 
involving  individuals  who converted  to  Islam and  then  back  to  Christianity,  who  were  attempting  to 
recover their original Christian identities.

All of these cases were before the same judge of the Cairo Administrative Court who ruled in the Gibran 
case.  Of  these 49 individuals,  approximately  8  had received verdicts  allowing them to  recover  their 
Christian identities. 

The MOI appealed two of these cases, perhaps because it did not foresee the flood of cases filed after 
the Gibran decision. These two cases were before the Supreme Administrative Court at the end of the 
reporting  period.  It  remained  unclear  whether  these  cases  would  set  a  broad  precedent  for  the 
Government's treatment of converts from Islam. 

Prior  to the above mentioned cases,  the Government  had not  recognized conversions of  individuals 
originally Muslim to Christianity or other religions, and resistance to such conversions by local officials 
constituted a prohibition in practice.

In the absence of a legal means to register their change in religious status, some converts resorted to 
soliciting  illicit  identity  papers,  often  by  submitting  fraudulent  supporting  documents  or  bribing  the 
government clerks who process the documents. In such cases, authorities periodically charged converts 
with violating laws prohibiting the falsification of documents. 

Under Shari'a, as interpreted by the Government, a non-Muslim wife who converts to Islam must divorce 
her "apostate," non-Muslim husband. Upon the wife's conversion, local security authorities ask the non-
Muslim husband if  he is willing to convert to Islam; if  he chooses not  to,  divorce proceedings begin 
immediately. Custody of children is then awarded to the mother, following her conversion to Islam and 
required divorce from her husband. 

In April 2005, the Family Court granted the divorce of Wafaa Riffat Adly, a Christian woman who had 
converted to Islam, from her Christian husband Said Farouk Adly, after he refused to convert. 

An estimated several thousand persons were imprisoned because of alleged support for or membership 
in Islamist groups seeking to overthrow the Government. 

The Government stated that these persons were in detention because of membership in or activities on 
behalf of violent extremist groups, without regard to their religious affiliation. Internal security services 
monitor groups and individuals suspected of involvement in or planning for extremist activity. Internal 
security  agencies  regularly  detain  such  persons,  and the state  of  emergency  allows them to  renew 
periods of administrative detention ad infinitum. 

Forced Religious Conversion 

There were no reports of forced religious conversion carried out by the Government; however, there were 
again reports of forced conversions of Coptic women and girls to Islam by Muslim men. Reports of such 
cases are disputed and often include inflammatory allegations and categorical denials of kidnapping and 
rape.  Observers,  including  human  rights  groups,  find  it  extremely  difficult  to  determine  whether 
compulsion was used, as most cases involve a Coptic female who converts to Islam when she marries a 
Muslim male. Reports of such cases almost never appear in the local media. 

Early  on  December  9,  2004,  a  three-way standoff  at  Cairo's  Abbasiya  Cathedral  involving  Christian 
protestors, orthodox church officials, and security forces ended with the return of Wafaa' Constantin, the 
wife of a Coptic Orthodox priest in the Nile Delta province of  Beheira, to the protective custody and 
supervision of the Church following her apparent elopement with a Muslim man in late November.

Church officials admitted in a December 10 press conference that Wafaa' had not been forced to convert 
to Islam against her will. 

A 6-day sit-in by Coptic Christian protestors climaxed on the evening of December 8 when the crowd, 
which numbered several thousand, responded to continued delays in the return of Wafaa' to the Church 



by hurling rocks at riot police. Subsequent press reports indicated that at least 34 Christian demonstrators 
were arrested (although all were eventually released in late December and early January) and charged 
with disturbing the peace, assaulting police officers, and blocking traffic. Press reports also indicated that 
dozens of policemen and protestors were injured during the clashes and stone-throwing that marked the 
cathedral protests. 

The exact course of events that led to the Constantin controversy remained unclear. Some commentators 
continued to insist that Constantin had been the victim of a forced conversion; others stated that the 
Government and the Coptic Church authorities had colluded in preventing Constantin from converting 
from Christianity to Islam. Constantin herself remained in seclusion in a church facility at the end of the 
period covered by this report. 

