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Preface

Persecution of religious minorities that make about four percent of the total
population of the country remains in different forms. Their vulnerabilities range
from economic deprivation to the denial of fundamental constitutional rights
especially right to live, education, health and religious freedom.

Apart from these vulnerabilities, another major threat to the lives and religious
freedom of these deprived citizens of Pakistan is forced conversion of religion.
Although, this kind of conversion is not reported from whole of the country, but
such cases are reportedly frequentin Sindh.

Sindh is a province where, apart from other religious minorities, Hindus are a
major minority group. Population of these citizens, especially in rural areas of the
province is thick as compare to the urban areas, and they lead miserable lives
owing to poverty and being considered as untouchable.

The reportedly rampant cases of forced conversion for various reasons in Sindh
are paving a way for further exclusion of non-Muslim citizens from the
mainstream life of Sindhi society, especially from its socio-economic and
political spheres. It also causes life threats, humiliation and displacement of
victims and their families. Above all this practice of converting non-Muslims by
force at one hand is a blatant violation of national and International guarantees
to the rights of religious minorities, and on the other hand it is damaging the
repute of the country and its nation.

How the alarmingly increasing incidents of forced conversion are further
marginalizing these weak communities and how it is impacting our society as
whole is a matter that needs to be highlighted. It is in this reference that South
Asia Partnership-Pakistan under REAT Network is publishing this document. It
speaks about how the matter in question is getting space, how it affects our
society as whole and is Internationally damaging the repute of our beloved
country inthe world.

Besides explaining the whole scenario of forced conversion to the readers, it

also suggests some measures which if taken can help secure the lives of

vulnerable communities and the image of Pakistan. We hope this small effort will
help achieve our common goal of protected minorities in Pakistan.

Mohammad Tahseen

Executive Director

South Asia Partnership-Pakistan







Introduction

Rampant cases of forced conversion in Sindh are paving a way for the exclusion
of non-Muslim citizens from the mainstream of Sindhi society, especially from its
socio-economic and political spheres. Maintaining rule of law and good
governance are some solutions at macro level to stop these kinds of cases.
There is also a strong need that political parties stop treating non-Muslims as
second class citizens, which in fact is creating social and economic divide and
promotes intolerance. In several forced conversion cases it has been reported
that the girls were victimized in terms of sexual harassment, rape, torture and
physical violence. Unfortunately, this crime is also covered under the shelter of
marriage with a Muslim.

Historical Perspective of Forced Conversion

The term 'forced conversion' is used for the conversion of religion based on
unwillingness of the subject. Though there are various other causes like social
exclusion, economic vulnerabilities including political isolation and violence that
influence people to convert willingly, but basically these categories too fall under
the definition of forced conversion. Social scientists have done a lot of research
and have written plenty of literature on this definition. Since forced conversion is
used as a tool of exploitation and persecution from ancient times, so still its
dominant narrative is religion.

Almost all religions are involved in this kind of conversion. Going through the
pages of political history, we find that the time Roman Emperor Theodosius-I
announced that the Christianity was the only lawful religion, religious
discrimination was started. Similarly in the history of Islam and other religions
such examples can be found.

Background of Forced Conversion in Sindh

During the compilation of this study report, tools including literature were used
for academic clarity over the issue in question, while baseline interviews were
done to explain the background of this menace in Sindh. One of the major
problems identified in both academic and practical surveys was the mix of
statecraft and government affairs with the religious apparatus. Religion being
part of statecraft give special discount to persecution and injustices against the
weaker segments of religious minorities in Pakistan in general, and specifically
in Sindh in context of the forced conversion. Later, both in rural and urban areas,
people exploited religion to settle their personal social and economic disputes.




For the fundamentalists and religious extremists these minorities are easy
recipes to let rest of the world know that Islam is spreading at a great pace in
Pakistan.

The percentage of forced conversion cases in Sindh during the last 15 years is
equal to that number of such cases happened from 1947 to 1987. General Zia's
policies to enforce Islamic law further deteriorated the situation, and later the
previous so-called war on terror furthered this situation.

