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Coordination des Associations et des Particuliers pour la Liberté de 
Conscience (Coordination of Associations and Individuals for Freedom of 
Conscience, or CAP) is an association created in 2000 to unite minority 
religions in France in order to counter discrimination concerning the right 
to freedom of conscience and belief and to denounce acts and speech 
violating human rights or which are a threat to fundamental l iberties. 
Members of CAP include adherents to numerous minority faiths targeted 
for discriminatory measures as "sects" by the government. This submission 
details instances of defamation of religion in France. 

For well over a decade, France has been criticized at the United Nations 
(UN) and at the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) as one of the key States fostering religious intolerance and 
discrimination in Western Europe. Many complaints have been formulated 
in international forums by NGOs, interfaith groups, human rights groups 
and minority religions against state entities and state-funded private 
entities in France for discrimination, defamation and denigration of 
minority religious groups and individuals due to their religious association 
with these groups. 
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Background 

For years, the French government determined to arbitrarily classify 
religious groups into two separate categories: 1) religions viewed as law­ 
abiding and beneficial to society; and 2) "sects" viewed as dangerous to 
society, which are the targets of oppressive and discriminatory measures, 
and which the government declares must be "fought" against. 

In 1995, a Parliamentary Inquiry Commission of the French National 
Assembly released a Report entitled Sects in France. The Report listed 173 
movements as constituting "potentially harmful sects", thereby legitimizing 
the systematic investigations of these movements carried out by the 
intelligence branch of the French police force, Renseignements Généraux 
(RG), which were adopted wholesale by the Commission without 
examination or independent verification. 

The Report has been criticized as being unscientific and untrustworthy, 
based almost exclusively on rumor, innuendo and anecdotes from 
disgruntled former members. In addition, the Commission did not consult 
objective academics or scholars familiar with issues related to religious 
movements, but instead relied on anti-sect activists. Such was the criticism 
made by the Swedish Parliamentary investigation, which traveled to France 
and interviewed those who participated in the preparation of the report. 

Unfortunately, in pursuing a policy and practice of institutionalized 
discrimination against targeted religious minorities, the French state 
adopted the findings of the Parliamentary Commission Report. Although 
the Commission's report had no status as an official publication, 
government statements, circulars and publications produced prior to the 
current administration - but still in circulation - were replete with citations 
to the Report, which was presented as an authoritative reference on the 
subject of "sects", and which operated in effect as a blacklist. 

The Report was not only disseminated to all public authorities, but also to 
the general public. The Report and the hysteria that the government 
created on the subject through inflammatory statements to "fight sects" 
provoked systematic actions of discrimination throughout France, which 
seriously infringe on the rights of the targeted groups and their 
parishioners. 
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Overnight, 173 movements and hundreds of thousands of French citizens 
were officially and publicly transformed into second class citizens. Targeted 
groups were routinely subjected to never - ending criminal and security 
investigations, audits and labor inspections. Municipal authorities refused 
to rent town halls to religious associations designated in the Report as 
"sects". Custodial rights of parents were challenged - sometimes 
successfully - in court on the grounds that a parent belonged to a "sect". 
Owners of businesses who were identified by the media as being 
associated with religions derogatorily designated as "sects" were subject to 
economic boycotts and blacklisting. 

As reported by the internationally respected human rights group 
InternationalHelsinki Federation in its 1999 human rights report to the 
OSCE on religious freedom: 

"While other reports abroad (a Swedish parliamentary report and a 
report of the canton of Tessin in Switzerland) recommend dialogue 
with so-called sects, France appears to have chosen open 
confrontation. This has lead to slanderous reports in the media, to 
professional prohibitions, to religious discrimination by the French 
authorities and to increasing intolerance from civil society towards 
ordinary people on the grounds of their persona! religious beliefs." 