There are reports in these cases of government authorities failing to uphold the law. Local authorities 
sometimes allow custody of a minor  Christian female who "converts"  to Islam to be transferred to a 
Muslim  custodian,  who is  likely  to  grant  approval  for  an  underage  marriage.  Some Coptic  activists 
maintain that government officials do not respond effectively to instances of alleged kidnapping. 

In cases of marriage between an underage Christian girl and a Muslim man, there have been credible 
reports that government authorities have failed to sufficiently cooperate with Christian families seeking to 
regain custody of their daughters. 

In November 2004, Fadi Shamrouk, an epileptic 18-year old Coptic Christian student at the University of 
Alexandria, reportedly disappeared. When his family found him in police custody the next day, Fadi was 
then reportedly  transferred to  the control  of  Ahmed Muhammad Sayed El  Batanoni,  a former  police 
lieutenant operating a law office in Alexandria. The family alleged that El Batanoni used extortion after 
they requested to see their son and were informed by police that Fadi had converted to Islam. 

The family's church assisted in bringing a legal case that alleged that because he suffers from epilepsy, 
his abductors exploited his medical condition to convince him to convert to Islam. Fadi returned to his 
family in May, although the circumstances of this arrangement were unclear. On May 31, the court ruled 
that Fadi was not mentally ill, that he therefore had the right to convert, but that he had not yet done so. 

In  February,  hundreds  of  Christians  demonstrated  in  Fayoum,  protesting  what  they  viewed  as  the 
kidnapping and forced conversion of two young women to Islam. However, there were reliable reports 
indicating that the women went willingly to the security directorate to convert, after falling in love with 
Muslim men. 

The  Ministry  of  Interior  assisted in  allowing religious consultation sessions between the women and 
Bishop Ebram (Bishop of Fayoum) to be held away from the security directorate, despite the fact that the 
regulations on conversion state that such sessions must be held in the security directorate. Bishop Ebram 
convinced the women to keep their faith. 

There were no reports of the forced religious conversion of minor U.S. citizens who may have been 
abducted or illegally removed from the United States. 

Improvements and Positive Developments in Respect for Religious Freedom 

During the period covered by this report,  the Government took several  steps to encourage religious 
freedom and tolerance. Al-Azhar maintained a schedule of interfaith discussions inside the country and 
abroad. The Grand Imam of Al-Azhar Sheikh Tantawi, a government appointee, and Coptic Orthodox 
Pope Shenouda participated in joint public events. 

In January 2004, the Government announced the formation of the NCHR, on which 5 of the 25 appointed 
members are Coptic Christians. The Council released its first report in March. Although the Council did 
not address religious freedom per se, it submitted numerous requests to the Ministry of Interior requesting 
action on complaints it had received regarding church repair and construction. 

A prominent Coptic nongovernmental organization (NGO), the Coptic Evangelical Organization for Social 
Services,  continued its  program of  interreligious  dialogue  in  cooperation  with  the  Ministry  of  Islamic 
Religious Endowments.



The program encouraged interaction between young Muslim and Christian religious leaders and included 
a major conference on citizenship and education, as well as a series of workshops, training courses, and 
seminars throughout the reporting period. 

During the period covered by this report, the Government continued to take steps to contain incidents of 
sectarian tension, most notably its handling of the Wafaa' Constantin case. 

On Feb. 13, a court overruled the Government's previous decision to prevent the Word Center for Human 
Rights, an organization which often handles Coptic rights issues, from registering as an NGO. In 2003, 
the Ministry of Social Affairs (MSA) had rejected the Center's application for NGO status, citing "security 
objections" and contended that the Center is a group based on religion and therefore not eligible for NGO 
status. The Center registered as an NGO, and at the end of the reporting period the MSA's appeal was 
pending. 

Government-owned television and radio  continued to provide programming time devoted to Christian 
issues, including live broadcast of Christmas and Easter services. The state-owned Nile Culture Channel, 
available via satellite, broadcast weekly Orthodox Church services and other Christian programming. 

