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Over a hundred thousand Christians were among the many 
who fled for their lives 10 years ago when Daesh (ISIS) 
seized vast swathes of Iraq’s Nineveh Plains. For years since 
they have lived like refugees in their own country, helped 
only by their fellow believers around the world – including 
substantial help from ACN.

The genocide that we su�ered continues to cast a long 
shadow – the migration of Christians continues to the point 
where the Church is threatened with extinction in towns 
and cities where our presence dates back almost to the 
time of Christ. 

Meanwhile, as this Persecuted and Forgotten? report 
shows, Christians in other countries are today facing 
jihadist extremism, whether in Burkina Faso or 
Mozambique – and equally bitter is the oppression of 
believers by authoritarian regimes like China or Nicaragua.

But the report also shows that a�er the onslaught 
Christians can rebuild their lives – just as we did in Iraq – 
and yet our communities here continue to face challenges 
due to the lack of livelihood programmes; it means the 
Church has to find money to support the key structures 
we have built in Kurdistan to ensure Christians stay and 
be the voice of Jesus in all Iraq: new churches, a Catholic 
university, four schools and a hospital. Such structures 
need support to grow and to be maintained; we therefore 
depend on the international community to listen to our 
appeals for help. 

Our prayer is that those reading this report, whether 

governments or others with influence, will do more than 

just pay lip service to reports of Christian persecution; 

they must match their words with action – clear and 

decisive policy commitment – to help those whose only 

crime is the Faith they profess. It is vital that they act on 
early warnings – given in reports such as this – to prevent 
what happened to us in Iraq taking place elsewhere. 

I still remember the terror caused by the rise of the jihadists 
– but also the people’s hope, and the charity shown by our 
brothers and sisters around the world. Please continue to 
keep all those who su�er in your prayers and in your love. 
We keep you in our prayers.

Most Rev Bashar M Warda CSsR,  

Chaldean Archbishop of Erbil 

FOREWORD
By Archbishop Bashar Warda  

of Erbil, Iraq

A REPORT ON CHRISTIANS  

OPPRESSED FOR THEIR FAITH 

2022–2024
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AT-A-GLANCE COUNTRIES OVERVIEW
Persecuted and Forgotten? examines the challenges facing Christians in 18 countries, where they su�er a range of 
problems, which can include harassment, detention, forced displacement and murder. These are not necessarily the 
18 most dangerous places in which to live if you are a Christian, but rather those countries in which the situation of the 
faithful has been of particular interest during the period under review, which covers August 2022 to June 2024 inclusive. 

ACN (UK) has drawn on a number of sources including publicly available data and information from the local Church. 
While drawing on quantitative analyses (e.g. the Pew Forum’s Social Hostilities Index), ultimately Persecuted and 

Forgotten? represents a qualitative analysis of the available data.
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= No change

 
= Slightly Worse

 
= Worse

Christian communities 

continue to face 

restrictions, including in 

training ministers.

See p. 37.

Turkey
NO CHANGE

Consistent levels of 

oppressive state policy; 

foreign Christians still face 

severe restrictions.

See p. 33.

Saudi Arabia
NO CHANGE

Continuing persecution 

in north-west and exodus 

of Christians increases 

existential risk.

See p. 36.

Syria
NO CHANGE

Reforms continue, but 

churches still attacked 

and young women 

are kidnapped.

See p. 17.

Egypt
NO CHANGE

Church buildings seized 

or attacked, and Christian 

communities targeted.

See p. 34.

Sudan
WORSE

Unprecedented number 

of churches attacked and 

rising attacks on Christian 

girls and women.

See p. 32.

Pakistan   
WORSE

Major increase in attacks 

on Christians, and new 

legislation restricting 

non-Hindu activity.

See p. 19.

India 
WORSE

Continuing Junta 

attacks on churches 

and other places 

of worship.

See p. 14.

Burma (Myanmar) 
NO CHANGE 

Increased state restriction, 

arrests of Christians, 

and Communist norms 

straitjacketing religion.

See p. 15.

