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Separation of Religion or Belief and State 

In 2007 the right to change one’s religion or belief was resisted by Pakistan on behalf of the 57 country Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) as a requirement they could not subscribe to. In 2010 Pakistan and the OIC withdrew the objection when the U.N. Human Rights Council dropped 9 (a) from the mandate on freedom of religion or belief without a vote.  
2007 MANDATE ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF (A/HRC/RES/6/37)

9. Urges States: 

· (a) To ensure that their constitutional and legislative systems provide adequate and effective guarantees of freedom of thought, conscience, religion and belief to all without distinction, inter alia, by the provision of effective remedies in cases where the right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, or the right to practice freely one’s religion, including the right to change one’s religion or belief, is violated;

Pakistan speaking on behalf of 57 countries in the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC)  objected by saying, “It called  for respect for norms about the right to change one’s religion.  The EU draft explicitly urges States to guarantee the right to change one’s religion or belief,  a requirement the OIC could not subscribe to.” 

Portugal, speaking on behalf of the European Union (EU) said over 40 paragraphs in the draft resolution was eliminated in an attempt at consensus with the abstaining states, but consensus over the right to leave one’s religion or belief is inviolable and could not be compromised.  The Resolution (A/HRC/RES/6/37) with recorded votes can be viewed by clicking on this link:

http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/E/HRC/resolutions/A_HRC_RES_6_37.pdf
IMPLEMENTING 9 (a)

If the mandate in 2010 includes a call to implement 9 (a) it will be a significant step forward  to resolve the question of universality vs. cultural relativity, for norms that guarantee the right to change one’s religion or belief.  As a principle of universal democracy the right to leave a religion is inviolable for all religions or beliefs, all governments, all members of the human family.   

The global challenge is to build widespread awareness and acceptance of this right as international law through dialogue with governments and non-governmental organizations, civil society, schools and places of worship, including leaders of the Ummah in Islamic schools and mosques.  

Implementing 9 (a) must respect the sensitivity and complexity of this issue which was one of the causes of the 1968 impasse by the U.N. in drafting a legally-binding international treaty,
The Right to Freedom of Opinion and Expression & Freedom of Religion or Belief has been a contentious issue since the depiction of the Danish Cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed. It crystallized as an issue before the UN Human Rights Council in the seventh session with the introduction of the Report of the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Opinion and Expression (A/HRC/7/14). 

The UN Human Rights Council by a vote of 23 for, 11 against and 13 abstaining passed a UN Resolution on Combating Defamation of Religion (A/HRC/10/L.2/Rev.1) on 26 March, 2009. 

Mr. Imran Ahmed Siddiqui, Pakistan Permanent Mission to the UN in Geneva, spoke at a Parallel meeting in the tenth session of the UN Human Rights Council. The Parallel meeting was sponsored by the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty: “10 years of Defamation of Religions: Is there an alternative?” Mr. Siddiqui speaking on behalf the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) expressed the tension this way: “We are dealing with two worlds that have totally different world views.” 

The Economist in an article on Religion for August 1st 2008  concluded by saying: “If there is any issue on which Islam’s diaspora – experiencing the relative calmness of inter-faith relations in the West – might be able to give a clearer moral lead, it is surely this one. But even in the West, speaking out for the legal and civil right to “apostasise” can carry a cost. Usama Hasan, an influential, young British imam, recently made the case for the right to change religions – only to find himself furiously denounced and threatened on Islamist websites, many of them produced in the West.”  
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The Tandem Project a non-governmental organization (NGO) founded in 1986 to build understanding, tolerance, and respect for diversity of religion or belief, and to prevent discrimination in matters relating to freedom of religion or belief. The Tandem Project has sponsored multiple conferences, curricula, reference material and programs on Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights- Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion – and the 1981 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. 
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