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Read the full report Persecuted and Forgotten? 
A Report on Christians oppressed for their 
Faith 2013–2015 – which is only available online – 
at www.acnuk.org/persecution

Order a print copy containing 
profiles of 10 countries where 
persecution of Christians is 
ranked “extreme” and first-
hand witness testimonies by 
emailing acn@acnuk.org –
please put “Persecuted and 
Forgotten? book” in the 
subject line.
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At-a-glance summary of findings

•	At a time when the numbers of displaced 
and refugees have hit an all-time high, 
Islamist groups have carried out religiously 
motivated ethnic cleansing of Christians 
notably in parts of Africa and the Middle 
East. If this continues, the Church’s survival 
in these regions is threatened. 

•	The	fear	of	genocide	–	in	many	cases	well	
founded – has prompted an exodus of 
Christians, notably from the Middle East and 
parts of Africa. 

•	As	a	result	of	this	exodus,	Christianity	is	
on course to disappear from Iraq possibly 
within five years – unless emergency help 
is provided at an international level on a 
massively increased scale. 

•	A	huge	exodus	of	Christians	in	other	parts	
of the Middle East, such as Syria, combined 
with increasing pressures on the faithful in 
Saudi Arabia and Iran, mean that the Church 
is being silenced and driven out of its ancient 
biblical heartland.

•	The	rise	of	militant	Islamist	groups	in	Nigeria,	
Sudan, Kenya, Tanzania and other parts of 
Africa is destabilising the Christian presence 
on the one continent which until now has been 
the Church’s brightest hope for the future.

•	Christians	have	been	targeted	by	nationalist	
religious movements – Muslim, Hindu, Jewish 
and Buddhist – many of which see Christianity 
increasingly as a foreign ‘colonial’ import. 
Christians are viewed with suspicion and are 
seen as linked to the West, which is perceived  
as corrupt and exploitative.

•	The	decline	of	Christianity	in	many	countries	
of concern may significantly damage 
prospects for peace in regions where Church 
leaders and others have played important 
roles in education, community development 
and inter-faith cooperation.

•	Totalitarian	regimes,	including	China,	have	put	
increasing pressures on Christianity, which is 
perceived as a threat not least because of its 
growing ‘underground’ support. 
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Foreword by Archbishop Jean-Clement Jeanbart, 
Melkite Greek Catholic Archbishop 
of Aleppo, Syria 
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Nothing therefore can come between us 
and the love of Christ, 
even if we are troubled or worried, 
or being persecuted, 
or lacking food or clothes, 
or being threatened or even attacked. 
As scripture promised: For your sake 
we are being massacred daily, 
and reckoned as sheep for the slaughter. 
These are the trials through which we triumph, 
by the power of him who loved us. 
(Romans 8:35-37 JB)

St Paul, who was converted in Syria and baptised, 
confirmed and ordained by our Church in Damascus, 
seems to prophetically address our dramatic situation 
today. Troubles, persecution, lack of food and clothes, 
threats and attacks, this describes the lot of those, in so 
many countries, who cling to their Faith in our risen Lord 
Jesus Christ.

In my Diocese of Aleppo, in northern Syria, we are on 
the front-line of this suffering. My own cathedral has 
been bombed six times and is now unusable. My home 
has also been hit more than 10 times. We are facing the 
rage of an extremist jihad; we may disappear soon. In 
both Syria and Iraq, Christian communities—along with 
other vulnerable minorities—are defenceless against 
assaults by Daesh (ISIS). We are the prime target of 
the so-called caliphate’s religious cleansing campaign. 
Across the region, Christians and other minorities are 
often caught up in the fighting, facing calamities as they 
are displaced, with scant provisions for shelter, food, 
and medical assistance. Truly we are “reckoned as 
sheep for the slaughter”.

We “are being massacred daily” and other Christians 
are too. Extremist jihad has swept through Nigeria; in 
Sri Lanka religious extremism of another kind attacks 
minority faiths – including Christians; and so on. In Aid 
to the Church in Need’s Persecuted and Forgotten? 
report you will find a spotlight shone on the situation 
in all of these countries, and the problems they face 
revealed. Our faith in Christ Jesus, our shared humanity, 
demands that we listen to the stories of those who suffer 
for the beliefs we share. Their story is our story.  

Despite our problems here in the Middle East, we are 
doing everything we can to help those who lack food, 
clothes, or other essentials. By God’s grace, and with 
the continuing help of organisations including Aid to the 
Church in Need, we have been able to respond to the 
urgent needs of our people. 

We are confronting one of the most important 
challenges of our 2,000 year history. We will fight with 
all our strength and act with all available means to give 
our people reasons to stay and not to leave; we know 
the road ahead will be very hard; nevertheless, we are 
convinced that our beloved Lord Jesus is present in 
his Church and will never abandon us. We know that 
nothing can come between us and the love of Christ – 
and that through all these trials we triumph through the 
power of him who loves us.

+ Jean-Clement Jeanbart 
Melkite Greek Catholic Archbishop 
of Aleppo, Syria
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India: Protest over Church attacks forcibly broken up 
March 2015: Police in India were accused of heavy-handedly removing protestors taking part in a peaceful demonstration 
against a rise in attacks on churches and assaults on Christians. Protester Father Dennis George said police descended after 
500 people gathered at the gate of the city’s Sacred Heart Cathedral. Speaking to Aid to the Church in Need, the priest of New 
Delhi Archdiocese described how he tried to intervene when he witnessed “police roughing up people and dragging even 
women into vans”. But Father George was then seized himself: “Three policemen tried to drag me away. But I resisted. Then, 
half a dozen of them lifted me up – with one even choking me by the neck – and put me in the police bus.”

Source: ACN News, 12/03/15.
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Persecuted and Forgotten? A Report on Christians 
oppressed for their Faith 2013–2015 
Executive Summary

1   Maggie Michael, ‘Isis beheading of Coptic Christians: The Egyptian village wracked by grief for young men killed by militants’, The Independent, 
17/02/15 <www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/isis-beheading-of-coptic-christians-the-egyptian-village-wracked-by-grief-for-young-
men-killed-by-militants-10051487.html>.

2   Eve Parish, ‘UNHCR: Refugee numbers reach highest ever recorded’, CNN, 18/06/15 <http://edition.cnn.com/2015/06/18/world/unhcr-refugees-
most-in-history/>.

3  UNHCR, ‘Facts and figures about refugees’ (2014), <www.unhcr.org.uk/about-us/key-facts-and-figures.html>.  

Down narrow alleys flanked on either side by simple 
brick dwellings, the sound of grief could be heard. 
Women swathed in black screamed. In between their 
cries could be heard the sobbing of the men. Nobody 
could quite believe such a tragedy could befall their 
tight-knit farming community. El-Aour, a mostly Christian 
village in the Minya governorate in Egypt, was hardest 
hit by one of the worst acts of hatred against Christians 
in modern times. As described in greater detail on page 
19, Islamist terror group Daesh (ISIS) released a video of 

the beheading of 20 Egyptian Coptic Christian migrant 
workers kidnapped in Libya. 13 of the 20 Coptic men 
shown in orange jump suits kneeling in front of their 
killers came from El-Aour. When their families back home 
saw the video released on 12th February 2015, they were 
horror-struck. Bushra Fawzi spotted his son, Shenouda, 
among those kneeling on the Libyan seashore. Bushra 
said: “He is my first and eldest son, my first joy and 
happiness. I want his body back. If they dumped it in the 
sea, I want it back. If they set fire to it, I want its dust.”1 

It is for Shenouda, his family and countless others 
that Aid to the Church in Need, the Catholic charity for 
suffering Christians, has produced the 2015 edition 
of Persecuted and Forgotten? A Report on Christians 
oppressed for their Faith.

The full report, which is available at www.acnuk.org/
persecution, shows that the period under review – 
October 2013 to July 2015 – has been catastrophic 
for many Christians in the regions where persecution 
is worst. They are not the only ones to have suffered, 
nor have they necessarily fallen victim to the single 
worst acts of persecution, but taken as a whole more 
Christians have been targeted than any other religious 
group. Worse still, the impact of this deepening cycle of 
persecution has created the most significant exodus of 
Christian faithful in the religion’s history. 

