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     [1] The Constitution provides for freedom of religion and the Government generally respects this right in practice. 

     [2] There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the period covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the generally free practice of religion. 

     [3] While the generally amicable relations among religions in society contributed to religious freedom, the close link between certain self-proclaimed messianic groups and opposition political movements was a source of tension during the civil war period from 1997-2001. In March 2003, the Government and the last armed opposition group, the Ninjas, signed a peace accord that greatly reduced these tensions. 

     [4] The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government as part of its overall policy to promote human rights. 

Section 1: Religious Demography 

     [5] The country has a total area of 132,000 square miles, and its population is approximately 3 million. Approximately half of its citizens are Christian; of these approximately 90 percent are Roman Catholic. Other denominations include Methodists, Seventh-day Adventists, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons), and Jehovah's Witnesses. Muslims make up 2 percent of the population; most are immigrants from North and West Africa who work in urban centers. The remainder of the population is made up of practitioners of traditional indigenous religions, those who belong to various messianic groups, and those who practice no religion at all. A small minority of the Christian community practices Kimbanguism, a syncretistic movement that originated in the neighboring Democratic Republic of the Congo. While retaining many elements of Christianity, Kimbanguism also recognizes its founder (Simon Kimbangu) as a prophet and incorporates African traditional beliefs, such as ancestor worship. 

     [6] Mystical or messianic practices (especially among the ethnic Lari population in the Pool region) have been associated with opposition political movements, including some elements of the armed insurrection in the southern part of the country during 1998-99. While the association continues, its influence has diminished considerably since March 2003. 

     [7] Several Western Christian missionary groups are active in the country, including members of Jehovah's Witnesses, the Salvation Army, the Christian and Missionary Alliance, and several Catholic religious orders. 

Section 2: Status of Religious Freedom 

     a. Legal/Policy Framework 

     [8] Title II, Article 8 of the Constitution provides for freedom of religion and specifically forbids discrimination on the basis of religion. The Government at all levels strives to protect this right in full and does not tolerate its abuse, either by governmental or private actors. There is no official state religion. 

     [9] All organizations, including religious organizations, businesses, unions, and charitable or nonprofit societies, are required to register with and be approved by the Government. There were no reports of discrimination against religious groups in this process, although all admit that it is time-consuming and lengthy. Penalties for failure to register involve fines and potential confiscation of goods, invalidation of contracts, and deportation for foreigners, but no criminal penalties are applicable. 

     [10] The Government recognizes the Christian holidays of Christmas, Easter Monday, and Pentecost Monday as national holidays. Muslim holidays are not nationally observed; however, they are respected. 

     b. Restrictions on Religious Freedom 

     [11] Government policy and practice contributed to the generally free practice of religion. 

     [12] There is a growing Muslim community in the country, mostly consisting of immigrants from West Africa and Lebanon. The West African immigrants mostly arrive from Mali, Benin, Togo, and Senegal. 

     c. Abuses of Religious Freedom 

     [13] In March 2003, the Government and the Ninja rebel militia group, led by self-proclaimed prophet Frederic Bistangou (also known as Pasteur Ntumi), signed a peace accord. Subsequently, there have been no reports of abuse or desecration of churches as alleged in previous years. 

     [14] There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees. 

     d. Forced Religious Conversion 

     [15] There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citizens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States. 

     e. Abuses by Terrorist Organizations 

     [16] There were no reported abuses targeted at specific religions by terrorist organizations during the period covered by this report. 

Section 3: Societal Attitudes 

     [17] The generally amicable relations among religions in society contributed to religious freedom. 

     [18] All organized religious groups are represented in a joint ecumenical council, which meets yearly during February. 

Section 4: U.S. Government Policy 

     [19] The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government as part of its overall policy to promote human rights. These discussions include highlighting the importance of the issues with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Presidency, and members of the National Assembly. The U.S. Embassy also has implemented public diplomacy programs with key civil society groups that address these issues. Through Democracy and Human Rights funding, the Embassy supports four Congolese Human Rights organizations whose goals consist of strengthening recognition of religious diversity, including animism. 
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              Washington, D.C. 20520
Profiles of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report Series
Afghanistan, Albania, Algeria, Armenia, Bangladesh, Belarus, Bulgaria, Burma, Cambodia, Cameroon, China, Columbia, Cote d’Ivoire, Cuba, Ecuador, Egypt, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Fiji, Macedonia, Gambia, Ghana, Guatemala, Guinea, Haiti, Honduras, India, Iran, Kenya, Laos, Latvia, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Mexico, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Romania, Russia, Rwanda, Senegal, Serbia-Montenegro, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Thailand, Togo, Uganda, Ukraine, Vietnam, Ex-Yugoslavia, Democratic Republic of the Congo (former Zaire).

