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OSCE Supplementary Human Dimension Meeting
FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF: ISSUES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND THE SPECIFIC
CHALLENGES OF COMBATTING ANTI-SEMITISM AND INTOLERANCE AND
DISCRIMINATION AGAINST CHRISTIANS, MUSLIMS AND MEMBERS OF OTHER
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Your Excellences, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The right to freedom of religion or belief is a fundamental human right recognised in all the
major human rights treaties. When we speak about the right to freedom of religion, it means
respecting the diverse components of society, to integrate them into the national fabric, and to
uphold the rule of a law, without discrimination. Protection of freedom of religion or belief also
means to ensure that citizens are protected against violence and discrimination and that such acts
are condemned and punished. The states need to promote religious diversity and tolerance
through positive, or affirmative actions.

States have repeatedly reaffirmed and made a commitment to respect for freedom of religion and
conscience in the OSCE region. Though the participating states reaffirmed that efforts must be
made to promote freedom of religion or belief, religious or belief communities still face
problems throughout the OSCE region due to the lack of implementation of commitments related
to freedom of religion or belief undertaken by participating State.

In recent years, there have been many challenges with regard to the respecting freedom of
religion or belief in the context of counter terrorism approaches. I’m aware that striking the right
balance between a State’s need to take effective measures to combat terrorism and violent
extremism and doing so in full compliance with their obligations under international law,
particularly human rights, is not an easy or straight-forward task.

Although the current Legislation in Bulgarian ensures the right to freedom of religion or belief
and the community enjoys freedom of religion and faith, Muslim community of Bulgaria is
increasingly concerned about the discriminatory actions of the authorities and officials.

For years, the Muslims’ religious institution in Bulgaria has been stifled by the strong political
grip of various political circles and the complete indifference of governments that remain deaf to
the problems of Muslims. Schools for the preparation of clergy suffer from a chronic lack of
funding by the Bulgarian state, the attempts to develop a cultural-religious center or to regain
property ownership of wagf properties are blocked, the uncovering of the junction of lawsuits
and a heavy legacy from the management of the former leaders of the Muslim community of
totalitarian times continue today. We are witnessing an unsanctioned spread of hostile speech,
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populism and anti-Muslim speech, which during election campaigns were at their peak. We
even witnessed attempts to prevent voters from voting because of their ethnic-religious affiliation
during the last parliamentary election. When we add to this all the new global challenges such as
the refugee crisis, the war-torn Middle East and the fatal ideology of DAESH, the results are
extremely sour for the Muslim communities, especially in Bulgaria. 1 will present in this report
quite fresh examples from this year, which roots are of course from the past:

Discriminative and Islamophobic amendments in Penal Code

In 2016, a number of discriminatory and Islamophobic laws were introduced in parliament by the
“patriotic” and extreme nationalist parties, many of which were not accepted because the
parliament ended its work due to early elections. About eleven months ago elections took place,
resulting in the same importers of the bills in question to now be in the country's government.

On May 26, 2017, the newly-elected parliament, and in particular the "patriots” and extreme
nationalists, proposed discriminative amendments to the Penal Code’ to criminalize Islam in the
country. The proposers' statement states that terrorism is due to radical Islam and that "radical
Islamic ideology” is preached when it comes to ideas such as "the creation of an Islamic state
(caliphate)”, the propaganda of jihad, and so on. At the same time, the definition of "Islam" is
equated to ideologies such as fascism and anti-democracy.

Generally the Muslim community in Bulgaria is against all kinds of terrorism and radicalism and
predominantly supports anti-terror laws and codes, which are necessary for the security and
protection of the whole society. But at the same time, this law allows for the abuse of religious
freedoms and opens doors for arbitrariness and human rights violations through casual, illogical
and unreasonable interpretations of the term "radical Islam". As there is no clear definition and
unified expert opinion on the formulation of "radical Islam,” which is the basis of unique
legislative decisions for Europe.

Although widely used in the public domain and the media, the term "radical Islam" is very
controversial. It is hardly subject to scientific definition because of the impossibility to establish
where, when and at what doctrinal or conceptual point the "moderate” becomes “radical™.
Therefore, such bills risk being inconsistent with fundamental principles such as freedom of
religion, which is part of the values of European societies.

If this bill were adopted, it would be extremely inefficient and would have negative
consequences for the whole of society. Instead of helping to combat phenomena that legislators
would most likely want to pursue with good intentions, defending society and democratic values,
they will rather complicate the situation. It is pointless to adopt a law that will not solve the
problems in society, but more likely to deepen them. Problems in society must be viewed
objectively in order to find adequate solutions to the related dynamic social problems.