Persecution has emerged as a key factor in a global 
upsurge of forcibly displaced people. The numbers of 
internally displaced people and refugees abroad hit 
an all-time record high2 of nearly 60 million in 2014, 
according to the UN.3 With people fleeing their homes 
as never before, Christians are fast disappearing from 
entire regions – most notably a huge chunk of the 
Middle East but also whole dioceses in Africa. In large 
part, this migration is the product of an ethnic cleansing 
motivated by religious hatred. This systematic violence 
and intimidation is to a large degree the work of 
militant Islamists – terror groups which have apparently 
appeared out of nowhere and exercise a potency and 
a cruelty far greater than that of the radical organisations  
from which they have sprung. 

Daesh and other movements have acted strategically 
to instil a fear of genocide, a threat made real by the 
massacre of specific Christian groups. Such savage 
acts, captured on video, and broadcast to the world, 
have been proof enough of the Islamists’ intent to 
force Christians out of regions which have fallen to the 
extremists. Be it in Syria, Iraq, Nigeria or parts of east 
Africa, the growing threat of militant Muslim groups – 
notably Daesh – has prompted hundreds of thousands 
to flee. It is a primary cause in the contraction of 
Christianity – changing from being a global faith to a 
regional one, with the faithful increasingly absent from 
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Christianity is on course 
for extinction in many of its 
biblical heartlands within a 
generation, if not before.
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4   ‘Global Christianity – A Report on the Size and Distribution of the World’s Christian Population’, Pew Research Centre Religion & Public Life, 
19/11/11 <www.pewforum.org/2011/12/19/global-christianity-exec/>.

5   Paul Vallely, ‘Christians: The world’s most persecuted people’, The Independent, 27/07/14 <www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/christians-
the-worlds-most-persecuted-people-9630774.html>. 

6   Mark Greaves, ‘Christianity is the most persecuted religion, say European bishops’, Catholic Herald, 07/10/10.
7   UCANews, ‘Persecution kills 150,000 Christians every year’, 12/09/12 <www.ucanews.com/news/persecution-kills-150000-christians-every-

year/60090>.
8   ‘David Cameron Downing Street Easter Reception’, 09/04/14 <www.gov.uk/government/speeches/easter-reception-at-downing-street-2014>. 
9   Andrew E Harrod, ‘Angela Merkel Calls Christianity the “World’s Most Persecuted Faith”’, The Institute of Religion and Democracy (website), 

12/11/12 <www.theird.org/issues/religious-liberty/12-11-12 rl-angela-merkel-cites-christianity-as-the-worlds-most-persecuted-faith>.
10   Aid to the Church in Need, Religious Freedom in the World Report 2014 <www.acnuk.org/pages/religious-freedom-in-the-world-report-2014>. 
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ever-widening areas. This is set in the context of an 
overall growth in the total Christian population which 
within a century has nearly quadrupled to more than 2 
billion.4 The regions the faithful are emigrating from are 
frequently those where until barely a generation ago 
Christians were both numerous and influential. 

If the situation does not improve, Christianity is on course 
for extinction in many of its biblical heartlands within a 
generation, if not before. The prognosis for the Church’s 
survival in parts of Africa is almost as bad. It is this 
theme – religio-ethnic cleansing powered by the 
well-publicised threat of genocide – that emerges 
as a predominant finding in this 2015 edition of 
Persecuted and Forgotten? 

80 percent of persecution is against Christians
Global statistics regarding persecuted Christians 
bear out the severity of the violence and oppression 
directed against them. Even before the reporting period, 
research had established that Christians were by far 
the most persecuted faith group. In summer 2012, 
the International Society for Human Rights, based in 
Frankfurt, Germany, estimated that 80 percent of all 
acts of religious discrimination were against Christians.5 
In terms of outright persecution, the Commission 
of the Bishops’ Conferences of the European 
Community (COMECE), reported that 75 percent was 
against Christians.6 

While controversy surrounded reports that up to 150,000 
Christians were being killed for their faith every year,7 
there was a growing consensus that oppression against 
them had become increasingly severe. At an Easter 
reception in Downing Street in April 2014, British Prime 
Minister David Cameron stated that Christianity “is 
now the most persecuted religion around the world,”8 
echoing statements in November 2012 by Germany’s 
Chancellor Angela Merkel.9 

Growing establishment recognition of the scale of 
persecution was reinforced by events during the 
reporting period, notably attacks on Christians by Daesh. 
In November 2014, at the UK launch of Aid to the Church 
in Need’s Religious Freedom in the World Report, HRH 
The Prince of Wales gave a video message stating: 
“The horrendous and heart-breaking events in Iraq and 

Syria have brought the subject of religious freedom 
and persecution to the forefront of the world news.”10 

Research methodology – separating facts  
from conjecture
This report – Persecuted and Forgotten? – assesses both 
the nature of the threats to Christians and the underlying 
causes. It identifies trends and, where possible, predicts 
future developments. The report assesses the situation 
in 22 countries. In the majority of cases, the countries 
are selected as being among the worst perpetrators of 
hatred against Christians: North Korea, Saudi Arabia, 
Eritrea, Pakistan and Sudan are among those worth 
highlighting in this context. But the report also examines 
other countries where oppression of Christians is less 
severe. These countries, notably Russia, are assessed in 
the light of their political and wider cultural significance; 
their governments’ approach to religious freedom in 
general and Christians in particular has a regional and 
even global impact. 

Selective rather than comprehensive, the reports 
for each country under review are broken down into 
two parts. First, there is an analysis of the key facts 
and figures which form the essential background to 
any assessment of religious freedom. This overview 
of political (constitutional), economic and cultural 
phenomena provides the foundation of an assessment 
of the all-important indicators of change and continuity 
which are the ultimate focus of the report. This analysis 
is followed by incident reports. Varying considerably in 
detail and quantity, these reports provide noteworthy 
persecution case studies. The criteria for selection 
include any individual or group suffering harassment, 
oppression or worse in ways that impact upon their 
access to religious freedom. Incident reports cover all 
mainstream Christian groups – Catholic, Orthodox and 
Protestant – but avoid coverage of religious groups who, 
though nominally Christian, either excessively focus 
on materialism by preaching a ‘Prosperity Gospel’, or 
whose concept of the Christian faith is divorced from 
mainstream beliefs. 

The majority of incident reports are provided by sources 
other than ACN; indeed the charity must acknowledge a 
debt of gratitude to other Christian charities and to media 
organisations both religious (mostly Christian) and 
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Iraq: Set free by Daesh (ISIS)
August 2014: Two elderly women, captured by Daesh (ISIS) in northern Iraq, risked 
being killed when they refused to abandon their faith. Neighbours Victoria (pictured 
right) and Gazella, both 80, were left behind when their village of Karamlesh in the 
Nineveh plains was evacuated as the extremists approached. After four days, they 
were discovered by the militants who frogmarched them to St Barbara’s Hill on the 
edge of the village where they joined 10 other Christians. When they were ordered 
to convert to Islam, Victoria and Gazella refused. Gazella said: “We believe that if we 
show love and kindness, forgiveness and mercy we can bring about the kingdom of 
God on earth as well as in heaven. Paradise is about love. If you want to kill us for 
our faith then we are prepared to die here and now.” Daesh had no response to the 
women’s resolute faith and it was agreed that the remaining dozen or so Christians 
could go free. Victoria and Gazella fled to the nearby Kurdish capital, Erbil. A few 
weeks later ACN met them there in a home provided by the Church. They told 
their story sat side by side on mattresses on the floor – their beds for the night. 
Meanwhile, other displaced Christians in Erbil, such as the elderly woman pictured 
above, were in displacement camps awaiting transfer to portable cabins and other 
more permanent accommodation being provided by Aid to the Church in Need.

 The horrendous and heart-
breaking events in Iraq and 
Syria have brought the subject 
of religious freedom and 
persecution to the forefront of 
the world news.
HRH The Prince of Wales
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Pakistan: First woman sentenced to death for blasphemy still in prison
June 2015: A Christian woman who has been on death row for nearly five years was transferred to another prison after she 
became so ill she could not walk. 50-year-old Asia Bibi was reportedly vomiting blood and had difficulty eating. Lawyers for 
Asia gained permission for her to be transferred to a prison in Lahore where she is receiving medical treatment and is nearer 
her family. In April 2015, Pope Francis raised the profile of Asia’s case when he met with her husband and children and 
prayed for her during one of his Wednesday General Audiences. Asia was convicted of blasphemy in November 2010 after an 
argument over drinking water.