Stated Purpose: By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators assess the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about country conditions and their own experiences; likely treatment were the applicants to return; whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted; whether grounds for denial are known to exist; other information  relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in section 101(a)(42) of  the Immigration and Nationality Act.

Actual Purpose: Pursuant to a request of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, and in light of their mutually shared objective – a significant reduction in the number of viable asylum claims, the Department of State has crafted a series of country-specific, inter-agency memoranda, collectively known as the Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions. The series is primarily designed to undermine the credibility of asylum applicants and call into question the basis, and thus meritorious nature, of their claims. Past experiences and repatriation concerns, are at best dismissed as moot due to `changed country conditions,’ or worse motivated by economic hardship.    
A couple of footnotes

1. The Department of State is a political, not an academic institution.

2. State’s publications reflect the political views of the administration in 

    power at the time of their release.  

3. State’s reports fall short of the minimally accepted, contemporary 

    standards of a junior high school term paper. 

4. The identity and country-specific credentials of State’s writers are 

    withheld from the asylum officers and immigration judges they were 

    intended to guide.

5. State’s writers reference few, if any authoritative sources to support their 

    opinions. Noticeably absent from any report are footnotes, endnotes, or a 

    bibliography, fundamental components of a basic term paper and skills 

    typically acquired in an eighth grade English composition course.        

6. State’s writers fail to encourage asylum officers and immigration judges 

    to consult, either on a regular basis, or otherwise, with the nation’s 

    foremost country- and issue-specific experts for guidance in 

    understanding and appreciating the significance of recent developments 

    (past 90 days) and current country conditions.   

7. Neither the Department of State, nor its writers represent their opinions, 

    either as true, accurate, objective, devoid of political spin, or the product 

    of intellectually honesty, diligent, scholarly, duplicateable research.

8. Unlike expert witnesses presenting written affidavits to, and/or testimony 

    in support of a claim before an immigration judge, State’s writers are not 

    subject to testifying under oath, cross examination, or held 

    accountable for the distortions written into, and/or significant omissions 

    written out of it’s Profiles.

9. A fundamental assumption of asylum officers and immigration judges in 

    discerning the meritorious nature of a claim is that disparities between 

    State’s Country Reports and Profile of Asylum Claims, and statements 

    attributable to an applicant, warrant the dismissal of the latter.

10. Unless and until authoritative evidence is presented, either in the form of 

      documentation, and/or the guidance of an expert, to serve as a corrective 

      lens for claim-relevant distortions written into, and significant omissions 

      written out of State’s reports, the assumption of the asylum officer and 

      immigration judge is that State’s versions of reality, as manifest in the 

      Country Report and Profile of Asylum Claims, are embraced, both by the 

      applicant and their attorney, as full, complete and authoritatively  

      accurate.                 

11. Following careful examination of State’s Country Reports on Human 

      Rights Practices and Profiles of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions, 

      country-specific scholars express profound reservations regarding their 

      accuracy and reliability (distortions written into, and significant 

      omissions written out of the reports), and the degree to which they 

      mislead naïve or uninformed asylum officers and immigration judges 

      in the process of discerning the meritorious nature of a claim. 

12. Unlike the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, State 

      releases country-specific Profiles every two (2) to seven (7) years. While 

      fine wine may improve with age, State’s Profiles do not. Incomplete and 

      inherently unreliable from the date of their release, State continues to 

      peddle its Profiles to asylum officers and immigration judges as 

      authoritatively accurate until updated.

13. State’s Profiles dated in excess of one (1) year (assuming them accurate 

      at the time of their release), merit a shelf life no greater than State’s 

      Country Report on Human Rights Practices. If a Country Report dated 

      two (2) or more years ago proved more favorable to a claim than the 

      current edition, but is excluded in favor of a successor version released 

      within the past twelve (12) months, by what logic does a Profile report  
      released two (2) or more years before warrant any greater consideration? 

      The reality is, most asylum officers and immigration judges defer to 

      State’s Profile reports irrespective of their date and all too many 

      immigration attorneys fail to appreciate and take advantage of their 

      vulnerability. 
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