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Human rights and religious sects (B4-6, 14, 20, 128, 129,

136 and 276/77)


Wednesday, 28 February - Replying to a number of questions expressing concern about the rise in religious sects and calling for a European response, President-in-Office of the Council, Luigi Ferraris recognised that real problems were at issues, particularly when the basic freedoms and rights of people were infringed upon. If sects were involved in organized crime then their activities would fall within the ambit of Europol, he said, adding that he hoped the Europol Convention would be ratified as soon as possible. The Council had also passed a recommendation on the fight against the trade in human beings. He agreed with a number of MEPs that information on the activities of sects was vital.


On behalf of the Commission, Anita Gradin said the member states were responsible for the fight against crime. Nevertheless, she agreed that Europol could have a role to play.


While recognising that there were many genuine religious sects, Brian Crowley (Munster, UFE) said it was essential for the EU institutions, the members states and national parliaments to discuss the problem, exchange informaion and put in place a proper structure to address the concerns raised by more dangerous sects. He cited the cases of three of his constiuents whose lives had been totally dominated by the Church of Scientology.


Bernard Antony (F, Ind), on the other hand, linked the practices of extremist sects with Communism and free masonry.


Favouring a society with the maximum amount of freedom consistent with individual and community wellbeing, Glyn Ford (Greater Manchester East, PES) urged the House to be careful and not to allow disquiet and dislikes to lead to a twentieth century witchhunt. On the other hand, Parliament could not ignore the activities of sects involved in terrorism or other crimes. Freedom of speech and freedom of democracy must not be allowed to protect these types of groups, he insisted. He agreed with a role for Europol and called for member states to be more rigorous in applying tax laws.


Both Michael Elliott (London West, PES) and David Hallam (Hertfordshire and Shropshire, PES) cautioned against too repressive an approach. Mr Elliott warned that there was a danger of bracketing an innocent religious minority group with extremist criminal organisations but expressed satisfaction that there now seemed a consensus in favour of asking the civil liberties committee to draw up a report. Mr Hallam went one step further and contended that his sermon in a methodist church in England might as well be denounced in other parts of Europe after tonight's debate. This kind of religious intolerance was not welcome, he said.
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