In July 2015 the Supreme Court of Pakistan granted a stay of execution pending an appeal which is ongoing at the time of 
going to press.

Sources: Catholic Herald, 15/04/15, 08/06/15; Assist News, 09/06/15
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secular. The authors of Persecuted and Forgotten? 
have paid close attention to selecting only reputable 
sources and, where possible, have corroborated 
their evidence against specialist knowledge by 
country experts within the charity itself and from 
material collected on ACN fact-finding trips to 
countries. In many of the countries under review, 
specific, sensitive information has been withheld 
for the precise reason that it may put Christians – 
and others – at risk of harm. Hence, some of the 
conclusions drawn go further than indicated by the 
evidence that is presented. 

This careful and thorough-going research, building 
on methods developed over five editions of 
Persecuted and Forgotten? spanning nine years, 
shows that the situation has deteriorated in 
the overwhelming majority of the countries 
under review. Even in the period since the 
last report was produced, in October 2013, the 
position of Christians has declined – in many 
cases dramatically. 

Analysing the research findings in the 22 countries 
in question, ACN compared religious issues facing 
Christians over the period 2013–15 with those in 
2011–13. These factors of concern include: 

•	 Violence	against	Christians	–	attacks	on	
churches and Christians’ homes and businesses, 
kidnapping of believers for reasons connected to 
their faith or religious identity; 

•	 Court	cases	involving	Christians	who	suffer	
persecution through unjust legal processes. A key 
concern here are Blasphemy Laws;

•	 Political	developments	hindering	or	advancing	the	
cause of Christians’ access to religious freedom, 
notably new or amended constitutions, government 
statements and policies – travel permits for clergy, 
planning regulations regarding church building 
projects, government attitudes to Christian 
engagement in political debate and voting rights; 

•	 Tracking	social	changes	affecting	Christians	–	
access to employment, education and healthcare, 
where social stigmatisation has had the effect of 
making it impossible for Christians to claim their 
rights in spite of entitlement under the law. 

Taken as a whole, however, the comparative 
evaluation does not aim for complete 
comprehensiveness. ACN’s essentially qualitative 
assessment, by its nature, does not provide 
statistics to facilitate a full comparative analysis. 
Also state oppression is entirely different by nature 
to sporadic acts of violence – and conditions of 
persecution are invariably not uniform across any 
one particular country. 

243457 - ACN Executive Report-V7.indd   13 04/09/2015   12:19
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China: Church buildings and crosses targeted
April 2014 – present: On a pretext of removing illegal structures violating planning and zoning laws, a number of churches 
were served with demolition orders, either for external crosses or entire buildings. Speaking about the government-approved 
Sanjiang Church which was demolished, despite only being finished in late 2013, one Wenzhou resident said: “It was a really 
big building and you could see the cross on the top from miles away. I heard it made the officials angry and so they knocked 
it down and got rid of the evidence.” As of January 2015, there had been more than 650 incidents recorded including: whole 
or partial demolition of a church or church-run building; notice to remove, removal, demolition, modification or covering of a 
cross; and related injuries, detention, arrest or summons in connection with the demolitions. 87-year-old Bishop Zhu Weifang of 
Wenzhou, a member of the government-sponsored Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association, called the policy “wrong and unjust”, 
noting that it “targets crosses on church-roofs, a sign of Christian faith.”

Sources: Financial Times Magazine (web), 07/11/14; Asia News, 23/12/14; Christian Solidarity Worldwide, 12/02/15.
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Persecuted and Forgotten? The principal findings
It is in this context that, in a disturbingly high number 
of the countries reviewed, specific groups of Christians 
have suffered a comprehensive denial of their human 
rights. The reports describe incidents that rank as crimes 
against humanity: they include Christians kidnapped 
and never seen again, others packed into metal 
containers under the African sun, others again tortured 
into admitting crimes they never committed and some 
even hanged or beheaded.11 Modern technology and 
social media have done much to aid the spread of such 
information, if not necessarily always achieving accuracy 
and balance. The violence against Christians in particular, 
and other faiths in general, was well documented in the 
years leading up to the period under review of this study. 
But in key regions, most notably parts of the Middle East, 

nothing that went before could quite prepare observers 
of Christian persecution for the calamities that would 
befall the faithful from October 2013 to June 2015. A 
table on pages 30–31 and the accompanying map 
illustrate the extent to which an already grave situation 
has manifestly worsened. Given how much persecution 
had worsened in 2011–13, it is very significant that the 
rate of decline actually increased in the two years that 
followed. The 2015 report examined 22 countries, of 
which 19 were also featured in the 2013 Persecuted and 
Forgotten? report. Of those 19 countries, 15 (i.e. 79 

percent) saw the situation for Christians “worsen”. 
The report of two years ago listed 13 countries which 
had worsened.12 In both surveys factors of decline 
included increased attacks on Christians and churches, 
legal changes manifestly compromising the freedom 
of Christians and hate speech, especially in the media. 
The number of countries categorised as those where 
Christians suffered “extreme” persecution rose from 
six in 2011–13 to 10 in 2013–15. The newcomers to 
the “extreme” category were Iraq, Nigeria, Sudan 
and Syria. These joined the pre-existing line-up of worst 
offenders – China, Eritrea, North Korea, Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia and Vietnam. Reflecting the increased volatility of 
the situation in core areas of concern, the research noted 
a decline in countries where the situation was unchanged, 
falling from five in 2011–13 to three two years later. 

Extremist Islamism – the gravest threat
It is noteworthy that all the countries new to the 
“extreme” category were ones which saw an upsurge 
in extremist Islamism. It is important to acknowledge 
that all faiths and none were targeted to a greater or 
lesser extent by radical jihadist groups,13 notably Daesh. 
In many cases, the violence should be seen as part 
of the growing clashes between the Sunni and Shi’a 
branches of Islam, where Christians were caught in the 
crossfire, alongside a host of other minority groups. But 
events showed that Christians were especially at risk, by 
the sheer number of attacks on churches and the faithful. 
Of the 13 countries where the situation for Christians 
worsened, nine saw Islamist anti-Christian violence to 
the fore – Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Kenya, Nigeria, Pakistan, 
Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria. A further two – Eritrea and 
Turkmenistan – were countries where Totalitarian regimes 
oppress Christians but also where there were increasing 
problems from growing Islamism. 

The rise of extremist Islamic groups occurred not just 
in the Middle East, but also in parts of Africa and even 
on the Indian sub-continent. Of all the reports about 
Islamist atrocities, the one which had arguably the most 
impact was the fall of Mosul and the Nineveh plains 
to Daesh in the summer of 2014. When the Islamist 
terror group seized Iraq’s second city that June, they 
presented Christians with a choice – either convert to 
Islam, pay the Jizya tax or ‘there is nothing… but the 
sword’14.When Daesh withdrew the option of paying the 
Jizya tax, almost the entire Christian community fled, 
leaving nearly all their possessions behind. Hundreds 
of thousands of others also took flight, the majority of 

11   Heather Saul, ‘Ethiopian Christians beheaded and shot by Isis “were migrants hoping to reach UK and Europe”’, The Independent, 21/04/15 
<www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/ethiopian-christians-beheaded-and-shot-by-isis-were-migrants-hoping-to-reach-uk-and-
europe-10191409.html>.

12   John Pontifex and John Newton (Ed.s), Persecuted and Forgotten? A Report on Christians oppressed for their Faith 2011-2013 – Executive 
Summary (London: ACN (UK), 2013), pp. 30-31.

13   Jeremy Bowen, ‘Sharpening Sunni-Shia Schism bodes ill for Middle East’, BBC (website), 20/12/13 <www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-
east-25458755>.

14  ‘ UN chief decries Islamic State’s ultimatum’, AlJazeera, 21/07/14 <http://www.aljazeera.com/humanrights/2014/07/un-chief-decries-islamic-
state-ultimatum-201472112626236320.html>.

