This World Day Against Death Penalty:
The International Community must take immediate steps to ensure
states repeal laws which mandate the death penalty for apostasy or
blasphemy
8 October 2020
Dear Ambassador,
On 9 July 2020 the transitional government in the Republic of the Sudan made
the historic step of repealing their apostasy law which mandated the death
penalty for anyone who left Islam.i
There are still over 10 countries however, where courts can sentence an
individual to death if they leave the state religion or express a dissenting
opinion about the religion. This is the case in the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan, Brunei Darussalam, Islamic Republic of Iran, Malaysia, the
Republic of Maldives, the Islamic Republic of Mauritania, several states in the
Federal Republic of Nigeria, the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, the State of
Qatar, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the Federal Republic of Somalia, United
Arab Emirates, and the Republic of Yemen.ii
The death penalty, even when not applied, is used to pressure individuals to
recant and to not practice publicly. One ex-Muslim described the laws as being
a constant, “sword over our throats.” The UN Secretary General has noted this
concern saying that even where a moratorium is in place the laws have, “a
chilling effect on the legitimate exercise of human rights.”iii
The death penalty for apostasy and blasphemy has also been shown to incite
violence by non-state actors against those who leave or question the religion.
The UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief has said, “where
domestic laws provide for the death penalty for religious offence, it is more
likely that the existence of such laws will encourage vigilante mobs or zealots
to murder those alleged to have violated those laws.”iv The most recent example
was in July 2020, when a man shot dead Tahir Ahmed Naseem, who was on
trial for blasphemy in Pakistan.v There are still 40 individuals in prison on death
row in Pakistan, under blasphemy charges.vi The UN Special Rapporteur on
freedom of religion or belief, has recommended states take a “triage-based
approach” and prioritise the repeal of those laws that “put lives at risk,” in this
case those which mandate the death penalty,vii as a means to “expedite full
compliance with international human rights standards,”viii including article 18
and 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

As the World Day Against the Death Penalty approaches, it is a reminder that
states have an obligation to protect fundamental freedoms, including religious
freedom, freedom of expression, and the right to adopt, leave or change their
religion or belief. Every state that has apostasy or blasphemy laws should repeal
them and ensure that no one is sentenced to death for exercising their basic
rights. We urge the international community to condemn in the strongest terms
countries which have or condone the death penalty for apostasy or blasphemy
and to push for the right to apostasy for ex-Muslims and converts.
Yours sincerely,
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