Additionally, local television channels offered an increasing number of documentaries on Coptic issues. 
Excerpts  from  Coptic  Orthodox  Pope  Shenouda's  weekly  public  addresses,  documentaries  on  the 
country's  monasteries,  the  travels  of  the  Holy  Family  and  other  aspects  of  Christian  history,  and 
discussions  among  Muslims  and  Christians  of  local  and  international  topics  including  discrimination 
appeared regularly in pro-government newspapers. 

Christian clergy spoke on popular television programs such as "Good Morning Egypt" about current topics 
and Christian religious beliefs. A version of Sesame Street, specially designed for the country by the 
Children's Television Workshop, continued to gain broad viewership among young children and many of 
their parents since it was first broadcast in 2000. Among the aims of the program is the promotion of 
tolerance, and one of the principal characters is a Christian. 

Section III. Societal Attitudes 

Egyptian Muslims and Christians share a common history and national identity. They also share the same 
ethnicity, race, culture, and language. Christians are geographically dispersed throughout the country, 
and Christians and Muslims live as neighbors. However, at times religious tensions flare up and individual 
acts of prejudice occur. 

On December 5, 2004, in the Upper Egyptian village of Mankatien, Minya Governorate, a Muslim mob 
reportedly attacked a new Coptic church and damaged property belonging to Christians. 

Sources  reported  that  a  Christian-owned  pharmacy  and  home were  burned  down,  while  the  mob's 
attempt to burn down the church reportedly failed. In reaction to the incidents, police imposed a curfew 
and arrested 15 local Muslims, but some Christians alleged the police had been too slow to react. None 
of the victims received any compensation for the damages resulting from this incident. 

On March 25, near Mankatien, a Muslim motorist allegedly ran over a group of Christian children who 
were walking home after attending Friday church classes. Nermeen Kamal Malak, an 8-year old girl, was 
killed; others received minor injuries. Christian villagers described the accident as deliberate. In response, 
many Christian villagers in Mankatien demonstrated, demanding an end to their 28-year wait for approval 
for a reconstruction permit. 

The case of Ahmad and Ibrahim Nasir, who were sentenced to 7 years in prison for the 1999 murder of a 
monk in Assiut, remained pending at the end of the reporting period. In May 2004, the Court of Cassation 
sustained an appeal by the Public Prosecutor seeking a heavier sentence. The brothers received 15-year 
prison terms, twice the original sentence which they appealed. 

According to  the law, persons above the age of  16 may convert  to  Islam without parental  consent. 
Ignorance of the law and social pressure, including the centrality of marriage to a woman's identity, often 
affect a girl's decision to convert. Family conflict and financial pressure also are cited as factors. 



Official relations between Christian and Muslim religious figures are amicable and include reciprocal visits 
to  religious  celebrations.  Al-Azhar  and  the  Ministry  of  Awqaf  engage  in  frequent  public  and  private 
interfaith  discussions  with  Christians  of  various  denominations,  both  within  the  country  and in  other 
countries. 

NGOs such as the Coptic Evangelical Organization for Social Services (CEOSS) are active in organizing 
formal and informal interfaith events; during the period covered by this report, CEOSS held numerous 
events which brought together Christian and Muslim youth leaders to discuss issues such as citizenship, 
media  affairs,  and  societal  violence.  Private  Christian  schools  admit  Muslim  students,  and  religious 
charities serve both communities. 

In articles in the independent press, prominent leaders of the Coptic Orthodox Church criticized Mormons 
and Seventh-day Adventists. 

In June 2004, the Ministry of Culture's Censorship Department formed a committee of cultural figures 
(both Muslim and Christian) to review a new film ("I Love the Cinema"/ "Bahebb El-Cima"), which told the 
story of  Egypt's Coptic Orthodox minority during the Nasser  era.  After  initial  screenings, Muslim and 
Christian lawyers filed a complaint with the Public Prosecutor, seeking to have the film removed from 
distribution and the film producers tried for "contempt for religion" because of the film's frank references to 
problems in the Church. A Cairo court first rejected the case, referring it to a specialized court, which 
ruled against the plaintiffs in late November 2004. Audiences were able to see the film at a number of 
theaters for approximately 8 weeks during the year. 