 Of the 13 countries 
where the situation for 
Christians worsened, 
nine saw Islamist anti-
Christian violence to the 
fore – Indonesia, Iran, 
Iraq, Kenya, Nigeria, 
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, 
Sudan, Syria.
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them Muslims.15 The Christians sought sanctuary in the 
neighbouring Nineveh plains, only to suffer the same 
agony again when Daesh invaded many of the towns 
and villages there. On the night of 6th August, another 
exodus unfolded, affecting Yizidis as well as Christians. 
Arriving in Kurdish northern Iraq as morning broke on 
7th August were 120,000 Christians – most of them with 
nothing but the clothes they were wearing.16

What happened in Mosul and Nineveh may have had 
extensive media coverage but it was only one among 
many incidents of violence that pushed Christians to 
the brink as never before. Many faith communities 
suffered but, with numbers already depleted, 
Christians had most to lose from the massive surge 
in Islamist violence. Only just beginning to make its 
presence felt during the time frame covered in the 2013 
Persecuted and Forgotten? report, it quickly became 
clear that Daesh – and other militant Islamic groups 
– had trumped Al Qaeda as a force of unparalleled 
violence.17 Such ruthlessness was matched only by 

Daesh’s ambition as it set out to create a caliphate not 
only extending across Iraq and Syria but also with a 
desire to sweep east, perhaps as far as Bangladesh, 
and west across north Africa and beyond. Indeed by 
spring 2015, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, described as caliph 
by his Daesh followers, was reportedly accepting a 
pledge of allegiance from fellow Islamist terror group 
Boko Haram, itself rejoicing in its blood-thirsty gains 
across north-east Nigeria.18 The reach of Islamist 
militancy within Africa was highlighted by reports Aid 
to the Church in Need received from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo where training camps for up to 1,500 
children and teenagers as young as nine were sighted 
in the summer of 2015.19 

Daesh made no secret of its attempt to eliminate the 
presence of Christianity in the lands under its control. 
The militants claimed responsibility for video footage 
clearly showing churches being ransacked, icons 
defaced and crosses and bells thrown to the ground 
and replaced by the Islamists’ infamous black flags.20 

16 |  

15   ‘Iraq crisis: Islamists force 500,000 to flee Mosul’, BBC News (website), 11/06/14 <www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-27789229>.
16   Chaldean Archbishop Bashar Warda of Erbil, northern Iraq, Address at Westminster Cathedral Hall, London (Aid to the Church in Need/Iraqi 

Christians in Need Event), 11/02/15 <www.youtube.com/watch?v=kXPRP8aGcdM>.
17   Hunter Schwarz, ‘Islamic State more powerful than al-Qaeda on 9/11, Rep. Peter King says’, The Washington Post, 10/08/14 <www.

washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-politics/wp/2014/08/10/islamic-state-more-powerful-than-al-qaeda-on-911-rep-peter-king-says/>. 
18   ‘Islamic State Accepts Allegiance of Boko Haram’, Sky News (website), 17/03/15 <http://news.sky.com/story/1444095/islamic-state-accepts-

allegiance-of-boko-haram> 
19   John Pontifex, ‘Training for terrorism aged nine’, ACN News, 20/07/15 <www.acnuk.org/news.php/583/dr-congo-training-for-terrorism-aged-nine>. 
20   Colin Freeman, ‘Islamic State defaces St George in assault on Christian churches in Iraq’, The Telegraph, 13/03/15 <www.telegraph.co.uk/

news/worldnews/middleeast/syria/11476676/Islamic-State-defaces-St-George-in-assault-on-Christian-churches-in-Iraq.html>
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Syria: Jesuit priest shot 
dead in the city of Homs 
April 2014: A 75-year-old Dutch Jesuit 
priest living and working in Syria 
for nearly 50 years was killed by an 
unknown assassin. Father Frans van 
der Lugt had immersed himself in 
Syrian culture and became an advocate 
of the poor and needy regardless of 
religion. For three years he stayed 
with his people in Homs while the city 
was under siege. Despite his age, he 
refused offers to evacuate him and 
he continued to minister to people 
and promote reconciliation between 
different religious groups. Aid to the 
Church in Need emergency relief was 
spirited into the Christian quarter of the 
Old City of Homs where Fr Frans lived 
and he distributed it to the dwindling 
community there. 

Source: ACN News, 07/04/14. 
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But it did not end there and graphic images issued via new 
media showed the savage killing of innocent believers. 

Ethnic cleansing prompted by the threat 
of genocide
In late October 2013, Islamists seized the largely 
Christian town of Saddad. When the town was liberated 
10 days later, returnees discovered 30 bodies in two 
mass graves.21 The message was clear: if Christians – 
and others holding ‘heretical’ views – were caught within 
territory seized by Daesh and other extremist groups, 
they could expect torture and death.

The scale of the threat was recognised by Church 
leaders. When the Nineveh plains were about to fall to 
Daesh, the decision by bishops and priests to evacuate 
the area quickly may well have averted countless deaths. 
As Daesh seized key parts of Nineveh in August 2014, 
Chaldean Patriarch Louis Raphael I Sako of Baghdad 
said: “[Christians have] fled their villages and houses. 
Christians are walking on foot in Iraq’s searing summer 
heat towards [safety]. They are facing catastrophe and a 
real genocide.”22 

Christians fleeing in vast numbers
In this scenario of violence and threats, extremist groups 
– with substantial military, financial and organisational 

capacities and subterranean political support – have 
either swept aside the pre-existing order or drawn it 
into a bitter fight to the death. Whether caught in the 
crossfire or victims of religious hatred, Christians have 
had no option but to flee or die. In many of the countries 
reviewed in this report the faithful have experienced 
human rights violations tantamount to full-scale religio-
ethnic cleansing. While it is not true to say that Christians 
have been killed en masse, the violence committed in 
their homelands in general and in many cases against 
them in particular – has caused them to flee in vast 
numbers. They have effectively been wiped off the 
face of the earth not just in specific towns and cities 
but much further afield too. 

The summer 2014 Daesh capture of Mosul and Nineveh 
in Iraq prompted a mass exodus of people of various 
faiths including 120,000 Christians. For the first time in 
1,800 years there was no Sunday Mass in Mosul.23 But 
there are other examples too. By May 2015, successive 
acts of violence by Islamist terror group Boko Haram 
had caused 100,000 Catholics alone to flee Nigeria’s 
largest diocese of Maiduguri in the north-east, with 350 
churches destroyed and 22 out of 40 parish centres and 
chaplaincies deserted.24 

Elsewhere in Africa, Islamist violence clearly intended 
to intimidate Christians, destabilising their presence. 
In Kenya, Islamists showed the extent of their reach in 
April 2015 by mounting an attack at Garissa University, 
singling out and butchering Christians and other 
non-Muslims.25 In South Sudan, the almost complete 
evacuation of Christians from the Malakal area in spring 
2014 was principally the product of a massive upsurge in 
sectarian or tribal conflict.26 

Extinction within a decade?
But looking longer term, the pattern of events points 
to a similar process of ethnic cleansing occurring over 
a much larger geographical area. The vast exodus 
of Christians from Syria, Iraq and elsewhere in the 
Middle East highlights the very real possibility that 
Christianity could soon all but disappear from much 
of its ancient homeland. Christians in Iraq fell to as 
low as 275,00027 in the period under review with at least 
half recently displaced. Many, if not most, of those who 

 When the Nineveh plains 
were about to fall to 
Daesh, the decision by 
bishops and priests to 
evacuate the area quickly 
may well have averted 
countless deaths.

21   John Pontifex, ‘Syria: Death and destruction in Christian town of Sadad’, ACN News, 05/11/13 <www.acnuk.org/news.php/455/syria-death-and-
destruction-in-christian-town-of-sadad>. 

22   ‘Religious leaders say Isis persecution of Iraqi Christians has become genocide’, The Guardian, 09/08/14 <www.theguardian.com/world/2014/
aug/08/isis-persecution-iraqi-christians-genocide-asylum>.

