
Use human rights frameworks to 
promote freedoms of religion, belief, and 

expression: UN experts 

GENEVA (06 March 2023) – UN experts* and the UN Special Adviser on the 
Prevention of Genocide today called for greater efforts to promote freedom of 
religion or belief, foster intercultural dialogue and understanding, protect 
religious minorities and combat hate speech while upholding freedom of opinion 
and expression. They issued the following statement: 

“Recent incidents of religious intolerance in various countries around the world 
are a reminder of the need to respect human rights standards holistically. 
Increased awareness and education about the indivisible and interdependent 
nature of international human rights norms is an important investment in 
prevention. 

Freedom of religion or belief and freedom of opinion and expression are 
mutually reinforcing as they allow all persons, no matter of what religious belief 
or no belief at all, whether from minority or majority communities, to speak out 
against intolerance and hostility and to participate meaningfully and contribute 
openly and equally in society. 

States must address acts of religious intolerance in a human rights-compliant 
manner. Any advocacy of religious hatred that constitutes incitement to 
discrimination, hostility or violence should be prohibited by law. Political and 
religious leaders have a crucial role to play in speaking out firmly and promptly 
against intolerance and hate speech. 

International standards such as the Rabat Plan of Action, Human Rights 
Council resolution 16/18, the Istanbul Process and the Beirut Declaration on 
‘Faith for Rights’ clarify the threshold to distinguish between unlawful 
incitement and morally reprehensible speech. A distinction that is more 
necessary than ever with amplification of ‘hate speech’ on social media and the 
visible consequences of populism in hate speech targeting religious and other 
minorities. 

The Plan of Action for Religious Leaders and Actors to Prevent Incitement to 
Violence that Could Lead to Atrocity Crimes as well as the UN Strategy and 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/freedom-of-expression
https://www.ohchr.org/en/minorities/combating-intolerance-against-persons-based-religion-or-belief
https://www.ohchr.org/en/faith-for-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/tools-and-resources/one-pager-incitement-hatred-rabat-threshold-test
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/publications-and-resources/Plan_of_Action_Religious-rev5.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/publications-and-resources/Plan_of_Action_Religious-rev5.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/UN%20Strategy%20and%20PoA%20on%20Hate%20Speech_Guidance%20on%20Addressing%20in%20field.pdf


Plan of Action on Hate Speech also provide guidance in preventing incitement 
in line with freedom of opinion and expression. 

We recall that the use of anti-blasphemy and anti-apostasy laws renders 
religious or belief minorities, including atheists and dissenters, vulnerable to 
discrimination and violence. As the UN Human Rights Committee has 
highlighted, criticism and commentary on religious doctrine and tenets of faith 
should not be prevented or punished as doing so would favour and discriminate 
between different religions and beliefs. International law recognises all cultures 
to have equal value. 

While international norms and standards provide the framework to combat 
incitement to discrimination and violence, laws alone are not sufficient, and 
States should also adopt policies and programmes to promote diversity and 
freedom of expression in our increasingly multicultural and interconnected 
societies.” 

ENDS 

*The experts: Nazila Ghanea, Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or 
belief; Alice Wairimu Nderitu, Under-Secretary-General Special Adviser on the 
Prevention of Genocide; 

Fernand de Varennes, Special Rapporteur on minority issues; Irene 
Khan, Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to 
freedom of opinion and expression; Alexandra Xanthaki, UN Special 
Rapporteur in the field of cultural rights 

The Special Rapporteurs, Independent Experts and Working Groups are part of what is known as 
the Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council. Special Procedures, the largest body of 
independent experts in the UN Human Rights system, is the general name of the Council’s 
independent fact-finding and monitoring mechanisms that address either specific country 
situations or thematic issues in all parts of the world. Special Procedures’ experts work on a 
voluntary basis; they are not UN staff and do not receive a salary for their work. They are 
independent from any government or organization and serve in their individual capacity. 

For more information and media requests please contact Erik Fattorelli (erik.fattorelli@un.org) 
and Helle Iversen (helle.iversen@un.org) or write to hrc-sr-freedomofreligion@un.org 
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