Section IV. U.S. Government Policy 

The subject of religious freedom is an important part of the bilateral dialogue. The subject has been 
raised with senior Egyptian government officials by all levels of the U.S. Government, including by the 
Secretary of State, Assistant Secretary for Near Eastern Affairs, the Ambassador, and other Embassy 
officials.  The Embassy maintains formal  contacts  with the Office of  Human Rights  at  the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. 

The  Embassy  also  discusses  religious  freedom  issues  regularly  in  contacts  with  other  government 
officials, including governors and Members of Parliament. The Ambassador has made public statements 
supporting interfaith understanding and efforts toward harmony and equality among citizens of all faiths. 
Specifically, the Embassy has raised its concerns about official discrimination against Baha'is with the 
Government. 

The  Embassy  maintains  an  active  dialogue  with  the  leaders  of  the  Christian  and  Muslim  religious 
communities, human rights groups, and other activists. The Embassy investigates every complaint of 
official religious discrimination brought to its attention. The Embassy also discusses religious freedom 
with a range of contacts, including academics, businessmen, and citizens outside of the capital area. U.S. 
officials actively challenge anti-Semitic articles in the media through discussions with editors-in-chief and 
other journalists. 

U.S.  programs and activities support  initiatives in  several  areas directly  related to religious freedom, 
including funding for CEOSS programs that work with Coptic community groups in Upper Egypt. 

The U.S. is working to strengthen civil society, supporting secular channels and the broadening of a civic 
culture  that  promote religious tolerance.  The U.S.  Embassy  in  Cairo  supports  projects  that  promote 
tolerance and mutual respect between members of different religious communities. 

The  Embassy  supports  the  development  of  materials  that  encourage  tolerance,  diversity,  and 
understanding of others, in both Arabic-language and English-language curriculums. 

The  U.S.  developed  a  version  of  the  television  program Sesame Street  designed  to  reach  remote 
households and which has as one of  its  goals the promotion of  tolerance, including among different 
religions. According to a recent household survey, the program, begun in 2000, is reaching more than 90 
percent of elementary school-aged children. 

The Embassy is also working with the Supreme Council of Antiquities to promote the conservation of 
cultural antiquities, including Islamic, Christian, and Jewish historical sites. 
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Coptic Christians get down satellite TV amid Egypt tension

AFP (02.11.2005) / HRWF Int. (03.11.2005) –  Website: http://www.hrwf.org –  Email: info@hrwf.net –  
Egypt's beleaguered Christian Coptic minority is to launch its own satellite television this month, but even 
some Copts fear the church's patronage of the channel will fan sectarian strife. 

In the aftermath of deadly riots in Alexandria on October 21 -- the most serious intercommunal violence in 
years -- religious Copts see the creation of the channel as an essential tool to assert their repressed 
identity. 

A Biblical quotation and a glowing Jesus next to a Coptic cross top the channel's promotional poster, 
which promises viewers a bonanza of hymns, holy liturgies and documentaries on ancient monasteries.

Aghapy TV -- which means "love" in the Coptic language -- is due to start broadcasting on November 14 
on Telestar 12, a US-operated satellite network which spans Egypt and several African countries. 

"The channel is under the guidance of Pope Shenuda III himself, who appointed a general committee of 
13 bishops," Aghapy executive director Father Bishoy al-Antony told AFP.

He said the channel would be run out of a convent northeast of Cairo. 

The launch will come less than a month after the CD release of a play produced by a church in Alexandria 
which was deemed by Muslims in the Mediterranean city as offensive to their faith. 

Father Bishoy said the controversial film will not be shown on Aghapy TV. "But it's a completely Coptic 
outlook, we are not going to discuss anything except issues that are related to the Copts," he said.

"We first proposed to have our own radio in 1951. It was rejected and since then it has been our dream to 
have this TV... It is not easy to build churches in Egypt, so this is like home delivery, church on air,"  
Father Bishoy added.