! Proposed amendments, National Assembly, 26 May 2017 - http://www.parliament.bg/bills/44/754-01-11.pdf
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In addition to these legislative changes, extreme nationalists in parliament are also preparing
some other changes in the Law of the Religions, which stipulate that in temples preaching should
be only in the Bulgarian language, and other corrections, such as a ban on the financing of
religions from abroad. These amendments, however, only impose restrictions on the freedom of
religion, but offer no alternatives.

Problems with the financial donations of the denomination

In this sense, a serious problem that can be qualified as a violation of religious freedoms is the
suspension of donations to the Muslim denomination. About three months ago, the Interim
Government in Bulgaria, which was committed to holding parliamentary elections in the country,
cancelled the donation treaty with the Republic of Turkey.

On this issue, the Office of the Grand Mufti has repeatedly been blamed by the media and
representatives of some political circles for receiving financial and staff support from the Turkish
governmental Directorate of Religious Affairs. Turkey's financial support is in fact a partial
sponsorship of the three religious high schools and the Higher Institute of Islamic Studies in
Sofia. It is the result of an Treaty, which is signed between the Governments of Bulgaria and
Turkey as early as 1998, regulating financial assistance, the sending of teachers to the spiritual
schools, and guest-imams and lecturers from the Turkish Religious Affairs Directorate. This
treaty was signed because of Bulgaria's inability to support its religious institutions in the post-
totalitarian period. Also an agreement between was signed between the Office of the Grand
Mufti and the Turkish Religious Affairs Directorate in 2002, which is without limitation.

Separately, according to the Law of the Religions, denominations have the right to invite
religious officials from abroad with the permission of the ”Directorate for Religious Affairs”
with the Council of Ministers of Bulgaria. At present, there are 15 imams in Bulgaria who are
seconded from Turkey and preach in Bulgarian mosques. Of course, this practice exists not only
with Muslims. Catholics, Protestants, Jewish and Armenian communities invite priests and
religious officials to Bulgaria and that is so normal.

Nevertheless the media and politicians do not comment on why it is necessary for Bulgarian
Muslim schools to be funded by another state. The answer is simple - because the Bulgarian state
does not have such a financial possibility. At present, the annual subsidy that the Office of the
Grand Mufti receives from the State amounts to 360,000 leva (about 180,000 euros), intended
for the renovation of old mosques.

When the Interim Government cancelled the treaty unilaterally, it did not inform the
representatives of the Office of the Grand Mufti for which it learned after three months. The
result of this is that the staff and teachers had resigned for salaries not paid. At the moment, the
Muslim denomination is in an extremely difficult situation; Unable to meet the needs of the
denomination because of insufficient income that it cannot yet restitute from waqf property
foundations following the democratic changes. For this reason, for two months, the institution
has been incapacitated in paying the salaries of the imams and teachers in the country.
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The Office of the Grand Mufti has always stand for the Muslim community to be supported by
the Bulgarian state, and we have insisted over the years to make a commitment. This is the most
natural and normal state of affairs. Excluding donations without offering another alternative is
not a solution to the question.

Selling of Property Belonging to the Muslim Community

Meanwhile to the suspension of donations from Turkey, the Interim Government initiate an
public auction sale of the land of 27 decares belonging to the Muslim community, for which the
Office of the Grand Mufti has been struggling for years to obtain permission to build its cultural
and religious center in Sofia. The permission to design the plot, which the mufti's office has
since 2002, is maturing unanswered in the administration of the chief architect of Sofia since
2008, when the Office of the Grand Mufti applied for a visa for construction at Sofia
Municipality.

Three months ago the Interim Government announced the sale of the property. The official
reason for the announcement of the plot for public sale was the run up of tax liabilities of the
Office of the Grand Mufti to the National Revenue Agency, despite previous assurances from
the Mufti's office to repay this debt every month. These debt is primarily accumulated during the
period of contests and lawsuits initiated against the institution by former state security agent
Nedim Gendzhev, who claimed leadership of the Muslim community, for which we have
submitted a reports before the ODIHR/OSCE.

The building in which the institute is housed is currently ineligible for accreditation of a higher
education institution, hindering the development of students and lecturers to seek realization in
secular universities and majors.

Anti-Muslim hate incidents

Muslim community in Bulgaria increasingly concerned about the hate motivated incidents
perpetrated against Muslims and holy sides, while acts of vandalism against mosques and sides
for worship have become all too frequent.

Recently the Office of the Grand mufti recorded hate crime incidents towards Muslim religious
places, one of which was committed in May 2017 against the mosque in Plovdiv and its windows
were broken.