China 
WORSE

Despite ongoing 

problems, registration 

eased and Catholic-state 

relations improving.

See p. 38.

Vietnam 
SLIGHTLY BETTER 

Practising Christians 

can still face various 

forms of torture in 

labour camps.

See p. 30.

North Korea 
NO CHANGE

More seized in arrests, harsh 

punishment for expressing 

Christian faith.

See p. 18.

Eritrea
SLIGHTLY WORSE

As jihadists expand, 

militant attacks against 

Christians increase, 

including sexual violence.

See p. 13.

Burkina Faso
WORSE 

Clergy arrested and 

forced into exile, ties 

with Vatican severed. 

See p. 28.

Nicaragua
WORSE 

Rise in violent 

attacks on Christians: 

government failed to 

intervene e�ectively.

See p. 29.

Nigeria
WORSE 

Increase in Christians 

detained, including for 

distributing Bibles.

See p. 24.

Iran  
WORSE

New legislation could 

restrict religious liberty; 

patriarch’s status 

withdrawn by state. 

See p. 25.

Iraq  
SLIGHTLY WORSE

Increased reports 

of jihadist attacks 

on Christians.

See p. 26.

Mozambique 
WORSE

PERSECUTION OF CHRISTIANS 
COMPARED WITH 2020–2022
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“ The person who succeeds in killing us knows they would be hailed as a hero.”1

Speaking to a delegation from Aid to the Church in Need (ACN) during a clandestine meeting in Pakistan, 
Christian woman Mariam Lal recalled the terrifying events that unfolded while working as a nurse at a hospital 
in Pakistan. The incident followed Mariam’s appointment as the hospital’s chief nurse; fellow sta� were 
reportedly furious that a Christian had been given the post. A mob descended and accused Mariam, 54, and 
fellow nurse Newosh Arooj, 21, of committing blasphemy. The incident involved a sticker containing a Qur’anic 
verse which had been damaged while being removed from a hospital locker. The mob rejected claims that 
psychiatric patients were responsible for tearing the sticker and blamed the two nurses of desecrating the 
sacred text. The nurses were at risk of being stabbed to death but, with the help of friends, escaped. 

Their voices cracking with emotion as they described their ordeal, Mariam and Newosh told ACN that they had 
been in hiding ever since, frequently changing location to avoid detection. 

The two nurses’ story is just one of countless incidents of persecution against Christians told to ACN sta� during 
fact-finding visits to countries where so o�en people’s only crime is to follow Christ. 

Persecuted and Forgotten? A Report on Christians oppressed for their Faith 2022-24 provides case studies, country, 
regional and global analysis on the extent to which Christians are targeted around the world. Even before the 
period under review in this report, evidence was already showing that persecution and oppression were getting 
worse. Pew Research Center data for 2021 showed that Christians su�ered religiously-motivated harassment 
ranging from verbal abuse through to killings in more countries than ever before – 160 in total, a rise of 50 
countries since 2012. Not only were Christians experiencing fundamental human-rights violations in more 
countries than any other faith group but the gap between them and the next worst-a�ected religious group had 
significantly widened.2 In his January 2023 speech to the Vatican diplomatic corps Pope Francis said that around 
the globe one in seven Christians experiences persecution,3 quoting recently published figures.4 

This edition of Persecuted and Forgotten? assesses the situation in 18 countries where religious freedom violations 
against Christians are of particular concern. The period under review ran from 1st August 2022 to 30th June 2024 
and the analysis set out to establish whether the religious freedom landscape a�ecting Christians had worsened 
since 2020-22. Research showed that in a majority of countries violence and/or oppression had indeed increased. 
In many, if not most, cases, this deterioration did not a�ect the entire country, only specific regions. Persecuted 

and Forgotten? 2022-24 found that in more than 60 percent of countries surveyed, human rights violations 
against Christians had increased since the last report which covered 2020-22. The report uncovered factors which 
explain why persecution and oppression have worsened not only in individual countries but across continents:

The epicentre of militant Islamist violence has shi�ed from the Middle East to Africa

•	 The strategic focal point of trans-national Islamist militant aggression against Christians and other major 
targets has now shi�ed decisively away from the Middle East to Africa. While jihadi militantism persisted 
in pockets of the Middle East such as Idlib, Syria, state authorities in the region made significant strides in 
clamping down on violent Islamist groups. By contrast, in parts of Burkina Faso, Nigeria, Mozambique and 
elsewhere, Christians were terrorised by extremist violence. 

