
 

 

The Right Honourable Justin Trudeau, P.C., M.P. 
Prime Minister of Canada 
House of Commons 
Ottawa, Ontario 
K1A 0A6 
  
April 29, 2016 
  
Prime Minister: 
  
I am writing to express my dismay at the decision to close the Office of Religious 
Freedom, which was situated in Global Affairs Canada. 
  
The Office’s mandate was to protect and advocate on behalf of religious 
minorities under threat, oppose religious hatred, and promote pluralism abroad. 
  
The decision to close the office seems to have been made without even 
consulting the expert external advisory committee, whose extensive membership 
included leaders from Ismaili, Ahmadiyya, Bahá'í, Christian, Coptic, Hindu, 
Jewish, Muslim, Sikh, Tibetan, and Uyghur  communities. Leaders of the Jewish, 
Sikh and Ahmadiyya Muslim communities also wrote to the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs expressing support for the valuable work undertaken by the Office. 
  
It was Prime Minister John Diefenbaker who said that as a Canadian, he was 
“free to speak without fear, free to worship in my own way, free to stand for what 
I think right, free to oppose what I believe wrong, or free to choose those who 
shall government my country.” As you know, the right to freedom of religion is 
enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other international 
instruments.  Canada’s Bill of Rights affirmed that individuals and institutions 
“remain free only when freedom is founded upon respect for moral and spiritual 
values and the rule of law.”  The preamble to Canada’s constitution further states 
that “Canada is founded upon the principles that recognize the supremacy of 
God and the rule of law”, and the Charter of Rights and Freedoms enshrines 
“freedom of conscience and religion” as a fundamental freedom.   
  
Unfortunately, that freedom is not shared around the world, where many do not 
enjoy what we are so fortunate to have in our great country. 



 

  
A Pew Research Center study showed that nearly 77% of the world’s population 
lives in countries with high government restrictions on freedom of religion and/or 
social hostilities committed by groups and individuals. You are no doubt aware 
that there has been a negative trend around the world when it comes to the 
protection of the right to freedom of religion.   
  
It is deeply concerning that many religious minorities face persecution. In the 
worst cases, this ranges from violence, imprisonment, abuse, or even being killed 
for their beliefs. The genocide of Christians and others in the area controlled by 
Daesh is but one example of the worst form of persecution. 
  
Historically, foreign affairs departments have not placed emphasis on the right to 
freedom of religion. However, a more pronounced approach started with the 
attacks at Nag Hammadi, Egypt, in January 2010.  Between 2010-2014, Canada 
was at the forefront, speaking up where there was persecution, including 
imprisonment of Baha’is or charges of apostasy in Iran, unjust blasphemy laws in 
Pakistan and persecution of the Ahmadiya community, attacks on places of 
worship in Nigeria, and many others. 
  
It was also fitting that the John Diefenbaker Defender of Human Rights and 
Freedom Award’s recipients included the late Shahbaz Bhatti, Pakistan’s tireless 
defender of minorities, who was gunned down in 2012 after speaking out in 
defence of religious minorities. Another recipient, Cardinal Zen of Hong Kong, 
has been a tireless defender of democratic rights and religious freedom in Asia.  
  
While words and symbolism are important in showing leadership, the Office of 
Religious Freedom also had a mandate to provide programming support abroad, 
through the Religious Freedom Fund.  And while the Office may not have 
reached its potential, the concept is not without merit.  In fact, in this day and 
age, it would be advantageous to have such a voice in our diplomatic service.   
  
Many of the conflicts abroad have some underpinnings of a religious 
context.  While recognizing that no major religion advocates for violence, there 
are some who choose to distort religious texts to repress others. The fact is that 
promoting interfaith dialogue and conflict mediation helps in peacemaking. 
Promoting religious cooperation can strengthen the role of civil society in 
developing countries and countries coming out of conflict.  



 

 
Standing up for human rights defenders who are persecuted because of their 
faith in countries abroad is a value that supports our national interest. 
  
I am reminded of a quote from the great English statesman William 
Wilberforce.  While it involved an entirely different situation, the quote is still 
relevant today:  “You may choose to look the other way but you can never say 
again that you did not know.” 
  
Given the dire circumstances facing religious minorities abroad, I respectfully 
request that you to re-consider your decision on this matter.  
  
Sincerely, 
 
  
  
  
 
Patrick Brown 
Leader of the Official Opposition in Ontario 
MPP, Simcoe North 

 