On the night of February 7, a new vandal attack was made against the mosque in the town of
Silistra by unknown perpetrator. The perpetrators fired a 5.5-millimeter air rifle into the security
cameras and lighting fixtures of the mosque. Traces of bursts are noticed on the facade of the
mosque. The Board of Trustees of the mosque filed a complaint with the police in Silistra.



On May 28, the second day of Holy month of Ramadan, football fans attacked and vandalized
the Sofia mosque with beer bottles and garbage cans. Passing by the mosque, they made rough
and insulting expressions against Muslims, Turks and Islamic religion, and measured the mosque
with full beer bottles. The nearby policemen refused to react despite the help they had been
asked for.

Unfortunately these are not the only examples of Islamophobic attacks and hostility against
Muslims. It became increasingly common to openly express hostility against Muslims, to
negatively stereotype Muslims and Islam, and to generally use intolerant language against
Muslims. Relative few of these incidents are revealed and resulted in prosecutions. Although the
Criminal Code contains hate crimes, these are rarely applied in practice. Public understanding of
issues such as social marginalization of minority groups and victims of hate speech and crime,
remains very limited. Many of Muslim individuals are unaware that islamophobia and
discrimination against them might be illegal. Moreover, even more people are not aware of any
organization in their country that could help them if they are being victim of biased act and
discrimination.

Appointment of the leaders of the extreme nationalist party as the Deputy Prime Minister
for Demographic Policy

The appointment of Mr. Valeri Simeonov, one of the leaders of the extreme nationalist coalition
party “United Patriots”, which is recognized as pro-fascist party in European Union, as the
Deputy Prime Minister for Economic and Demographic Policy and the President of the National
Council for Cooperation on Ethnic and Integration Issues with the Council of Ministries, is
particularly disturbing for Muslims in the country. As such, he will be in charge of supervising
the development and implementation of the state policy on minority integration.

In his public appearances regarding minorities in Bulgaria, the leader of the nationalist
formation, and now also the deputy prime minister of economic and demographic policy,
manifested himself in the whole spectrum of the inadmisibility - from absurdly inappropriate
jokes through a hazy speech of hatred to outright hooliganism.

During the election campaign three months ago, Mr. Simeonov physically assaulted an elderly
woman of Turkish and Muslim origin, who had come to exercise one’s right to vote (this was
covered by all the national media).

The deputy prime minister told the media he has taken “funny” pictures as a young man, when
visited Buchenwald concentration camp, in which more than 56,000 Jews were killed. He also
made horrifying insults from the parliamentary tribune to Muslims, Roma and other minorities,
which can be checked by plenary minutes. Valeri Simeonov has shown in his speech not only
extreme positions, but sometimes also vulgar ones that do not correspond to the profile of a
politician from a European state. Now he will be responsible for the ethnic and integration
policies of the government.



Your Excellencies,

The reason for these destructive policies of the state is that it has always conducted with the
philosophy that the Muslim minority is more or less a foreign body within the national integrity
of the country. The unwillingness or incapacity of politicians to understand and accept the
Muslims as an integral part of the Bulgarian nation, which they are, generates those politicians’
deterrent policies that are often immature, wicked, and undesirable for the community, but
rather marginalizes, alienates, separates and isolates them from other religions and their fellow-
citizens and other religions.

This unclear and wrongly grounded political attitude towards minorities influences the relations
between the governments and Muslim community. The policy of “securitization” of the Muslim
minority that undermines the philosophy and culture of a civil nation, naturally, sends its own
messages to the whole society - towards non-Muslims, who are inculcated with ungrounded
suspicion against them. All of which often facilitates the media to manipulate the society when
it is necessary.

We recognize that what is happening today is extremely worrying and is a continuation of a
policy during the years of disregard for the rights and freedoms of citizens belonging to
minorities. Thus, neglecting the commitments made on freedom of religion, belief and
conscience under international treaties, including the European Union and the OSCE.

All this gives insecurity and fear to minorities, and in particular Muslims, in terms of their rights
and freedoms, as well as their future. They are afraid of that extreme nationalism, Islamophobia
and racism will gain great dimensions.

For years, we have been talking about the violations of religious freedom from this high tribune
of OSCE. We have had a number of reports over the years about the issues that are still relevant
today. The problems are increasing day by day, and it is discouraging that every time we come
here with even more, which remain without any sanctions. Nevertheless, as the Muslim
community in Bulgaria will continue to stand up for our rights in a democratic way from this
platform.