23   John Pontifex, interview with Archbishop Amel Nona of Mosul, Iraq, October 2014.
24   Father Gideon Obasogie, ‘Situation Report on the Activities of Boko Haram in the Catholic Diocese of Maiduguri’, cited in Zenit, 21/05/15 

<www.zenit.org/en/articles/report-records-boko-haram-s-heavy-toll-in-a-single-nigerian-diocese>.
25   ‘Militants Kill 147 in Kenyan University Attack’, Sky News, 03/04/15 <http://news.sky.com/story/1457254/militants-kill-147-in-kenyan-university-attack>. 
26   John Pontifex, ‘South Sudan: We have lost everything’, ACN News, 13/03/14 <http://www.acnuk.org/news.php/482/south-sudan-we-have-lost-

everything>.
27  John Pontifex, ‘Exodus of Biblical proportions’, The Tablet, 18/12/14 <www.thetablet.co.uk/features/2/4220/exodus-of-biblical-proportions>. 
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North Korea: Escaping to embrace Christ 
Tom* was tortured so badly he could no longer walk. Jailed after he dared to escape to neighbouring China, he suffered torture at the 
hands of the authorities in North Korea. Releasing how ill he had become after being tortured, the authorities sent Tom home on bail for 
three days to recover. During that time he managed to escape for a second time. Helped by relatives he made it across the border to China 
again. But once more he was captured by Chinese authorities and sent to prison in Shanghai. In a cramped and dirty prison cell, Tom 
leafed through a tattered version of the Bible and recited his favourite Psalms. Tom told ACN: “I spoke to God and tried to make deals with 
him. I used to say: ‘Give me freedom and I will believe in you’.” Tom was eventually deported, but the Chinese authorities sent him to South 
Korea, where he was baptised.

*His name has been changed for his safety.
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Libya: Martyred by 
Daesh (ISIS) 
February 2015: A group affiliated to 
Daesh released a video showing 
the beheading of 20 Egyptians and 
a north African man on a sea shore 
in Libya. The Coptic Christians, 
from poor parts of Egypt, were 
working in Libya as labourers to 
send money back home when 
they were kidnapped. The father of 
Abanub Ayyad Atiyyah, a 22-year-old 
commerce graduate who was killed, 
said: “I also relied on him to help with 
the expenses of the household and 
the costs of his brother’s education.” 
Coptic Orthodox Pope Tawadros II 
announced that they will be formally 
recognised as martyrs by the Church.

Sources: BBC (web), 16/02/15; 
Catholic Herald (web), 13/01/15, 
16/02/15, 17/02/15.

remain want to leave Iraq. The rate of decline from about 
one million in 2002–03 to about 700,000 in 2006,28 to 
below 300,000 today – shows that the Christian population 
has been haemorrhaging from Iraq at a rate of between 
60,000 and 100,000 a year. These statistics suggest that 
unless there is a change for the better, Christianity will be 
all but extinct in Iraq within five years. Those who stay may 
yet find the contraction of the native Christian community 
and the continuing pressures too much to bear. Up to 
50 percent of Christians still in Iraq have been internally 
displaced within the last 18 months, with the sack of 
Christian Mosul and Nineveh arguably tearing the heart 
out of the Church’s presence in the country. 

Iraq’s declining Christian presence is mirrored in Syria, 
parts of Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa. Such an exodus 
has profound consequences, reaching far beyond 
the Christian community. The absence of Christians 
represents a crucial societal, organisational and cultural 
rupture with the past. Breaking from a process towards 
pluralism, this emptying of Christians from regions which 
had been their home for centuries, is bound to be seen 
by future historians as a decisive move towards religious 
totalitarianism. According to this model of society, not 

only does one religion take centre place but does so 
to the exclusion of others, crushing dissent underfoot. 
At the very least the disappearance of Christians – 
especially in the Middle East – damages the prospects of 
social cohesion. As HRH The Prince of Wales has said: 
“The decline of Christians in the [Middle East] represents 
a major blow to peace as Christians are part of the fabric 
of society, often acting as bridge builders between other 
communities. This crucial role throughout Middle East 
society is one recognised by Muslims (who are not 
extremist) both Sunni or Shia who attest to the fact that 
Christians are their friends and that their communities 
are needed.”29 

In the face of a profound shift in the power balance in 
favour of extremist Islam, especially in the Middle East, 
events in Egypt showed a shift in the opposite direction. 
The 2011–13 period saw Islamism becoming increasingly 
institutionalised under President Morsi, and when he 
was ousted in the summer of 2013, his supporters and 
other radicals scapegoated Christians, carrying out 
a wave of attacks on churches.30 The rise to power of 
former General al-Sisi has apparently put paid to Islamist 
agendas, e.g. replacing Morsi’s pro-Shari‘a constitution 

28   John Pontifex (Ed.), Persecuted and Forgotten? A Report on Christians oppressed for their Faith 2005-2006 (London: Aid to the Church in Need 
(UK), 2006), p. 40.

29   HRH The Prince of Wales, ‘Say a Prayer for Christians in the Middle East,’ The Telegraph, 18/12/13 <www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/prince-
charles/10525643/The-Prince-of-Wales-Say-a-prayer-for-Christians-in-the-Middle-East.html>. 

30   Sarah Lynch, ‘Egypt’s Christians under attack since Morsi’s ouster’, USA Today, 15/08/13 <www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2013/08/15/
egypt-coptic-church-islamists/2640419/>. 
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Nigeria: Young girl kidnapped by Boko 
Haram escapes
January 2015: A 15-year-old girl managed to escape terrorist 
group Boko Haram after being kidnapped along with her 
mother and five brothers. Victoria Yohanna (right) and nearly 
400 others were taken during the extremists’ assault on Baga 
in north-east Borno State. Called ‘infidels’, non-Muslim women 
were given the choice of converting or being killed. Some of 
the women were told that they would be married off to Boko 
Haram fighters. Victoria and her family managed to break free 
from the group when they were left unattended by militants 
who left the camp to conscript more young men into their 
ranks. The group walked for seven hours and were eventually 
rescued by government troops who transported them to 
Maiduguri by van.
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with one – backed in a referendum of January 2014 – 
giving full civil rights to Christians.31 Such a development 
holds out a potential beacon of hope for Christians 
and others in the Middle East against a backdrop of 
growing Islamism. 

The threat to Christians from extremist 
Hinduism, Buddhism and Judaism
The period under review also saw a deepening 
hostility towards Christians from other faith groups. 
Religions’ increasing identification with the nation state to 
the exclusion of other faith groups often took the form of 
anti-Christian intolerance. In some countries, Christianity 
was considered offensive to an increasingly numerous 
and influential radicalised religious elite who perceived 
the religion as a threat both because of its faith content 
and also because of its links with the colonial era. 

In India over the October 2013–June 2015 period, 
radical Hindu movements carried out increased attacks. 
The violence notably spread from the regions where 
the Christian presence is weaker to the urban centres, 
including those where the Church is prominent. Cardinal 
Telesphore Toppo, Archbishop of Ranchi, received death 
threats.32 Reports surfaced that the Hindutva movements 
were banking on the presumption that Hindu nationalist 
Prime Minister’s Narendra Modi’s election victory in 
2014 meant that the government would turn a blind eye 
to attacks carried out in the name of the religion most 
identified with the nation state of India. 

Buddhist Extremism
Although Buddhism is usually seen as a religion of 
peace, a more militant strand of the religion has allied 
itself to nationalists, who regard it as the rightful national 
religion in Burma and Sri Lanka. Buddhist extremists 
in Sri Lanka have destroyed or forced the closure of 
numerous churches – 2014 saw about 60 churches 
and chapels attacked, which was down from 105 the 
previous year.33 The 2014 attacks included one where 
11 Buddhist monks led a 250-strong mob against Holy 
Family Church in Asgiriya, Kandy District, dragging the 
minister and his wife out of their home and assaulting 
them.34 In both Sri Lanka and Burma, Muslims and 
Christians alike have been targeted as deviating from 
the national socio-religious norm. The Burmese military 
continued its campaign of repression against Christian 
ethnic minorities in Chin and Karen States in the north, 
during which Christian places of worship have been 
singled out for destruction, when nearby Buddhist 
temples went unharmed. In Chin state, Buddhist monks 
have been given land confiscated from local Christians 
and erected monasteries and pagodas on the sites. It 
seems that aspirational nationalist models are crossing 
boundaries, and paradoxically even religious divides. 
Dilantha Withanage, chief executive of Sri Lanka’s 
extremist Bodu Bala Sena movement, expressed 
admiration for India’s Hindutva Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi, saying: “There are lots of similarities between 
India and Sri Lanka… So Modi and his party is a great 
inspiration for us.”35 That a nationalist movement 
seeking to enshrine Buddhism can look to another 
which identifies with Hinduism, points to the emergence 
of a more nuanced and complex model of nationalism in 
the region.

