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Background
There is a global concern that societies throughout the world are not coping well with the phenomenon of increasing pluralism. The Central Asian region, unfortunately, is no stranger to this situation. When the Soviet Union dissolved, many religious groups, including some fundamentalist groups, saw an opening and a wave of missionary activity swept over the five Central Asian Countries, often destabilising society in the villages that did not have the social mechanisms to embrace plurality. 
In the course of its work, the Oslo Coalition’s partner organisation in the Area, Foundation for Tolerance International, has become increasingly aware of the widespread growth in the number, activity and membership of religious fundamentalist movements. At the same time the Oslo Coalition continuously receives reports on injustices and human rights abuses perpetrated on minority groups by the authorities in the name of combating this trend, often couched in “War on Terror” terminology. The draconian reaction of Goverments to the situation was (and is) both counterproductive and constitutes an infringement of human rights, particularly of Article 18. 
It is clear that the threat of limitations of democratic and in particular religious freedom, is a concern not only in terms of the limitations prescribed by religious fundamentalist organisations themselves, but also in relation to the measures taken by governments in the name of combating such threats. 

This is a situation that requires a multilayer strategy: we need to convince governments that their policies are counterproductive; we need to convince certain religious groups that their actions are destabilising and destructive; we need to analyse what needs fundamentalist groups answer that is not otherwise met by society so that we can address the root causes lying behind the spread of fundamentalism, and we need to furnish societies with the skills and social tools needed to embrace this new pluralism. 

While both religious extremism itself and the injustice imposed on minorities in the name of combating religious extremism is a phenomenon that transcends the borders of the Central Asian states – Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan – regional cooperation is still critically lacking in dealing with the problem. 

The Strategy Session

The Foundation for Tolerance International and the Oslo Coalition on Freedom of Religion or Belief acknowledge that the situation for minority religions is deteriorating throughout Central Asia, and would like to contribute to halting, even reversing this slide towards reduced freedom of belief. Therefore the two organisations came together to invite key persons from religious communities, Civil Society organisations and academia from 5 Central Asian countries together with OECE-ODHIR representatives and other international organisations with an interest in the Central Asian region and in human rights to a two day strategy session in Oslo, to discuss appropriate steps, and identify partnerships and possible ways forward. 

This was a “first step” meeting. The main aim of the session was to give our colleaues from the 5 Central Asian countries a space to talk together, to get to know each other, to build networks and possibly to identify common problems and areas where they could cooperate. The meeting attempted to bridge the gap between NGO’s and academia at the same time as enabling representatives from all 5 countries to meet for the first time. Because certain participants came from sensitive areas, it was agreed at the opening session that no minutes should be taken, and no photography should be allowed. 
In order to emphasise that the meeting was a space for our colleagues from Central Asia to use, and that our colleagues from the OSCE and UNESCO were present as observers and possibly helpers at the strategy phase, the primary language of the meeting was Russian. Facilitation was carried out by Olga Davydenko from Kazakhstan, and Raisa Kadyrova from Kirgizstan.

On the first day of the meeting the objective was to find common challenges, and on the second day, to identify common approaches to meet these challenges. 

The meeting itself lasted for 2 days, but because of the difficulty of finding suitable flights from several Central Asian countries most of the participants stayed for a total of 4 days, giving them plenty of oppurtunity for informal meetings and discussions. 
Having agreed not to take minutes, and being dependent on interpretors, my efforts in the following summary are rather sketchy!

Emerging from Day 1: Challenges common to the 5 countries
Although there was less agreement on the fomulation of common problems than we had foreseen, the following problems emerged as common for 3 or more of the 5 countries:

Challenges with the Authorities:

· The attitude of the state is a problem: the state looks at any untraditional religion as a threat. A traditional religion is defined as a religion that has existed for the last 100 years. 
· Governments automatically classify everyone belonging to one ethnic group as also belonging to one religion, but this is often untrue. 
· Public servants happily discuss religious issues, but do not involve religious leaders in these discussions.
· Amongst state actors there is a low level of knowledge and a lack of legal basis to their actions. 

· In certain cases, majority rights are as much as a problem as minority rights – eg. Friday is still a working day in all 5 predominantly Muslim countries. 

· It is impossible to gain a broader knowledge when the prevailing attitude of the authorities is that if you are in possession of the literature of a certain organisation/religion/political party then you are automatically considered a supporter of that organisation.
Chanllenges resulting from lack of education/information:

· The lack of education of religious leaders results in whole villages being led and advised by analfabet leaders who have little contact with the modern world. 

· Badly educated journalists result in low quality journalism.
· Universally acknowledged stereotypes increase the fragmentation of society. 
· There is an enormous gap between religious and secular organisations.  
· The low quality of communication between branches of civil society and religious groups prevent the necessary dissemination of knowledge of human rights to religious groups. 

Some “best practices” shared
· www.religion.kz – a website to adress religious questions containing a database of documents, practices, presentation of religious organisations, religious texts and analyses, secular and non-secluare writings, FAQ, news etc., restricted to use by religious groups and minorities
. ( Kz)
· Involvement of women in religious activities (Kz)
· Youth NGOs supported by OSCE give courses on human rights in the madrassas (Kz)
· Combined youth camps for students from religious and secular schools (Tjk)

· Union of religious groups against extremism (Tjk)

· Religious education aimed at changing the mentality of religious leaders (Tjk)

· Dialogue with extremist groups (Tjk)
Emerging from Day 2: Measures Suggested
· Establish a Fergana Valley regional cooperation to combat further conflict development (Uzbekistan, Kirgizstan, Tajikistan) (unclear what sort of cooperation).
· Create new avenues to deal with authorities. 
· Include both journalists and representatives of ruling bodies in training and conferences.

· Work with journalists and mass media, particularly religious journalists.

· Use the media to combatt unfounded attacs on religious groups.  
· A regional human rights conference to address the gap between civilian and religious branches of civil society and improve the communication between them          
· Involve religious leaders in introducing secular subjects in religious institutions. 
· Run courses for imams on human rights – even better involve imams in running courses on HR in their mosques.
· Create a forum of religious leaders. 
· Organise a conference on how to fight violence perpetrated in the name of religions
· Start with regional administrators: our network should not only concern itself with education for tolerence at the university level, but also look at education starting with nursery schools and day care centres. 

· Create an exchange programmes between Central Asian and Western teachers.
· A thorough analysis of the issue of fundamentalism, including:

· The nature of fundamentalism itself (how do we know when it is “extreme”?

· The reasons why people are attracted to it

· The governments reaction to it and the consequences 
· Run a regional programme for studying and learning from the long tough Tajik experience – would benefit the other countries.
Extra meeting, evening of Day 2: Concrete Project Proposal
On the evening of the second day, 12 of the conference participants came together to discuss a proposal originated by Foundation for Tolerance. All five countries, the OSCE and Oslo Coalition were represented. The meeting lasted for 2 hours and resulted in substantial changes to the project proposal. The latest version is attached. 
� I have checked the website: the domain name is reserved, but no pages/articles have as yet been placed on the server. 