Muslims in Bulgaria have always been loyal citizens of their native Bulgaria. They have always
been for a peaceful and democratic solution to their problems and have always been willing to
cooperate with governments. They have always tried to solve their problems within law and
order without aggression. They have defended and represented their homeland worthy
everywhere.

These are briefly the problems of recent months. I will not explain the other continuing problems
faced by the Muslim denomination for 25 years as these reports have been previously reported in
past OSCE forums.



On a positive note, civil society is conducting at a relatively good level in its efforts to combat
racism and related discrimination. The interfaith dialogue is also at a very good height.
Representatives of the major religious organizations, including the Muslim leaders in the country
maintain a good dialogue and try to give good examples of the community, though sometimes
not very successfully.

Upon request, we are ready to provide you with more information.

Recommendations
Recommendations to Bulgarian authorities:

o Due to ongoing violations of freedom of religion and belief guaranteed by the
Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria, the authorities called upon to respect the Constitution
and international standards on freedom of religion and belief; as well as to implement
effectively the commitments to freedom of religion or belief and anti-discriminatory
legislation;

 With regards to the amendments in the Penal Code, the Muslim denomination in Bulgaria is of
the opinion that the state, with its legislation, justice and judiciary system, must maintain its
neutrality in terms of intrinsic peculiarities and discussions, currents and degrees (“radical” -
"moderate"”) that follow given religious teachings. And if a citizen violates the law, for example,
preaching religious hatred, incitement to a change in established public order, hatred for other
believers or violence, then the state must take its role to penalize and punish according to the
Penal Code currently in force, where the preaching of religious or other hatred is clearly
regulated. The state should not intervene directly in debates, taking a valuation position through
definitions and concepts that are internal to a particular religious community. From the point of
view of legislation, the acts constituting crimes should not be religiously justified in this case,
but must be translated into a publicly accessible and clear legal language. The criterion should be
whether it is an act that is punishable by the laws in force and undermines the constitutionally
defined civil liberties and democratic values. This should not be done by engaging in these
procedures of theological arguments or disputes over the "radical™ nature of certain religious
beliefs. Otherwise, secular law will have to declare religious principles. Regardless of one’s
religious identity, any citizen, in violation of these laws should have punishment imposed in
view of the act committed within terms of currents legislation, before which all citizens have
equal rights and obligations, whilst refraining from measuring and assessing the how radical is
one’s view and intrinsic peculiarities of ideas.

* In terms of financial support, in the interest of the state and all citizens, both Muslim and other
religions, should have the necessary financial and material opportunities created to accomplish
their basic purpose of preaching religion and spiritual care for community. Such investment will



return in the form of peaceful inter-religious relations and tolerance, both between religions and
the state.

Encourages the authorities to resolve the question of restitution of Muslim properties, ownership
rights and exercise property ownership management, as the Administration of Muslim Religious
Affairs (Grand Mufti’s Office) is a historically established since the beginning of the 20™ century
in 1909. The properties should be returned, without precondition and bureaucratic obstacles, to
their rightful owners namely the Muslim community. If there is any kind of dispute as for the
ownership of a particular property, the burden of proof should lay on the state and not on the
foundations;

e As aresponsible institution, Administration of Muslim Religious Affairs (Grand Mufti’s
Office) encourages the Bulgarian authorities to take adequate measures to solve the cases of
Muslim community that have dragged on for years.

e Develop comprehensive and forward-looking policies to address religious community
issues and, in particular, the Muslim minority.

Recommendations to ODIHR/OSCE:

e ODIHR to observe the process of implementation of commitment to freedom of religion
and belief in Bulgaria;

e ODIHR’s Panel of Advisers on Freedom of Religion or Belief to observe whether
Bulgarian authorities are implementing the religious rights of Muslims in the country, as well
to recommend and advise Bulgarian government on the issue of Freedom of Religion and
Belief and Fundamental rights;

e OSCE/ODIHR Advisory Panel on Freedom of Religion or Belief, as well as the Personal
Representative of the OSCE Chairperson-in-Office on Combating Intolerance and
Discrimination against Muslims to have a greater role in the work of the OSCE on further
implementation of the freedom of religion or belief in all participating States.

e ODIHR and other OSCE institutions, including the Personal Representatives of the
Chairperson in Office, to undertake measures for better supporting OSCE participating States
in implementing their commitments on the issue;

e Islamophobia is unfortunately an increasing phenomenon which threatens stability and
security within countries and in international relations. Therefore, it requires consistent
attention and intensive efforts of the OSCE.

e ODIHR to observe closely the process of Freedom of Religion of Muslim minorities in
non-Muslim countries.