Copts are the largest Christian community in the Middle East and the church says they account for close 
to 10 percent of Egypt's 74 million inhabitants.

It says the television channel does not herald a more aggressive attempt to promote a religious identity 
against Islam and proselytise, but some secular Copts fear it will only fuel religious tensions.

"I am against any communal posture. I think it will harm national unity," said Munir Fakhri Abdel Nur, a 
Coptic businessman and MP for the liberal Wafd party. 

"For  decades,  some two million Egyptians have gone to work in the Gulf  and are bringing back an 
extremist culture which did not exist before in Egypt. 

"Some Arabic channels also convey a very radical Islamic culture, but having a Coptic television is not the 
way to deal with these issues," he told AFP.

Al-Hayat, a Christian Cyprus-based satellite network which often takes a stance against Islam, is popular 
with Copts.

Prominent  Coptic  thinker  Milad Hanna is  also concerned.  "I'm afraid  this  television reflects  the new 
ambitions of the Coptic Church. Pope Shenuda is a fanatic leader," he said. 

"It would be a good thing for Egypt if secular Copts were more organised, but this television is only going 
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to propagate religious ideas and this is what leads to clashes like those that happened in Alexandria," he 
told AFP. 

Funded only by donations, many of them from North America, the channel will strengthen ties with the 
Coptic diaspora. 

Dan,  a  Coptic  Montreal  resident  who  runs  a  blog  focusing  on  Egyptian  affairs 
(http://canadianpharaoh.blogspirit.com/),  argues  it  is  only  fair  Copts  should  seek  to  impose  their 
presence.

This television "will allow us to combat the exclusion of Copts in a more militant way," he said. 

"Copts are full-fledged Egyptians and they deserve to have a voice. But at present they don't have it, this 
is why we should take the issue into our own hands and I  see the creation of this channel as very 
positive." 

Rizk,  a  30-year-old  who  lives  and  works  in  a  mainly  Coptic  community  of  rubbish  collectors  in  an 
insalubrious strip clamped between a hill and a motorway, feels far removed from the buzz surrounding 
the launch of Aghapy TV.

"We barely  have electricity,  how am I  going to  get  a  satellite  dish just  for  this  channel?  Instead of 
asserting religious feelings,  which goes against  the nature of  Egyptian identity, maybe efforts should 
focus on fighting poverty."
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Vibrant appeal for help from female sequestrated convert to 
Christianity

Dear Sir,

I  am writing  to  you  with  utmost  hope  that  you  will  not  refuse  to  help  me as  so  many  other  legal 
organizations, personnel and advocates have. Even major organizations in the field of human rights wrote 
back to me saying "we do not work at the individual level," "we are not a service-delivery organization," or 
"we cannot respond to individual requests for assistance with human rights violations." Even the UNHCR 
would not give me an appointment to meet with the protection office here in Cairo. I feel I am really lost.

My case is about a vulnerable woman who is suffering under yoke of her family, simply because she 
converted to Christianity. Here is an abstract of my case:

I am Abier Bilal Tamir,22, from Sudan, and born to a Muslim family. I live in Egypt (as my mother is 
Egyptian) where I have endured very serious assaults and problems after I converted to Christianity 6 
months ago.

In the last two weeks my situation has become much more serious. I escaped from my family’ s home, 
after their torture intensified, and went to live with some friends in a suburb. They decided to send me to 
Saudi Arabia, where my father has worked and lived for more than forty years. By so doing they are trying 
to force me to give up Christianity.

My family has taken drastic steps to force me back to Islam. They have banned me from attending school 
(I was studying fine arts), they shaved my hair in an effort to keep me at home all the time, my brother 
burned my hand with a hot  spoon,  they constantly  tell  me that  they will  kill  me if  I  do not  give up 
Christianity, etc.

The most painful offense, however, was their decision to force me to marry a man I do not even know.



My problem is unique because I am not a refugee seeking protection, or resettlement into a second 
country.   Because my father is a Sudanese, and my mother is Egyptian, I cannot declare my religious 
conversion in either country.