Anti-Christian attacks in Israel
In Israel, the only country in the Middle East with a 
notably expanding Christian population, attacks on 
Church sites increased in number and ferocity. When 
extremist Jewish militants were accused of an arson 
attack on Galilee’s Church of the Multiplication of 
the Loaves in June 2015 (see p. 23), Church leaders 
said it was part of an emerging pattern of attacks 
both in Galilee and elsewhere.36 Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s March 2015 election victory 
and his coalition with a hard-line Jewish political group 

 Religions’ increasing 
identification with the nation 
state to the exclusion of 
other faith groups often 
took the form of anti-
Christian intolerance. 

31   Peter Jesserer Smith, ‘New Egyptian Constitution Holds Promise for Copts’, National Catholic Register, 31/01/14 <www.ncregister.com/daily-news/
new-egyptian-constitution-holds-promise-for-copts/>.

32   Nirmala Carvalho, ‘India death threats against Card. Toppo: “I’m not afraid, my mission continuescontinues”’, Asia News, 11/06/15 <www.
asianews.it/news-en/India,-death-threats-against-Card.-Toppo%3A-I%27m-not-afraid,-my-mission-continues-34480.html>. 

33   Henri Rose Cimatu, ‘Buddhist extremists accused of persecuting Sri Lanka Christians’, Ecumenical News, 25/07/14 <www.ecumenicalnews.com/
article/buddhist-extremists-accused-of-persecuting-sri-lanka-christians-25786>.

34   ‘Sri Lanka: growing hate campaign against Christians’, Release International, 11/03/14 <www.releaseinternational.org/sri-lanka-growing-hate-
campaign-against-christians/>.

35   ‘Hardline Lanka Buddhists to launch party, say inspired by BJP, RSS’, Indian Express, 20/01/15 <http://indianexpress.com/article/india/politics/
hardline-lanka-buddhists-to-launch-party-say-inspired-by-bjp-rss/#sthash.WDVU4jHc.dpuf>.

36   John Pontifex and Oliver Maksan, ‘Israel: Extremist Jews pose increased threat to Christians’, ACN UK News, 19/06/15 <www.acnuk.org/news.
php/575/india-keep-your-promise-mr-modi>. 
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increased fears that the interests of Christians would not 
be protected, despite reassurances to the contrary from 
the highest levels of government. 

Totalitarian and authoritarian regimes – 
suffocation, repression and intolerance
The evidence suggests that the situation for Christians 
has worsened in a number of communist and 
other countries with an authoritarian bent. North 
Korea carried out a fresh campaign of violence and 
other intimidation against the faithful as part of a 
clampdown on perceived dissent against the ‘juche’ 
isolationist regime and the pseudo-religious ideology 

surrounding the Kim dynasty.37 The killing of 33 
Christians, who were accused of being spies, shed 
fresh light on the regime’s antipathy towards the 
faith group.38 As UK Parliamentarian Lord Alton has 
pointed out, the regime is keenly aware that Christians 
played a key role “in ending the military dictatorship” 
in neighbouring South Korea.39 At least 10 percent of 
North Korea’s estimated 400,000–500,000 Christians 
are detained in labour camps.40 Prisoners in the 
camps are subject to torture, murder, rape, medical 
experimentation, forced labour, forced abortion and 
execution. Religious detainees routinely receive 
harsher treatment.41 
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Sudan: Sentenced to death for her Faith
June 2014: A Sudanese woman sentenced to death for apostasy was freed 18 months after being arrested. 
Meriam Ibrahim was jailed when she was eight months pregnant along with her 20-month-old son, after 
her relatives reported her to police for adultery after she married a Christian man. Her Ethiopian Orthodox 
mother had Meriam baptised as a baby. Her Muslim father left them when she just a few years old, yet 
the court ruled that she should have been raised in her absent father’s faith. Following pressure from 
international governments, Meriam was released and allowed to travel to the United States with her family.

Source: Guardian, 24/06/14.

37   Rick Morgan, ‘Kim Jong-Un Orders Massacre of 33 Christians’, PJ Tatler, 09/03/14  <http://pjmedia.com/tatler/2014/03/09/kim-jong-un-orders-
massacre-of-33-christians/>. 

38   Mark Shapland, ‘Kim Jong-UN “orders 33 people to be executed” because they made contact with Christian missionary, say South Korean 
press,’ MailOnline, 05/03/15 <www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2573621/Kim-Jong-Un-orders-33-people-executed-contact-Christian-
missionary-say-South-Korean-press.html>. 

39   James Pearson, ‘In North Korea, a church renovated, missionaries jailed’, Reuters, 12/08/14 <www.reuters.com/article/2014/08/12/us-
northkorea-religion-idUSKBN0GC1Z220140812>.

40   David Curry, President and CEO of Open Doors USA, speaking on Fox News, 08/01/14 <http://video.latino.foxnews.com/v/3028767706001/
north-korea-worst-for-christian-persecution---/>.

41   For testimonies of former inmates, see David Hawk, The Hidden Gulag, 2nd edition (Washington: International Committee for Human Rights in 
North Korea, 2012).
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Similar persecution was noted in Eritrea where former 
prisoners have described physical abuse.42 Reportedly, 
up to 3,000 Eritreans – the majority of them Christian 
– are currently imprisoned for their religious beliefs. 
Church-state relations were soured by the regime’s 
angry response to the Catholic bishops’ June 2014 
pastoral letter which said government policies were 
partly responsible for prompting mass emigration.43 

While there is latitude for worship in China and Vietnam, 
this is strictly controlled by the state, with severe 
sanctions for believers not worshipping in accordance 
with the state’s strictures. Vietnam’s Decree 92 has 
further restricted religious freedom, requiring groups 
to obtain permission for “religious meetings” and 
stipulating that priests undergo education programmes, 

and submit formal requests to travel abroad or within 
the country’s regions. There are fears that a new law 
on religion, intended as a replacement to Decree 92, 
will cause further restriction. It is due to go before the 
legislature in late 2015 or 2016.44 In the north-west and 
the Central Highlands of Vietnam, Christian groups have 
continued to face problems. Following a 2012 directive 
from the Ministry of the Interior’s Committee on Religious 
Affairs there has been a clampdown on small house 
churches; and local governments refused to recognise 
the Catholic Church as legal in three of the country’s 
northern provinces. 

According to one assessment, worshippers in China 
suffered the harshest persecution seen in over a decade 
in 2014: 449 Church leaders were detained in 2014 

Israel: Arson attack on site 
of Jesus’ miracle 
June 2015: Jewish extremists were suspected of 
carrying out an arson attack on a Catholic church in 
Galilee after graffiti in Hebrew was found at the site 
denouncing the worship of “false idols”. The Church of 
the Multiplication of the Loaves in Tabgha, where the 
attack took place, is widely believed to be located where 
Christ performed the miracle of the feeding of the five 
thousand and is visited by thousands of pilgrims every 
year. Speaking to Aid to the Church in Need, which 
helped build the oratory there, Auxiliary Bishop William 
Shomali of the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem spoke of 
his fears that extremist Jews were “increasing in number 
and in the degree of intolerance”. The attack was the 
second on the church after an extremist Jewish group 
desecrated crosses and an altar there in April 2014. 

Sources: Guardian, 18/06/15; ACN News, 19/06/15.

42   US State Dept., 2013 Report on International Religious Freedom <www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2013&dlid=
222047#wrapper>.

43   ‘Emigration has left Eritrea “desolate”, say bishops’, Catholic Herald, 12/06/14 <www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2014/06/12/emigration-has-
left-eritrea-desolate-say-bishops/>. 

44  USCRIF 2015 Report, p. 127; World Watch Monitor, 08/05/15.
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Iraq: Kidnapped and tortured by Islamist extremists 
May 2015: A Chaldean priest currently coordinating ACN emergency aid for Christians who fled 
Daesh (ISIS) in northern Iraq described how he narrowly escaped being killed by extremists who 
tortured him for nine days. Speaking to Aid to the Church in Need (UK)’s national director Neville 
Kyrke-Smith during a visit to Erbil, Iraq, Fr Bazi (right seen here with staff from ACN) described 
how during the time he was kept prisoner, he was beaten and tortured. His face and knees were 
struck with a hammer and his back was badly broken. “When I was kidnapped they told me I 
was the first not to beg for my life. I told them I believed in an afterlife. They saw I wasn’t afraid.”