•	 Militant Islam was a key factor in explaining why there was a prevalence of increased persecution 
a�ecting all six countries reviewed in Africa, with evidence suggesting the growing reach of trans-national 
jihadi groups.5

•	 “Opportunistic caliphates”, identified as an emerging concern in ACN’s Religious Freedom in the World 

Report 2023, became a major concern by summer 2024.

Main Findings

PERSECuTED  
AND FORGOTTEN?

An IDP (Internally Displaced Persons) camp 
in Kaya, Burkina Faso, where almost half of 
the population are displaced due to jihadist 
violence. See p. 13 for the country profile.
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•	 Mass migration of Christian communities, triggered by militant Islamist attacks, has destabilised 
and disenfranchised them, raising questions about the long-term survival of the Church in key regions.

Intensified targeting of Christians as enemies of the state and/or of the local community 

•	 Authoritarian regimes, including those in China, Eritrea, India and Iran, ramped up repressive measures against 
Christians, either in the name of religious nationalism or state secularism/communism. The restrictions included 
tougher sentencing for alleged insults against state ideology, confiscation of places of worship, increased arrests 
of clergy and laity as well as longer periods of detention.

•	 Against a backdrop of growing concerns about anti-Church oppression in parts of Latin America, for the first 
time in Persecuted and Forgotten?’s 18-year history Nicaragua is included as a country spotlighted in the report 
because of a range of extreme oppressive measures targeting Christians, notably the mass detention and 
expulsion of clergy, including all members of the apostolic nunciature. 

•	 Standing out against this general trend is Vietnam, which was the only country in the report categorised as 
“slightly improved”, with steps taken to re-establish diplomatic ties between the state and the Vatican and 
reduced red tape regarding the registration of religious groups. 

State and non-state actors increasingly weaponised existing and new legislation criminalising acts deemed 

disrespectful to the state religion as a means of oppressing Christians and other minority religious groups 

•	 In India, by May 2023, 855 people were reportedly detained under anti-conversion laws introduced in 
Uttar Pradesh in 2020.6 In Pakistan, there was an upsurge in large-scale attacks on Christians triggered by 
accusations of blasphemy, notably in Jaranwala in August 2023 and Sargodha in May 2024. In Iraq, Church 
leaders expressed fears that laws barring insults against religion would be used as a pretext to restrict Christian 
worship and practice. 

Reports highlighted the threat to Christian children, especially girls 

•	 Evidence suggested an increase in cases of Christian girls as young as 10 su�ering abduction, sexual violence, 
forced marriage and forced conversion. Emerging data pointing to a surge in cases of minority faith girls and 
young women being abducted was reported in Pakistan and other research showed it was a recurring problem 
in Egypt.

•	 However, reports from Saudi Arabia and Egypt showed the authorities had removed religious hate material 
against Christians and other religious minorities from school textbooks. 

•	 Nevertheless, a culture of discrimination was reported 
in schools, for example in Turkey, with students 
banned from marking Christian feasts and complaints 
about Islamic indoctrination in schools.7 

•	 The impact of the above-mentioned mass migration 
triggered by an upsurge in violence, including 
persecution against Christians, was particularly 
severe for children. Sub-Saharan countries, such as 
Sudan, reported record levels of children su�ering 
extreme food scarcity.8

Africa

The situation for Christians in Africa has been on the 
decline since August 2022, with Islamist militancy 
emerging as a principal cause of concern. The period 
saw ongoing jihadist and insurgent violence in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Christians are not the only victims of 
armed conflict in these regions, but they tend to be 
disproportionately targeted by militants. 