Most Vulnerable Areas of Forced Conversion in
Sindh

The most vulnerable areas regarding the happening of forced conversion cases
are the entire Thar region (Three main districts Umerkot, Tharparkar and Mirpur
Khas), Sanghar, Ghotki and Jacobabad. Reasons for the issue in question in these
areas are again the financial and economic interests.
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Note: (During the compilation of this study report, local Sindhi newspapers
were consulted as a secondary source of information to find how frequently
incidents of forced conversion took place)




Core Causes of Forced Conversion

In all meetings and interviews the main reasons of forced conversation, shared
by the respondents, were mainly social and economic in nature with a slight
change of local context. Like in Ghotki itis more tribal and baradaribased, while
Sanghar and Mirpurkhas districts are more influenced by religion. These socio-
economic reasons range from poverty to social exclusion. The local power
structures and development controlled by those who are influenced by the
religious groups and have discriminatory eye towards non-Muslims. They are
deprived of proper space in any field from education to jobs.

Feudalism further exploits religious minorities socially, financially and morally
through bonded labour, low wages, limited space to social and community life
and such other means. Law enforcing and pronouncing authorities and local
administration are insensitive towards the issues of minorities. Another issue is
the caste divide system within the Hindu communities, while the resourceful and
influential groups don't support the victims of weaker groups. Male dominated
society further reduces the freedom of women from job to the education sectors.
In rich Hindu communities, some cases happened on the basis of restriction of
mobility and choice of educational institutions and the girls were tempted to have
a free and fair life by coming into the fold of Islam. Being out of mainstream
politics is another area causing not to be heard in elected houses.

Scales

Poverty

Lack of Social space

Lack of Education

Religicus Extremism

Weaker Protection Mechanism




Impacts on Vulnerable Communities

Most of the non-Muslim communities of Sindh live in rural areas and their
majority is of Hindus who have caste divide systems. Due to poverty,
backwardness and low education in rural areas of Sindh, this menace has also
affected Hindus and specially the dalit (untouchable) communities. For their
livelihood the lower casts and poor people are engaged with agriculture and
other rural based workload. The victim family of any forced conversion case
either migrates or become isolated due to zero access to any justice system.
Insecurity compels such family to stop work or education of rest of the adult
family members. Migration threatens their livelihood that is another challenge.
These tendencies have deprived the victims to flourish as mentally healthy and
socially prosperous citizens of the county. This exclusion further damages the
image of the state as a democratic state not careful about the rights of vulnerable
people including non-Muslims.

The Most Critical Dilemma

No matter that a non-Muslim girl or a boy is forcibly converted, but the most
critical problem is that when such victim wishes to come back to her/his religion
the Islamic law and shariat don't allow this. In many cases the most painful result
is that the victims, due to change of religion, are not allowed to see their families
and gradually such victims get separated from their families and are socially
excluded.

Reaction
e Those who have resources are migrating and those who don't
have such resources simply lead a life of displacement from one
place to another, and finally accept this plight as their destiny

e Some communities have courage to protest and are supported by
human rights organizations and forums, but this kind of protest is
just limited to the press club buildings.

e In some cases human rights lawyers intervened and helped the
victims have relief in terms of enabling them meet their parents,
but such cases are very few.




Case Study

While visiting Badin, a Hindu community member Mr. Hunjoo Kohli - whose case
afterwards went to public with the help of South Asia Partnership-Pakistan under
REAT Network and with the support of Human Rights Commission of Pakistan
informed that he is father of two sons and seven daughters. He was so
depressed due to what happened to him and later how his case was handled.

Drought forced Hunjoo's family to migrate from Nangarparkar to village Gulab
Laghari of Tehsil Matli (Badin district). This area is close to the boundary of
Tando Mohammad Khan, which is relatively a peaceful and non-violent area of
Sindh. His daughter along with one of his niece was kidnapped and hurriedly
shifted to Village Samaro where a local Pir encourages people to convert to
Islam and later forcibly converts them. Hunjoo's voice was not heard by the
authorities.

Impact on Society in General

The diversity has been treated as a force of unity and plurality in multi-ethnic,
multi-sectarian, multi-communal, multi-national and multi-cultural societies.
Furthermore the state systems and laws protect the rights of the people so that
the image of that particular state or society could be portrayed as a modern,
democratic, inclusive and progressive society for all citizens. However, the
overall situation of non-Muslims in Pakistan and the issue of forced conversion
have damaged the image of Pakistan. All it has portrayed it as a country having
unfriendly environment for its non-Muslim citizens. For reasons of growing
extremism and religious intolerance, even the people belonging to majority are
facing problems outside when it comes to do jobs, immigration, business
settlements and free movements. In general the entire society is suffering for
these ill happenings to minority communities. People have become more
insensitive and reactionary towards these issues due to the pressure of religious
cults and the things are getting adverse.