I am living in a society that does not believe in tolerance or in the “ other,”  who is different. You must have 
heard of the incident of a Coptic girl who converted into Islam last year. 

Please help me. Who may I contact for further assistance? What should I do now? I am helpless and my 
case is precarious. I can't confide in anyone. I reiterate that I am not a refugee, or someone who seeks a 
better life somewhere else, I am a woman whose life is in danger. I may lose my life at any time if they 
find me. Can you please help me immediately? 

Yours
Abier 
Cairo Egypt

Email : anangos@gmail.com
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Egyptian sect leader sentenced for claiming divinity

Reuters (31.04.2005) / HRWF Int. (11.04.2005) - Email info@hrwf.net - Website http://www.hrwf.net - A 
Cairo court on Thursday sentenced an Egyptian man to three years and three months in jail for leading an 
unorthodox sect and claiming divinity. 

But the man, trader Ahmed Ibrahim Abu Shousha, will serve only a three-month sentence, for possessing 
an offensive weapon, if he pays a fine of 5,000 pounds ($860), court officials said. 

Twelve of his followers, including three women, received one-year sentences on charges of "spreading 
ideas at variance with the Islamic religion", including the views that ritual prayer is not necessary and that 
visiting tombs is preferable to the conventional Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca. They can avoid jail by paying 
2,000 pounds, the sources said. 

Abu Shousha and his followers were arrested last July in the Nile Delta province of Qalioubia, northeast 
of Cairo. 

Members of  the group said Abu Shousha assumed names usually  used for  God and said he could 
intercede with God for them. 

Egyptian law includes  a  wide range of  offences for  which the authorities  can prosecute  unorthodox 
religious beliefs. 

More than 90 percent of Egyptians are Sunni Muslim and Egypt's constitution names Islamic law as the 
principal source of legislation.
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Religious affiliation on upcoming computerized ID cards
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HRWF Int.  (07.04.2005) -  Email  info@hrwf.net -  Website  http://www.hrwf.net -  On April  5,  2005,  the 
Baha’ i International Community (*) presented a statement at the 61st Session of the UN Commission on 
Human Rights in which it focused on the implications of the upcoming computerization of IDs cards on 
religious freedom: 

“ Last year, the Government of Egypt started setting up a computerized system for the issuance of identity 
cards. This system is based on a policy that apparently makes it impossible for officials to issue an ID 
card without entering a religion for each applicant and it  has been programmed to accept only three 
entries in this space: Islam, Christianity or Judaism. This system will not allow the space for religion to be 
left blank, nor will it accept any other religion or belief.

Baha’ is who are Egyptian citizens used to be able to obtain identity cards with a dash in the space for 
religion or, in a few cases, with the name of their religion stated. Now, they cannot renew their identity 
cards, and they risk having them confiscated whenever they need to identify themselves. Young Baha’ is 
who come of age cannot obtain cards at all.

(…)  The full implementation of the computerized system for identity cards has been postponed until the 
end of this year. However, it seems that it might be used already now for youth up to the age of twenty-
five.  We sincerely hope that  the authorities will  look into this matter and address the conditions that 
currently disenfranchise certain Egyptian citizens because of their religion and belief.”  

Interviewed by Human Rights Without Frontiers Int., a member of the Permanent Mission of Egypt to the 
United Nations said “ The recognition of the only three historical religions guarantees the cohesiveness of 
our society and public order. If tomorrow we were to hold a referendum on the issue, I am sure that more 
than 90% of the population would refuse to recognize more religions. We will not accept that Western 
Governments or NGOs impose their views on the Egyptian people.”

Since the beginning of the 1960s, Baha’ is and Jehovah’ s Witnesses have been banned and have lost 
their  juridical  status.  New  religious  movements  cannot  become  a  legal  entity  either.  At  the  UN 
Commission, the Baha’ i International Community complained that Presidential Decree No 263 of 1960 
had singled out the Egyptian Baha’ is by dissolving their institutions, banning their religious activities and 
bringing  to  a  halt  the  life  of  their  community.  The  decree  has  long  been  used  to  instigate  police 
investigations, arrests, house searches and the destruction of their religious books.