Most Islamist terrorist activity has taken place in the Sahel 
region – especially Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger and Nigeria – 
but also in Mozambique. Apart from religious extremism, 
other factors driving the violence include sectarian and 
ethnic di�erences, conflict over land, lack of access 
to resources, weak national governments, separatist 
movements and alliances between transnational jihadist 
networks and criminal gangs.9 

Terrorist and insurgent groups have targeted state 
authorities, as well as civilians of di�erent faiths. 
However, evidence shows that Christians are especially 
vulnerable to attacks and are likely to be targeted by 
extremists, particularly in countries or regions where 
they are a minority such as northern Burkina Faso, 
Mozambique and northern Nigeria.10 

In Burkina Faso and Mozambique, ongoing Islamist 
insurgencies11 have led to thousands of civilians 
being killed and millions displaced. Extremists have 
specifically targeted Christian communities in both 
countries, separating them from their Muslim neighbours 
and forcing them out of their villages on a number of 
occasions.12 In Burkina Faso, the territories controlled 
by jihadist groups have expanded and now comprise 
around 40 percent of the country, with Christian women 
especially at risk of sexual violence by terrorists.

In Sudan, a coup d’état in October 2021 and an ongoing 
civil war, which broke out in April 2023, have eroded 
all previous progress made towards religious freedom. 
Church buildings have been confiscated for use by the 
military, and Christian communities have been directly 
targeted by armed forces.13 

In Nigeria’s northern and Middle Belt regions, Boko 
Haram/Islamic State: West Africa Province (ISWAP) 

Francisco Faustino fled his village in Pemba, Mozambique a�er 
it was attacked by jihadists: “In the first attack, two people were 
brutally beheaded and houses were set on fire.

"The second attack, in late October 2020, was more violent; the 
insurgents stayed in town for more than two months. We wandered 
in the forest, trying to get water."

He has since received aid from an ACN-backed Church programme. 

Children in Aleppo’s 
predominantly Christian 
Al-Jdeideh District, which 
su�ered terrible damage 
during the Syrian Civil War. 
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and militant Fulani insurgents remain active. 
Despite the scale of Boko Haram’s activities 
having declined in comparison with the previous 
review period, these groups regularly carried out 
massacres and other violent atrocities, particularly 
targeting Christians.14 Abductions of Church 
personnel are also common.15 Acts of terrorism are 
o�en timed to coincide with Christian holidays.16 

In Eritrea the state is responsible for suppressing 
Christianity and other faiths. The country’s 
authoritarian regime is the worst governmental 
violator of religious freedom in the continent, 
routinely cracking down on church activities and 
imprisoning members of unauthorised religious 
groups without trial in inhumane conditions.17

Middle East

Although much of the Islamist threat has subsided, countries in the Middle East are still reeling from years of 
war and terror, and Christian populations in some areas face a growing existential threat. In Syria, the Christian 
community was disproportionately a�ected by the civil war. Numbering more than 1.5 million before the war 
began in 2011, Christians have been reduced to as few as 250,000.18 While the Assad regime, which professes 
religious tolerance, has regained control of most of the territory formerly controlled by militants, Christians 
continue to emigrate. In April 2024 Syria’s apostolic nuncio Cardinal Mario Zenari stated that 500 Christians 
were leaving Syria every day.19

In Iraq, the Christian population declined sharply during the brutal occupation of Daesh, and currently 
consists of less than 200,000 people out of a population of more than 41 million; roughly 0.46 percent. This 
dwindling community faces significant societal pressure and discrimination, with conversion from Islam still 
prohibited by law.20

Christian converts in Iran are among the most targeted groups in the country. They are perceived as colluding 
with the West, accused of undermining Iran’s Islamic regime. Many Christian converts increasingly live 
underground, and evangelisation remains illegal. Iranian house churches have spread because of church 
closures, a lack of state licences to build new churches, and access to o�icial churches has been restricted 
to Armenian and Assyrian Christians. Christian women and girls have su�ered increased state oppression, 
following unrest prompted by the case of Muslim woman Mahsa Amini, who died in custody a�er being 
arrested for “violating rules” requiring women to wear headscarves.21

While Egypt has seen some improvement for the Christian community, they still experience serious problems: 
in particular, the abduction, forced conversion and marriage of Coptic Christian women and girls. There is 
evidence both of systematic kidnapping by gangs and of police o�icers having conspired to report them as 
missing rather than abducted. Similarly, women found to have converted to Christianity in Saudi Arabia face 
confinement and abuse within their families, and can even face honour killings. 