In 1998, the French government established the "Interministerial Mission 
to Fight Against Sects (MILS)" directly under the Prime Minister. This 
office, headed by Alain Vivien, former President of a French "anti-sect" 
group, targeted minority religions for a campaign of discriminatory 
government treatment, flanked by derogatory reports in the French media 
promoting stereotyped images of the movements and their members. 
MILS also promoted the "sect" list as a "blacklist" of the religious groups 
included on the list. Due to the international controversy that MILS 
generated, this entity was dissolved and replaced by MIVILUDES 
(Interministerial Mission of Vigilance and Battle against Sectarian 
Deviations) in 2002. 

As the UN Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief noted in her report 
on her September 2005 Mission to France (E/CN.4/2006/5/Add.4): 

"The debate on this matter and the different measures that were 
taken at the governmental and parliamentary level in the second 
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part of the 1990s undermined the right to freedom of religion or 
belief and raised serious concerns about religious intolerance. In 
particular, the establishment of a list, as well as the awareness­ 
raising policies that were carried out, raised serious concerns in 
terms of freedom of religion or belief." 

Continued Denigration of Religious Groups as "Sects" 

To its credit, the French government officially revoked this "blacklist" in a 
May 2005 Circular of the Prime Minister.1 

However, the term "sect" is still used by certain French officiais and state 
funded "anti-sect" associations to stigmatize and denigrate targeted 
minority religious groups which had been on the blacklist. Revocation of 
the "sect" blacklist and the attempt to forge a new policy regarding 
religions in France cannot be successful, however, unless the machinery of 
discrimination constructed over the last decade - including Circulars and 
Manuals that relied on the "sect list" to create discriminatory policies - is 
dismantled and unless constructive dialogue with minority faiths to resolve 
differences occurs on an inter-ministerial basis at the highest levels of 
government. 

There is no rational justification for such classification and no definition 
has ever been given of the term "sects". 2 Nevertheless, in the last ten 
years, several "anti-sect" Parliamentary Commissions have been set up in 
France, reports stigmatizing small religious groups have been published 
and campaigns of denigration have been organized by state entities and 
state funded organizations under the guise of "education" on those 
movements. This has generated a climate of intolerance towards such 
groups and their members. 

Yet, classifying religious groups into "religions" and "sects" is itself a 
violation of religious international human rights standards. It is 
impermissible and arbitrary for the government to confer benefits on 

' Circulars (briefings, instructions) can constitute regulation in France. 
2 As the UN Rapporteur on Religious Freedom noted in paragraph 62 of her Report on Religious 
Intolerance to the Commission on Human Rights (E/CN.4/2005/61), the international principle of 
freedom of religion or belief is difficult to reconcile with distinctions between different religious 
communities as such distinctions may, in some cases, constitute discrimination. 
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groups it classifies as "religions" while denying benefits and enacting 
oppressive measures against groups it classifies as "sects." As long as the 
policy of classifying certain religions as "sects" to be fought against 
continues in France, discrimination will continue. 

As the U .N .  Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief noted in 
her report regarding her Mission to France in September 2005 after the 
revocation of the "sect blacklist": 

"A number of improvements nevertheless remain to be carried out in 
order to ensure that the right to freedom of religion or belief of al l 
individuals is guaranteed and to avoid the stigmatization of 
members of certain religious groups or communities of belief . . .  "  

In spite of the UN Rapporteur's recommendations, MIVILUDES is today 
going backwards by advocating the adoption of a new list of "sects". 
During the presentation of the 2007 report to the press on 3rd April 2008, 
the President of MIVILUDES, Jean-Michel Roulet, spoke up in favour of the 
creation of a "lisf' of sectarian organisations, as he sees in this method 
"more benefits than inconvemenœs'. 

Public Subsidies for Private Hate Groups 

French authorities have, during the last decade, heavily supported and 
subsidized private "anti-sect" groups, in particular UNADFI (National Union 
of Associations for the Defense of Families and Individuals) which is not 
only funded almost completely by the French State (over 90°/o) but has 
also been granted the official status of a "public utility" association. 
UNADFI and its organizations have denigrated targeted minority faiths, 
labeling them derogatorily as "sects" and pressuring the public authorities 
to enact discriminatory measures against them. 