24 |  
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compared with 54 in 2013, and as of January 2015 
Christian Solidarity Worldwide had noted more than 650 
incidents of government aggression in Zeijang province, 
involving the partial or full demolition of churches – many 
of which had already been registered and approved by 
the state. Increasingly state registration is no guarantee 
of protection from persecution. Cardinal Joseph Zen 
Ze-kiun, Emeritus Bishop of Hong Kong, told Aid to the 
Church in Need: “The Chinese government has intensified 
the persecution recently. We have seen demolished 
churches, crosses taken away from the buildings, 
therefore there’s not much we can hope for immediately. 
The Church is still enslaved to the government.”45 

Events in Cuba were by contrast a sign of hope, as 
witnessed by the May 2015 meeting between Pope Francis 
and Cuban leader Raúl Castro. Cuban Communism and 
the Catholic Church, enemies of old, now seemed poised 
for reconciliation. But reports stated that Christians in Cuba 
continued to suffer state intolerance.46

Russia and Turkey – Keeping Christians 
under close control
Russia, while much improved since Communist times, 
has used legislation dealing with illegal meetings, 
demonstrations, procession, and protests (Article 
20.2, Part 2) to charge and oppress Christians meeting 
in rented cafés, cinemas, cultural centres, streets, 
playgrounds and public squares, even prosecuting 
believers for meeting in a private home. According to 
Forum 18: “Twenty three cases are known to have been 
brought against religious communities or individuals 
under Article 20.2, Part 2 in 2014.”47 Similarly Christian-
run centres have been charged with “illegal activity” 
under various regulations. In one instance a Baptist-
run rehabilitation centre in the village of Krasny Luch 
in Shakhty District was raided on suspicion of “Illegal 
detention, forced manual labour, drug possession and 
illegal business activities.”48 Police failed to find evidence 
of illegal behaviour. Since Crimea fell under Russian rule 
in March 2014 the ban on “extremist” religious literature 
has also been extended to the region and all books in 
this category had to be turned over to authorities by the 
end of 2014.49 

Turkey has exhibited a similar tight control of religion 
over the years, and continues to place restrictions on 
non-Muslim groups, despite President Recep Erdogan’s 
ostensible bids towards liberalisation in this area. Positive 
moves include a 2011 decree allowing the three non-
Islamic minorities recognised by the 1923 Treaty of 
Lausanne – Greek Orthodox, Armenian Apostolic and 
Jews – to apply for properties seized by the government 
to be returned or compensated. 307 were returned – 
representing just under a quarter of the requests received 
by the beginning of 2014. Culturally things look worse 
for Christians; museums that were originally churches 
have reverted to their use as mosques – and calls for 
this have mounted concerning Hagia Sophia, a museum 
since 1935.50 Sporadic, isolated attacks on churches 
also continue. Erol Dora, the first and only Syriac 
member of parliament, put the country’s recent positive 
changes in perspective, when he said: “The scale of the 
discrimination becomes obvious when news of [the first 
new church in a century] being built is hailed as such a 
monumental event.”51 

Conclusion
“We see today our persecuted brothers decapitated and 
crucified for their faith in Jesus before our eyes and often 
with our complicit silence.”52 

Mindful of these words of Pope Francis from April 
2015, this Persecuted and Forgotten? report seeks 
both to investigate the facts of Christian persecution 
in their proper context as well as draw attention to 
the scale of the crisis during the period under review. 
Violence against Christians was already so severe in the 
immediate run-up to the reporting period that in many 
countries it seemed inconceivable that it could get any 
worse; and yet, in many cases this is precisely what has 
happened. In fact, between 2013 and 2015, persecution 
intensified in more countries of greatest concern than 
over the previous two years – up from 13 to 15. The most 
significant finding for the period under review is that 
Christians in key countries – notably parts of the Middle 
East, but also regions of Africa – have fallen victim to a 
religiously-based ethnic cleansing powered by the fear – 
and sometimes the outright threat – of genocide.

45   Marta Petrosillo, ‘Chinese regime said to intensify persecution of Christians’, Catholic News Agency, 27/11/14, <www.catholicnewsagency.com/
news/chinese-regime-said-to-intensify-persecution-of-christians-85533/>.

46  ‘Cuban government continues Church crackdown’, Christian Solidarity Worldwide, 29/06/15 <www.csw.org.uk/2015/06/29/news/2642/article.htm>.
47   Victoria Arnold, ‘RUSSIA: Prosecutions for public evangelism and public meetings for worship’, Forum 18, 20/03/15 <www.forum18.org/archive.

php?article_id=2044>.
48   ‘Church in Russia liquidated as authorities target Christian-run projects’, Christian Today, 02/04/14, <www.christiantoday.com.au/article/church.

in.russia.liquidated.as.authorities.target.christian.run.projects/17119.htm>. 
49   Felix Corley, ‘CRIMEA: “Subject to action by the law-enforcement agencies”’,Forum 18, 26/01/15 <www.forum18.org/archive.php? 

article_id=2032>.
50   ‘Haghia Sophia: Church to Mosque… and back’, The Economist, 10/05/14 <www.economist.com/news/europe/21601895-talk-haghia-sophia-

once-again-becoming-mosque-church-mosqueand-back>. 
51  The Economist, 10/01/15. 
52  ‘Pope decries persecution of Christians’, BBC News, 04/04/15 <www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-32179180>. 
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Egypt: Sentenced to six years for ‘liking’ a Facebook page 
June 2014: 29-year-old Kerolos Shouky Attallah was sentenced to six years in jail for 
‘liking’ a Facebook page seen as critical of Islam. The Coptic Christian man did not 
post anything to the page and immediately removed his ‘like’ once he became aware 
some Muslims found the Arabic-language page for Christian converts from Islamic 
backgrounds offensive. Yet he was charged with blasphemy after being found guilty of 
violating the Egyptian Penal Code – Article 98(F), exploiting divine religion with a view 
to stirring up sedition. The severity of his sentence has shocked not only the Coptic 
Christian community, but also Facebook users in Egypt.

Source: Christian Post, 25/06/2014
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Widespread concerns about mass killing were to a large 
extent justified by reports of Christians being killed – 
even on occasions entire communities. Perpetrated 
by extremist Islamists, even more violent than Al 
Qaeda and other movements which preceded them, 
this violence has resulted in a massive exodus of 
Christians which could yet cause a complete wipe-
out within a decade in places such as Iraq. Previously 
significant both in numbers and influence, these Christian 
communities have been in many cases scattered and 
forced to find refuge elsewhere. The story of their exodus 
is part of the mosaic of catastrophic developments 
that explain record numbers of refugees, as revealed 
by the United Nations in the summer of 2015.53 

While the threat of Islamist violence against Christians 
is of pre-eminent concern, the rise of other religious 
extremist movements has represented a major setback; 
in the likes of Sri Lanka, India and Israel, Christians are 
under threat from radical Buddhists, Hindus and Jews. 
Similarly there is little good news coming from countries 
overshadowed by totalitarian regimes such as China and 

North Korea. In these countries there has been a turn 
for the worse with Christians increasingly suffocated by 
communist and other authorities.

As a Catholic charity committed to helping Christians 
who suffer for their faith, Aid to the Church in Need is 
determined to do everything possible to help. Practical, 
pastoral help is the charity’s core objective, supporting 
priests, Sisters and the faithful to proclaim the Gospel 
and promote Christian values – especially through 
faith formation. In a time of increasing humanitarian 
crisis, especially in Iraq and Syria, ACN is offering food, 
medicine and shelter. But aid is one thing, combating 
ignorance and misinformation is quite another. Time 
and again, the bishops with whom the charity works 
in 140 countries worldwide, call on the charity to 
raise awareness around the world about the plight 
of Christians who suffer. In a world that moves ever 
faster, they are increasingly aware of the need to grasp 
what few opportunities they have to speak out with 
prophetic voices for their persecuted people. Church 
leaders, especially in the Middle East, have increasingly 
made plain their disappointment with the West for – as 
they see it – abandoning them to their fate. And they 
say that the West has added responsibility since in their 
view it was intervention by governments in the West that 
directly led to the crisis they now face. Speaking at a 
seminar in France in March 2014, Chaldean Patriarch 
Louis Raphael I Sako of Baghdad said: 

“Interventions [by the West] in Afghanistan, Iraq, and 
Libya have not all helped to solve the problem of their 
peoples. On the contrary, they have led to chaos and 
conflict that do not bode well for the future, especially 
for Christians. . . 1,400 years of Islam have not been 
able to take us away from our lands and our churches; 
now Western policy has scattered us to the four corners 
of the earth. More and more Christians are being 
victimised, and their exodus from the Middle East 
appears unstoppable.”54 

By providing accurate information and clear analysis, 
this report aims to empower those people willing 
and able to ensure that persecuted Christians are 
never forgotten.