Asia

In many countries across Asia, Christians are a minority, making them de facto second-class citizens, vulnerable 
to discrimination and social exclusion. In countries such as India and Pakistan this vulnerability can result in 
attacks on individuals and churches, such as the February 2024 torching of Grace Community Prayer Hall in 
Ramanagara, in India’s Karnataka State. Regarding Pakistan, UN experts expressed concerns about a rise in 
abductions, forced marriages and conversion of underage girls and young women from Christianity, Hinduism 
and Sikhism during the period under review. Religio-nationalism has played a significant role in driving 
problems with Hindutva nationalist groups in India and hard-line Islamist groups like TLP (Tehreek-e-Labbaik 
Pakistan) seeing minorities as a threat to the demographics of the majority faith. In India, Hindutva rhetoric 
o�en stresses that the growth of minorities has eroded the Hindu population. In these settings militant identity 
politics is the key driver of attacks on Christians and other religious minorities.

Le�: The Blessed Sacrament 
was burned during an 
attack on St Joseph’s Minor 
Seminary, Shuwa in Nigeria.

Below: A woman in Bihar 
State, India prepares food 
for a meeting in the parish.

Im
ag

e:
 ©

 Is
m

ae
l M

ar
tí

ne
z 

Sá
nc

he
z/

AC
N

10   Persecuted and Forgotten?      11



COUNTRY PROFILE

BuRKINA FASO

SELECTED INCIDENTS

MAY 2023 Jihadists began targeting the Christian 
population in Kompienga Province, east Burkina 
Faso, around Pentecost (28th May) 2023. When 
a group of Christian women attempted to break 
through the blockade imposed by the militants, 
many of them were held captive and repeatedly 
raped. Some of the women were held as sex slaves 
for several weeks before being returned to their 
village pregnant.37

NOVEMBER 2023 Extremists expelled more than 
340 Christians from Débé village in north-west 
Burkina Faso.38 The terrorists murdered two 
teenagers for flouting their ban on attending school, 
before giving the rest of the Christian community 
a 72-hour ultimatum to leave. This is one of the first 
known examples of Christians in the country being 
separated from other faith groups and forced out 
of their homes.39 

FEBRUARY 2024 Fi�een worshippers died and two 
were injured in an attack by suspected Islamist 
militants during Sunday prayers on 25th inside 
a Catholic church in Essakane, north-east Burkina 
Faso. Twelve of the victims were killed instantly, 
while three others later succumbed to their injuries 
in hospital.40

APRIL 2024 Edouard Zoetyenga Yougbare, a 
Catholic catechist for 20 years, was abducted and 
killed by suspected Fulani terrorists on Thursday 
18th near Saatenga, south-east Burkina Faso while 
searching for his donkey. His lifeless body was 
discovered on the morning of 19th.41

Central Sahel – including Burkina Faso, Mali 
and Niger – is one of the hotbeds of jihadist 
activity in Africa,26 having experienced a rapid 
escalation of extremist violence since the rise 
of Daesh (ISIS) in 2015.27 A series of coups 
d’état has caused the security situation to 
deteriorate even more drastically over the 
past few years, leading to ever-expanding 
armed conflict and extreme poverty.28 
Jihadists have increasingly used children 
as soldiers.29 Women and girls in the region 
su�er some of the highest rates of violence 
in the world, including child sexual abuse 
and forced marriage.30 