Linder the guise of protecting individuals and families against "sects" and 
of "defending" so-called "victims", the ADFI organizations actually fuel 
misinformation of religious groups, resulting in stigmatization and 
discrimination directed at members of such groups. The French State has 
utilized the ADFI organizations for "education" campaigns that provide 
false stereotypes rife with inaccurate information denigrating minority 
faiths that are presented to the public to the prejudice of the groups 
concerned. Janine Tavernier's statement, when resigning from her postas 
president of UNADFI, very clearly sums up the climate of intolerance and 
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the role of these anti-religious associations : "When one has a grudge 
against one's neighbor, one accuses him of being a member of a cuit." 

What France cannot do directly due to its human rights commitments and 
duty of religious neutrality it cannot do indirectly by providing substantial 
funds and a special status to groups that defame and discriminate against 
minority faiths. 

A System Designed to Denigrate Religious Communities 

MIVILUDES has also defended its campaign to denigrate targeted religious 
groups accused of committing "sectarian deviations", saying that these 
"deviations" are evidenced by the number of "legal troubles" the said 
groups have been submitted to. 

This is a fallacious argument since the "legal troubles" are for the most 
part the consequences of the arbitrary and discriminatory system targeting 
groups designated as "sects" that has been organized in France over the 
years. 

Since 1996, repressive measures have been enacted by the previous 
French governments to make sure that prosecutions were initiated against 
religious groups derogatorily designated as "sects". A Circular was passed 
in 1996 by the then Minister of Justice making it mandatory for 
prosecutors to investigate when they received a complaint relating to such 
groups and to provide a special detailed motivation in case they decide not 
to prosecute. The Minister had the list of the 173 so-called "sects" 
concerned attached to the Circular to ensure that the prosecutors knew 
what specific groups to prosecute. 

In 1998, another Circular created a "Sect Mission" within the Ministry of 
Justice, in charge of following the judicial proceedings against such groups 
and of giving special directions to the prosecutors below them to prosecute 
and make requisitions for sending the cases to trial. 

Despite the revocation of the "sect" list by the Prime Minister in 2005, 
these discriminatory Circulars remain in force today, resulting in arbitrary 
investigations and proceedings brought against targeted religious groups 
and their members. 
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In addition, "awareness" sessions have been organized by the State to 
"educate" officiais regarding "sects". The 2005 Guide for Public Agents on 
Sectarian Deviations notes that each year the National School for 
Magistrates (Ecole Nationale de la Magistrature) organizes a one-week 
seminar on sects for prosecutors, judges, police officers, and government 
officiais from the youth and sports ministry, national education, judicial 
protection of youth, general direction of competition and consumer offices. 
Up to 140 trainees take part in this course. 

Based on documents released under the Freedom of Information law, the 
presentations on the targeted religions have been biased. The seminars 
delivered to the judges have included specific briefings on Scientology, 
Jehovah's Witnesses and other targeted groups, with information provided 
by UNADFI and CCMM, and without any possibility of contradiction, debate 
or rebuttal by the concerned groups. As part of the documents distributed 
to the attending judges, press articles hostile to these groups were 
provided, as evidenced by the list of documents attached to the programs 
of the seminars. 

The mountain of positive jurisprudence and official recognitions regarding 
these groups has been completely ignored. Only a few negative court 
decisions were provided, and decisions from higher judicial authorities 
directly contradicting those decisions were also not discussed. Objective 
and scientific information regarding these groups was not included - 
neither objective scholars nor experts in the field of religion were included 
in the program, exposing the program as an attempt to prejudice the 
judiciary against minority religious organizations. 

Such "awareness" programs for court officiais have been condemned by 
the United Nations Human Rights Committee. In its Concluding 
Observations of the Human Rights Committee: Germany. 18/11/96 (CCPR/ 
C/79/Add.73), the Human Rights Committee recommended, in strikingly 
simi lar circumstances, that Germany discontinue the holding of "sensitizing 
sessions for judges against the practices of certain designated sects". 
Otherwise, the right to a fair trial is destroyed for religious minorities. 