53   Eve Parish, (Op. cit.) ‘UNHCR: Refugee numbers reach highest ever recorded’, CNN, 18/06/15 <http://edition.cnn.com/2015/06/18/world/unhcr-
refugees-most-in-history/>.

54  Cited in ‘Chaldean Patriarch on the uncertain future of Eastern Christians: A Bridge between the West and Islam’, Asia News, 04/03/14.

 Violence against Christians 
was already so severe in 
the immediate run-up to 
the reporting period that in 
many countries it seemed 
inconceivable that it could 
get any worse; and yet, in 
many cases this is precisely 
what has happened.

243457 - ACN Executive Report-V7.indd   27 04/09/2015   12:19



Belarus

Turkey

Sudan 

Egypt

Ukraine

Nigeria 

Israel and 
Palestine

Persecuted and Forgotten? 
Map of oppression/persecution of Christians, highlighting countries 
selected for inclusion in the 2013–2015 report.
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Where arrows are only depicted in outline it means 
the situation has only slightly changed.
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2013 –15 COMPARISON 2011–13

Country
Scale of 

persecution/
oppresssion

Change in 
situation

Principal findings
Scale of 

persecution/
oppresssion

Change in 
situation

Belarus 
State permission is still needed to carry 
out religious activities. Unrecognised 
groups risk having their property raided 
and seized.

China 

By some assessments worshippers 
suffered the harshest persecution seen in 
over a decade in 2014. Mass campaign 
of (partial) demolition of churches in a 
few local areas.

Egypt  

While attacks on churches seen when 
President Morsi left power have not 
been repeated, Christians have still 
suffered targeted attacks, been killed, 
and imprisoned.

Eritrea
Christians and other religious minorities 
are leaving Eritrea and Ethiopia in 
large numbers. Extremist groups have 
kidnapped and executed believers.

India 
Christians have faced a spate of violence 
against churches and attacks by Hindu 
extremists despite promises of protection 
for minorities by Prime Minister Modi.

Indonesia
Communities continue to be denied 
permits for new churches and Christians 
are subject to Shari’a law in some areas.

Iran
Increased raids and arrests – and the 
number of Christians in prison almost 
doubled over 2014, despite government 
promises to promote religious tolerance.

Iraq 
Christians in northern Iraq told to convert 
or die. With Christian numbers as low as 
275,000, and many displaced, the Faith’s 
future here is in doubt.

Israel and 
Palestine 

Christians have seen increasing attacks 
on holy sites, and attempts to drive them 
out by extremists. Christians numbers 
continue to decline in Palestine.

In assessing the scale of oppression and persecution of Christians, ACN (UK) has considered many factors and drawn on a number 
of sources to make its final assessment. However, this sort of assessment is difficult to make for several reasons: i) acts of oppression 
and persecution are of different types, e.g. state suppression is different to acts of physical violence; ii) such conditions are frequently 
not uniform across a country or state; iii) the difficulties of getting information from some states or regions within countries; iv) the 

 = Extreme

 = High to Extreme

 = High

 = Moderate to High

 = Moderate

Scale of oppression/persecution of Christians

  
= Situation improved

   = Situation unchanged

 
  = Situation worsened

KEY: Where arrows are depicted in outline it means 
the countries have only got slightly better or 
slightly worse.

This table provides a comparison of the 19 
countries assessed in both the 2011–13 and  
2013–15 report. The other three examined in 
2013–15 were not included in the previous 
analysis, namely Kenya, Russia and Ukraine.
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2013 –15 COMPARISON 2011–13

Country
Scale of 

persecution/
oppresssion

Change in 
situation

Principal findings
Scale of 

persecution/
oppresssion

Change in 
situation

Belarus 
State permission is still needed to carry 
out religious activities. Unrecognised 
groups risk having their property raided 
and seized.

China 

By some assessments worshippers 
suffered the harshest persecution seen in 
over a decade in 2014. Mass campaign 
of (partial) demolition of churches in a 
few local areas.

Egypt  

While attacks on churches seen when 
President Morsi left power have not 
been repeated, Christians have still 
suffered targeted attacks, been killed, 
and imprisoned.

Eritrea
Christians and other religious minorities 
are leaving Eritrea and Ethiopia in 
large numbers. Extremist groups have 
kidnapped and executed believers.

India 
Christians have faced a spate of violence 
against churches and attacks by Hindu 
extremists despite promises of protection 
for minorities by Prime Minister Modi.

Indonesia
Communities continue to be denied 
permits for new churches and Christians 
are subject to Shari’a law in some areas.

Iran
Increased raids and arrests – and the 
number of Christians in prison almost 
doubled over 2014, despite government 
promises to promote religious tolerance.

Iraq 
Christians in northern Iraq told to convert 
or die. With Christian numbers as low as 
275,000, and many displaced, the Faith’s 
future here is in doubt.

Israel and 
Palestine 

Christians have seen increasing attacks 
on holy sites, and attempts to drive them 
out by extremists. Christians numbers 
continue to decline in Palestine.

Nigeria 
Christians faced increased attacks by 
Boko Haram, who have targeted villages, 
churches and schools, kidnapping young 
girls and killing boys.

North Korea 
Christians have now been executed for 
their faith under Kim Jong-un. Reports 
still suggest there are around 200,000 
Christians in prison or in labour camps.

Pakistan
Terrorist organisations have targeted 
churches, as government has become 
less responsive to acts of violence 
against Christians.

Saudi Arabia
Saudi Arabia has one of the worst  
records regarding abuse of religious  
freedom and the new king has heralded  
a more hard-line approach.

Sri Lanka

Christians and Muslims alike have 
been subjected to hate speech and 
violence by Buddhist extremists, who 
have destroyed or forcibly closed 
numerous churches. 

Sudan
As President Omar al-Bashir stepped up 
the increasingly hard-line ultra-orthodox 
Islamist agenda, the number of Christians 
in Sudan has declined rapidly.

Syria

Christians in Syria are targeted by 
militants and extremists because of 
their faith and have been driven from 
their homes. Priests and Bishops have 
been kidnapped.

Turkey
Christians are still seen as second-class 
citizens. Despite reform efforts by the 
government, there are concerns about 
the rise of radical Islamism within society.

Turkmenistan

A new administrative code introduced 
in January 2014 increased punishments 
for ‘illegal’ unregistered religious groups. 
Many Christians are forced to worship 
in secret.

Vietnam

The government continues to control 
religious activities and repress groups 
challenging its authority. Attacks on 
Church buildings and imprisonment of 
believers continue.

Summary of Findings

Scale of Persecution/oppression No. of countries in 2015 No. of countries in 2013

Extreme 10 6

High/Extreme 3 5

High 4 5

Moderate/High 1 1

Moderate 1 2

Situation worsened 15 13

Situation unchanged 3 5

Situation improved 1 1

nature of ACN’s qualitative assessment. In making this assessment it has drawn on other analyses such as the Pew Forum’s Social 
Hostilities Index and Open Door’s World Watch List, although taking into account that these are based on different periods. Ultimately 
there is necessarily a subjective element in a qualitative analysis of this kind.
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Aid to the Church in Need supports Christians wherever they are persecuted, oppressed or in pastoral need. 
Founded on Christmas Day 1947, ACN became a Pontifical Foundation of the Catholic Church in 2012. Every 
year the charity responds to more than 5,000 requests for aid from bishops and religious superiors in around 
140 countries, including: training seminarians; printing Bibles and religious literature – including ACN’s Child’s 
Bible of which more than 51 million copies have been printed in more than 176 languages; supporting priests 
and religious in difficult circumstances; building and restoring churches and chapels; broadcasting religious 
programmes; and helping refugees.

 020 8642 8668 | www.acnuk.org | acn@acnuk.org
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