Terrorist groups linked to Al-Qaeda and 
Daesh control more than 40 percent of 
Burkina Faso’s territory – including vast rural 
areas, as well as some towns in the north and 
east of the country.31 More than two million 
people – about 10 percent of the country’s 
population – have been displaced because 
of the ongoing armed conflict.32 

Extremist activity is concentrated in areas 
with a strong Fulani presence. Jihadist 
militias are composed of fighters of Fulani 
ethnicity, but not all Fulani are terrorists. 
Apart from religious di�erences, other 
factors driving the violence include 
conflict over land, ethnic tensions and 
widespread poverty.33

Attacks by Islamist groups have a�ected 
various faith groups, including mainstream 
Muslims.34 However, according to Bishop 
Justin Kientega of Ouahigouya, Christians 
are particularly targeted by jihadists and face 
harsher control and more severe punishment 
than their Muslim neighbours. “There is no 
freedom to worship. In some villages they 
allow people to pray, but forbid catechism; 
in other places, they tell the Christians not to 
gather in the church to pray.”35 Terrorists also 
murdered two Christian school children.36

State authoritarianism is another key factor driving repression, 
discrimination and persecution in the region. In countries such as 
North Korea and China, Christianity can be seen as a harmful foreign 
influence. The Chinese push towards sinicisation in religion is not so 
much a move to enculturate Christian worship into the local context, 
as an attempt to align doctrine with Communist Party principles. 
Hence religious leaders who refuse to join Patriotic Associations – 
o�icial state religious groups – can find themselves detained without 
trial or otherwise sanctioned. Vietnam continues to struggle to move 
away from its authoritarian past: the rhetoric of religious freedom 
and attempts to ease registration procedures for religious groups 
coexist with violent clampdowns on Christian groups in the Highland 
regions and concerns about scope for possible further restrictions in 
new government guidelines. However, improved relations between 
the state and the Catholic Church suggest a desire for positive 
developments with faith organisations within central government. 
But more generally in the region, authoritarian governments 
continue to try to assert their control, regulating religious believers’ 
ability to gather, organise and manifest their faith.

The war in Burma (Myanmar) presents a unique situation in the 
region, as following the February 2021 coup, the military junta 
seem to be using violence to subjugate all opposition to centralised 
norms. Prior to Aung San Suu Kyi’s administration, the ruling junta 
implemented a campaign focused on bringing those who did not 
belong to the majority ethnicity or faith into obedience, which 
included torching churches whilst Buddhist pagodas were le� 
untouched. This time, with the junta’s February 2021 coup drawing 
criticism from across the religious spectrum, places of worship 
belonging to all faith groups have been targeted.

Conclusion

By the end of 2024, nearly 50 percent of the world will have taken 
part in elections over the course of the year.22 These include world 
powers, including the US, France and the UK, as well as the European 
Parliament. For years, governments have been criticised for at best 
paying lip-service to the need for action on persecution against 
Christians and other religious minorities. The newly (re-)elected 
administrations are unlikely to take steps to stop persecution because 
they have other priorities in terms of international a�airs. This is 
inevitable all the while the world is “dividing fundamentally”,23 with 
“shocking… developments”24 including the largest war in Europe 
since 1945, renewed authoritarianism in China and the international 
fall-out following October 7th attacks in the Holy Land. 

However, to ignore the plight of Christians is to ignore “the canary 
in the coal mine, [that] wherever they are persecuted, the right to 
religious freedom for all is jeopardised. Wherever they are harassed 
or jailed, detained or discriminated against, tortured or murdered, 
governments perpetrate or tolerate abuses against others as well.”25 

For organisations such as Aid to the Church in Need (ACN), the 
need for action on persecuted Christians is of course a question of 
fundamental human rights but it is something more personal too; it 
is about standing in solidarity with our brothers and sisters in Christ. 
A�er the ACN delegation in Pakistan bade farewell to Mariam Lal and 
Newosh Arooj, one of their legal advocates turned round and said: 
“If you won’t hear our voice, who will? We will just be forgotten.”

The crucifix in 
Managua Cathedral, 

Nicaragua a�er it was 
attacked in July 2020.
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