In addition, MIVILUDES published a 170-page guide for private sector 
human resource managers on 13 December 2007. It provided language 
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and the rationale to facilitate employment discrimination against persans 
belonging to belief groups which are minorities in France. 3 

This "awareness" campaign has resulted over the years in numerous cases 
of discrimination against members of stigmatized groups, including 
economic blacklisting and boycotting, refusai of child custody by Courts to 
members of the stigmatized groups, refusais of renting premises for 
conferences or events by religious groups designated as "sects," 
prohibitions from distributing or sell ing religious literature, dismissals from 
employment and many other forms of discrimination. 

This system is clearly unnecessary as no serious problem exists. Indeed, 
the 1998 Circular recognizes that there are very few complaints against 
minority religious movements: 

" The denunciations or complaints from "victtm toüowers" are yet 
insufficient in number, and are often imprecise. It is true that the 
"consent" of the said victims makes it particu/arly difficult to prove 
that there has been a violation of a persans integrit:y, and theretore, 
does not favor the exercise of prosecution." 

The Circular's reference to "consenting followers" evidences the 
complete lack of a criminal predicate justifying investigations, the 
ideological nature of the fight organized against so-called "sects" and the 
arbitrary and discriminatory nature of the system put in place against 
targeted faiths in France. In order to create more complaints and 
denunciations, the Circular gives the following instructions: 

" The associations of fight against the sectarian phenomena must, in 
this regard, be thorough/y involved insofar as they are susceptible to 
provide elements of appreciation on the concerned organizations." 

The Circular adds that "there would therefore on/y be benefits for 
prosecutors to contact these associations/ in order to discuss with them 
the wrongdoings of sectarian movements in their Jurisdictions." 

Therefore, the French government then in power organized the fueling of 
biased information directly to those in charge of initiating criminal 
proceedings - which actually constitute an ex parte pre-trial - to ensure 

3 This guide is downloadable from 
http://www.miviludes.org/IMG/pdf/guide Miviludes L entreprise face au risque sectaire.pdf 

8 





In this manual,  Vivien accuses new religious movements of being 
totalitarian, denounces their "penetration of structures and institutions" to 
proselytize, denigrates members of these movements as depersonalized 
automatons, denigrates their religious leaders as mere profiteers, accuses 
them of luring youths into infiltrated organizations as a "breeding ground" 
for new members, and claims that the hidden purpose of these religious 
groups is "the conquest of power". The Church of Scientology, the 
Unification Church and the Transcendental Meditation movement are 
specifically named and singled out as, in essence, enemies of the state. 
The spiritual, philosophical and religious values of the targeted movements 
are denigrated. University professors who publish studies favourable to 
targeted faiths affirming their religious nature are denounced. 

Publisher BELIN - Attention Dangers! - For 9 - 11 year olds. This 
school manual characterizes "176 sects and 800 sub-groups" (sic) referred 
to in the 1996 Parliamentary Report as not only dangerous but on the 
same dangerous level as i l legal drugs, and alerts parents to beware of 
attempts to "recruit" children through organizations offering services such 
as dance, music and tutoring (thereby engendering discrimination against 
anyone who happens to be a member of a targeted faith who works in one 
of these areas, even though the person has never proselytized or even 
articulated their persona! and private beliefs). 

Publisher NATHAN - Civic Education for the 4th class. This 
publication contains an anecdotal statement from a disaffected member of 
Hare Krishna who claims he was depersonalized and subject to mental 
manipulation by a "guru," and who also claims that an "insidious trap of 
the sects" is to require marriage between members to "keep you for life". 
Students are then given an exercise to detail in writing the "traps of sects" 
and the improper activities of "leaders of the sects" articulated by the 
disaffected member. The exercise also includes a press article about a 
condemnation in first instance of certain Church of Scientology members, 
whereas the positive decision in the appeal process is not cited and the 
information in the article is inaccurate, incomplete and derogatory. 

This campaign has severely infringed upon the rights of members of 
targeted faiths by creating a climate of fear, misunderstanding and 
prejudice towards members of minority religions. Teachers, parents and 
children of targeted faiths and who attend French educational institutions 
have suffered particular hardship and intolerance through these coercive 
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