
 
 

MISSION REPORT 
VISIT TO USCIRF - WASHINGTON DC 

29-30 September 2014 
 
 
Background 
 
Freedom of Religion or Belief (FoRB) is an important subject to Members of the European Parliament 
Dennis de Jong and Peter van Dalen. FoRB, which includes the right to change or abandon one's 
belief, is a fundamental human right and for many people a key element of their identity.  At the 
start of the previous parliamentary mandate, De Jong and Van Dalen found the attention turned to 
FoRB lacking in the nascent European External Action Service. Therefore, they started a working 
group on this matter. The European Parliament Working Group on Freedom of Religion or Belief 
(EPWG) has members from all political groups and a wide range of religious backgrounds. 
 
The EPWG cooperates with several European and international organizations in order to advance 
FoRB worldwide. One of their counterparts is the United States Commission on International 
Religious Freedom (USCIRF). Based in Washington DC, USCIRF is an independent agency of the US 
Federal Government. It has 9 (volunteer) Commissioners, appointed by the President and US 
Congress, and 14 professional staff. USCIRF's work has inspired the work of the EPWG, including the 
EPWG's first annual report. At the presentation thereof in the European Parliament in February 
2014, USCIRF was present with three Commissioners, including Chairwomen Dr. Katrina Lantos 
Swett, and one member of staff. 
 
Following their re-election in May 2014, USCIRF invited EPWG co-chairs Peter van Dalen and Dennis 
de Jong to travel to Washington DC in order to visit USCIRF Commissioners and staff and to meet 
several federal US policymakers dealing with FoRB.  An invitation they gladly accepted. Claire Jansen 
went on behalf of Dennis de Jong. Peter van Dalen was accompanied by Jannes de Jong on this trip 
that took place on the 29th and 30th of September. 
 
Programme - 29 September 
 

 A number of briefings, including with Knox Thames, Director of Policy and Research at 
USCIRF, were organized to prepare the meetings with policymakers on the 30th. We spoke 
of the need to establish contacts between European and American policy makers dealing 
with FoRB. Mr Thames specifically asked if they could emphasize the cross-party structure of 
the EPWG and the advantage of having people from different backgrounds and convictions 
coming together around the purpose of defending FoRB worldwide. 

 
Programme - 30 September 



All meetings where attended by Peter van Dalen, Claire Jansen and Jannes de Jong. Knox Thames 
from USCIRF was also present at these meetings. In the afternoon we were joined by Helena 
Halldorf-Romero, from the European Parliament Washington DC office. 
 

 At 08:30 we met David Saperstein, Executive Director of the Religious Action Center and (the 
only) nominee for Ambassador at Large for International Religious Freedom. Mr Saperstein 
spoke of the need for US-EU cooperation in the area of FoRB in order to be more effective. 
He then outlined four priorities for his future position as Ambassador at Large: (1) setting up 
a global network of parliamentarians working to promote FoRB, including from every 
continent and conviction; (2) integrating FoRB as a horizontal consideration in other US 
federal government policy areas such as economy, trade and foreign policy; (3) regularizing 
the US State Department's Countries of Particular Concern process, to make it more 
consistent and less dependent on (geo)political considerations; (4) making sure the US works 
more with countries where they have leverage, instead of just the "obvious FoRB violators"; 
on this point US and EU should work together to increase the impact of their interventions. 
We agreed to stay in touch and to look for ways to join efforts. 

 At 9:45 we met with Katrina Lantos Swett, USCIRF Chair, and USCIRF Executive Director 
Jackie Wolcott. We spoke about making sure the EU Guidelines on FoRB that were adopted 
in June 2013 are properly applied and implemented, and of the EPWG's intention to increase 
international cooperation. Mrs Lantos Swett introduced the work of USCIRF and spoke of the 
appreciation of the good cooperation with the EPWG. Furthermore she lauded the example 
of the EPWG as a cross-party effort. Mrs Lantos Swett emphasized how FoRB is directly 
linked to national security, a fact which is now becoming more widely accepted and which 
makes it somewhat easier to promote FoRB as a fundamental human right. 

 At 10:30 Peter van Dalen took part in a TV interview for EWTN, a global media network, on 
our visit to the US and the EU-US cooperation on FoRB. 

 At 12:30 we met with Steve Feldstein, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State at State 
Department. Mr Feldstein emphasized his support for the EPWG initiative. He also stated 
that the EU is regarded more positively by many countries and seen as less of a threat than 
the US. Therefore the EU's soft power can get it quite far on subjects like FoRB. Mr Feldstein 
said he was happy to see in the EPWG a European partner on an issue that is important in US 
foreign affairs. 

 At 13:30 we met with Representative Frank Wolf (R-VA), the sponsor of several legislative 
initiatives on FoRB. The Congressman stated that FoRB is under severe threat in many 
regions and we need to bring together people who are willing to stand up and defend this 
fundamental human right. He also mentioned that at his point the US Congress is relatively 
dysfunctional and therefor his hope was that Europe could spearhead and speed up global 
initiatives to protect FoRB. 

 At 14:00 we met about a dozen US Congress staff members and discussed developments 
around FoRB in the world who were all very interested. They saw FoRB as an example on 
cross party working and would like to discuss this great effort with their superiors. 

 At 15:00 we met with a number of American NGOs who sit on a Roundtable on International 
Religious Freedom and lobby the US Congress and Federal Government on this issue. The 
NGO's present included the Islamic Society of North America, which has undertaken several 
initiatives to bridge religious divides, such as contributing the rebuilding of churches 
destroyed by extremists. The NGOs wanted to intensify their efforts to bring different 
religions together to secure FoRB all over the world. Also present were the Southern Baptist 
Convention and the National Affairs Office of the Church of Scientology. 

 At 16:30 we met with Melissa Rogers, Executive Director of the White House Office of Faith 
Based and Community Partnerships. Mrs Rogers shared how she was impressed by the work 
of the EPWG and in particular the cross-party cooperation on an issue which can sometimes 



divide opinions. Peter van Dalen and Mr Thames explained how their organizations work 
together on FoRB but how more action from the executive side (US President, EU 
Commission, EU Member State Governments) is very much needed. Mrs Rogers promised 
she will continue to bring the importance of FoRB and the promotion and protection thereof 
to the attention of President Obama.  

 
Outcome & follow-up 
 

 On Tuesday 30 September Peter van Dalen and USCIRF Chair Dr Lantos Swett took part in a 
TV interview on the promotion of Religious Freedom worldwide: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lOsXZhF6tgA&list=PL9CQlldupc5_STtOyJ3gnmbEWyFD
pRzw (from 15:20). 

 On the occasion of his visit Peter van Dalen published an article on the Huffington Post: 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/peter-van-dalen/its-time-to-get-serious-
a_1_b_5946362.html  

 The possibility organise a joint event on the publishing of the next annual reports from 
USCIRF and the EPWG was discussed. 

 It was agreed that USCIRF and the EPWG will continue to share information and coordinate 
campaigns. 

 We will continue to strive to cooperate with several USA interlocutors on the issue of FoRB.  
 Knox will try to introduce our working group to several atheist and humanist organisations 

to make sure that it is know that we want to increase awareness on FoRB with everyone. 
 
Participants 
 
Peter van Dalen MEP, EPWG co-Chair  
Claire Jansen, assistant to EPWG co-Chair Dennis de Jong MEP 
Jannes de Jong, ECR Group religious freedom advisor 
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