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Dear colleagues, 

 

Thank you for your letters of 4 November and 11 February, drawing my attention to the activities of 

the Intergroup on Freedom of Religion or Belief and Religious Tolerance and the latest report 

published by the International Humanist and Ethical Union on Freedom of Thought in 2014, 

highlighting in particular the position of non-religious believers in the world.  

 

Let me firstly congratulate you on the creation of an Intergroup on Freedom of Religion or Belief 

and Religious Tolerance. I know that it is much the result of your efforts and those of MEP Peter 

Van Dalen. Building on the activities and actions of the previous Working Group, I have no doubt 

that this new Intergroup will help address and promote this fundamental human right in the EU’s 

external action.  

 

On substance, and as recalled in the EU guidelines on FoRB, "the EU focuses on the right of 

individuals, to believe or not to believe, and, alone or in community with others, to freely manifest 

their beliefs. The EU does not consider the merits of the different religions or beliefs, or the lack 

thereof, but ensures that the right to believe or not to believe is upheld". The guidelines also stress 

that international law allows people to change one’s religion for another religion or for any other 

belief, or to have no belief or religion. In this regard, the EU's position is in line with the upholding 

of FoRB as enshrined in international human rights instruments, which covers theistic, non-theistic 

and atheistic beliefs.  

 

I share with you the concerns regarding the difficulties faced by non-religious people in terms of 

discrimination and notably when it comes to the issue of blasphemy laws. The EU stand on this is 

very clear: laws that criminalise blasphemy restrict expression concerning religious or other beliefs; 

they are often applied so as to persecute, mistreat, or intimidate persons belonging to religious or 

other minorities or groups, and they have serious inhibiting effects on Freedom of Expression and 

on Freedom of Religion or Belief. The EU is advocating the decriminalisation of such offenses and, 

in the context of its campaign against death penalty, torture and ill-treatment, forcefully fights 

against death sentencing, physical punishment or deprivation of liberty as penalties for blasphemy.  



 

 

 

 

Since the adoption of the guidelines, the EU has been indeed stressing these principles on numerous 

occasions, be it in international fora (with efforts deployed to strengthen human rights language in 

the EU-led resolutions on Freedom of Religion or Belief in the UN Human Rights Council and 

General Assembly), or in the exercise of the EU’s bilateral engagement with third countries, notably 

during the Human Rights dialogues held every year with many of them. Furthermore, the EU 

closely follows the difficult situation of particular individuals and, when deemed useful, raises them 

directly in bilateral talks.  

 

Rest assured that the EU will carry on defending and promoting Freedom of Religion or Belief for 

both religious and non-religious believers worldwide. I look forward to continuing the good 

cooperation between the EEAS and the European Parliament on this important topic. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 
Federica Mogherini 