Weak Areas

e Religiousinfluence on society and law enforcing agencies
Absence of appropriate legal frameworks and rule of law
Weak implementation of existing laws

Weak protection mechanisms

Shortage of protection providing spaces




e Most of the victims are poor so families have no resources to reach the
court of law, hire lawyers, and access to relevant departments for justice
and legal protection

e Several cases remain unreported

Major Exploitative Forces

Landlords (feudalism)

Extremist religious groups

Week local courts

Insensitive administration

Local, legal, administrative and social services institutions
e |neffective political representation

Exploitative Means

Lowwages

poverty

Violence

Social exclusion

Lack of proper schooling/educational support

Non-availability of fundamental basic needs including residential
land rights

Growing religious extremism

e Overallbad governance




Missing Links

Gandar
Class
Political Will

Govemance

National and International Protections

In nation state concept when the idea of projection of human rights was
developed, the protection of religious rights emerged on the surface. During the
setting of human rights doctrines, the standards of freedom of beliefs, rituals and
religion was recognized as one of the core value of HR systems.

While recognizing the marginalized and vulnerable communities, the protection
of identities of religious minorities were also acknowledged as a major challenge
to maintain sensitivities of sectarian, communal and multi-religious diversity of
all concerns of nation state domain.

International Laws:

For States, government institutions, civil society, media and legislators, UN
systems have developed some clear right based tools and obligatory rules for
member states to follow for the protection of rights of non-Muslim communities,
specially their freedom to exercise religious practices and beliefs. Some of very

1]




self-explanatory protocols, treaties, conventions and obligations are as follow:
e UN Declaration and Conventions Relevant to Religious Rights
e EU Declaration and Conventions Relevant to Religious Rights

e Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and
Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief

e UNESCO Convention Against Discrimination in Education

e Declaration on the Rights of persons Belonging to National or Ethnic,
Religious and Linguistic Minorities
e EU Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities

National Laws

During the hearing of a public interest petition on June 19, 2014, regarding
suicidal attack at Peshawar Church, the Supreme Court of Pakistan has given a
landmark judgment that binds the State to protect equal rights of minorities in
Pakistan. This judgment clearly directs and resolved that the constitution
protects freedom of religious beliefs and no citizen can impose his/her belief on
others. Similarly, the preamble and chapter one of the Constitution of Pakistan
protects rights of non-Muslims as equal citizens of the state and provides
protection regarding their freedom of religion

Effectiveness of District Committee System

There is a need that the committees under facilitation of deputy commissioners
should have an effective role. These committees should have a mandate to take
up the cases of forced conversion and register FIRs. The directions of the
Supreme Court regarding the implementation of job quota should be
implemented with letter and spirit, as joblessness in minority communities is
another reason behind their persecution.

Critical Review

Sindh's rural base is pre-dominantly controlled by the ruling elite, feudal and
tribal chiefs in collaboration with administrative and police support. Normally this
power nexus is to control the local politics, and later this nexus often exploits to
settle personal issues with minority communities. The local power boxes
including local madaris, religious groups do support this power nexus.
Whenever there is a case of forced conversation or kidnapping and abduction,
the traditional ruling elite avoids any tussle with local power elite to maintain their
local hegemony and controlin area.

12




The other problem is that due to several vulnerabilities and local interests, the
local media and civil society have always been dependent or compromising to
local support, so their stand and voice for the victims goes to a certain level and
not beyond that. The third factor is social exclusion and non-availability of
educational structures for these non-Muslim communities. The other factor is
poverty and zero counseling from the side of parents, and violence and death
threats to kill siblings that the converted girls stop talking against the culprits and
kidnappers before any court of law.