Human Rights Without Frontiers Int. recommends

to the Egyptian authorities

- to design ID cards without mentioning the religious affiliation of their holders;
- to grant equal rights to all religious denominations and allow them to acquire a legal status so that their 
collective right to religious freedom be guaranteed.

to the international community

- to urge the Egyptian authorities not to mention any religious affiliation on ID cards;
- to urge the Egyptian authorities to register any religious movement which does not disturb public order 
as defined in democratic countries; 
-  to  support  Egyptian  human  rights  NGOs  contributing  to  the  granting  of  equal  rights  to  religious 
organizations. 

(*) Baha’ i International Community, Route des Morillons 15, CH-1218 Grand-Saconnex/ Geneva. Email:  
bic@geneva.bic.org
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Christian-Muslim tension in Egypt

UPI  (28.02.2005)  /  HRWF  Int.  (01.03.2005)  -  Email  info@hrwf.net -  Website  http://www.hrwf.net - 
Hundreds  of  Egyptian  Christian  Copts  ended  a  sit-in  inside  a  church  Monday  to  protest  alleged 
compulsory conversion of two Christians to Islam. 

Some 2,000 Christian youths gathered Sunday night at the St. Georgious church in the city of Assiut, 110 
kilometers (68 miles) south of Cairo, when news circulated two Christian girls who disappeared a few 
days ago were forced to convert to Islam. 

The protesters called for the return of the girls to their families, denouncing attempts to force them to 
change religion. 

But security sources said the two girls converted to Islam voluntarily and authorities notified the church in 
line with the law. 

The sources said the protesters agreed to end the sit-in  and allow the church to verify whether  the 
conversions were voluntary.
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Mubarak moves to reassure Christians

Middle  East  Online  (11.1.2005)  /  HRWF  Int.  (12.01.2005)  -  Email  info@hrwf.net -  Website 
http://www.hrwf.net - Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak played down recent clashes between Christians 
and Muslims Sunday, reassuring followers of the Coptic Church that they were full members of Egyptian 
society. 

"In practice, we are a single people, we must stay bound by ties of affection at all times," Mubarak said in 
a keynote speech broadcast on state television. 

"Christians are not a minority in Egypt, they are Egyptian by origin and birth." 

Mubarak played down deadly clashes between Christians and Muslims in the run-up to Coptic Christmas 
Friday, saying that such unrest "happens all over the world." 

Hundreds of Christians staged a sit-in at the main Coptic cathedral last month over reports that a priest's 
wife had been kidnapped and forced to convert to Islam. 

At least 60 police were wounded in ensuing clashes and 34 demonstrators were arrested before later 
being freed.
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Egypt frees Christians detained over December unrest

Assyrian  International  News  Agency  (4.1.2005)  /  HRWF  Int.  (05.01.20045)  -  Email  info@hrwf.net - 
Website http://www.hrwf.net - Egyptian authorities have released the last batch of Christians detained for 
injuring at least 60 policemen during clashes last month, judicial sources said Tuesday. 

The nine detainees were allowed to return to their homes after posting bail of 50 dollars each, the sources 
added. 
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The majority of the policemen were injured on December 8 when around 1,000 Christians who were 
staging a sit-in at the compound of the main Coptic cathedral in Cairo threw rocks at them. 

The demonstrators were protesting at the disappearance of a priest's wife north of Cairo. 

They  claimed that  48-year-old  Wafaa Constantine was abducted by her  Muslim boss  and forced to 
convert to Islam, with the complicity of the state's security services. 

Nearly 400 Egyptian Christians also demonstrated on December 5 at the cathedral, calling on President 
Hosni Mubarak to intervene. 

The head of Egypt's Coptic Church, Pope Shenuda III, later holed himself up in a desert monastery to 
protest the arrest of Christians. 

A total of 34 were detained in connection with the unrest. Thirteen, nearly all minors and students, were 
released on December 21 and 10 more on December 30. 

Constantine resurfaced a few days after her disappearance. She was later quoted by the press as telling 
investigators: "She was born and would die a Chriastian."
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