During interviews some of the interviewees were of the opinion that the entire
region, and specially Pakistan and India, are hostile towards religious minorities,
and forcing people to convert so that both religions- Islam and Hinduism- remain
supreme. Human Rights Commission of Pakistan's Sindh Task Force head Dr.
Ashothama said that like Pakistan in India there was an increase in cases of
forced conversion of Christians, Sikhs and Muslims to Hinduism. Main reason of
this new wave is the influence of the ruling government there. On the other hand,
the same regime appreciating migration of Hindus from Pakistan and recent
speed in migration from Sindh has given a new regional dimension to this local
issue. (interview date: August7,2015)

Women rights activist and writer from Women Action Forum (WAF), Amar
Sindhu is of the view that most cases of the victims are taken and handled with
gender blind attitude- people normally talk about the victim's age, height, colour,
religion and nobody cares about the fact that the victim is a human being and
above allawoman first.

She added that mostly such cases are not probed, investigated or reviewed on
the said lines- many cases remain unreported even with the consent of the
family because in traditional patriarchal societies women are considered as
honour of the family. Even some forced conversion incidents were avoided by
the families on the pretext that publicity may cause shame and humiliation in
community and neighborhood. In some cases forced conversion is exploited as
a tool for human trafficking. She concluded that unfortunately state has
surrendered its role and writ to protect fundamental rights of the citizens
including religious minorities.

During SAP-Pakistan's several policy and lobbying dialogues on the same topic
legislators, academia, experts, lawyers and other relevant stakeholders were
concerned that not only annually several hundred unreported cases are
alarming, but the pace with which immigration is being done towards India is
portraying a negative image of society, government and of the state as whole.




Although, the constitution of Pakistan guarantees equal rights of all citizens, but
in practice religious minorities are deprived of their rights. Development
practitioner and human rights activist Javed Hussain said that patriarchal
mindset of society is also contributing to the issues of forced conversions.
Violence against women is already on peak in Sindh and it deprives them of their
rights. Sindhi society is an agrarian society and here women bear worst forms of
violence and are treated as property.

Some Observations

Itis important to note that in urban towns including Karachi, Hyderabad, Sukkur,
Nawabshah and Mirpurkhas, Christian, Ahmadi and Hindu families are relatively
vocal for the following reasons:

e Both areas are dominated by PPP and MQM that are relatively
progressive parties and discourage discrimination on religious basis.

e Entire Sindhi mediais Hyderabad based

e Hyderabad is center of nationalist forces and hub of mystic thoughts, sufi
teachings and tombs which helps discouraging forced conversion

e Likewise Karachi based press and CSOs are equally vocal. So here the
level of discrimination and vulnerability is lower than other areas.

Recommendations

e Respective provincial governments should introduce a law to stop
marriage of new converts at-least for six months and until a probe is done

e Police FIR system should be made easy and accessible

e Victim's family and legal assistance providing supporters should be
given protection

e There should be change in article 161 of Criminal Procedure Code
(CrPC), and judicial magistrates should be empowered for the record of
statement, rather than a police officer, to avoid pressure

Rapid complaint response units are must

District human rights cell and administration should be sensitized

legal provisions should all times be available for the victims

Local religious groups should be in line with administration and police to
avoid any exploitation and to avoid influence

e Lobbying with civil society, media, political parties and specially with
legislators be made to raise a strong voice




e Underage marriage prohibition law is there and majority of the cases
were underage, so this aspect should be examined through impartial
and unbiased legal and medical support

e Fairtrailand investigation space for the victims

e Immediate and sternlegal actions against the culprits

Way Forward

On August 11, 2015, the lower house of the parliament of Pakistan-National
Assembly- has unanimously passed a resolution to protect all rights of non-
Muslim communities living in the country. This day is also marked as National
Minority Day (NMD) to symbolize it with Jinnah's 11" August speech, which was
termed as the first secular manifestation of Pakistan's statecraft, in which
protection of religious rights was ensured. The only solution to let non-Muslim
communities feel safe and secure is to transform socio-economic and political
behaviors towards these groups. Mainstreaming in all spheres of life is essential
to maintain peace and harmony.

Baseline Research and Group Discussion Areas of
the Study

Hyderabad, Karachi, Tando Allahyar, Mirpurkhas, Umer Kot and Ghotki

Respondents

political leaders and workers, legislators, SAP-PAK's team, minority rights
leaders and mandatory forums, media, CSOs, workers, human rights, women
and minority rights activists, concerned citizens and affectees
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