
























';Vietnsm Persecutes Christian Minority, Reporf Says
i, BySETHMYDAIIS
': BANGKoK - Vietnam has in-
itreased repression of indigenous
minority Christians in the coun-
try's Central Highlands, closing
small informal churches, compel-
ling public renunciations of faith
and arresting worshipers, Hu-
man Rights Watch said in a re-

, portonThursday.
, The hill tribe minorities,
;lknown as Montagnards, are tra-
r ditionally animist but have been
',converted to Christianity in large
numbers over the past half-cen-
tury. Culturally and ethnically

. distinct from tie majority low:
land Vietnamese, the believers
worship clandestinely in informal

i settings known as house
churches, which are illegal under

rVietnamese law.
., "Montagnards face harsh per-
.,secution in Vietnam, particularly
those who worship in independ-

'rent house churches, because the
..authorities don't tolerate reli-
t_gious activify outside their sight
or control," said Phil Robertson,
deputy Asia director of the hu-
iman rights monitoring group,
-which is based in New york. ..The

:Vietnamese government has
. been, steadily tightening the
screws on independent Monta-

. gnard religious groups, claiming
''they are using religion to incite
unrest."
! The conflicts involve more
than religion as Vietnam's pop-
ulatlon and economy expand and
lowland Vietnamese setflers en-

croach on the farmland of indige-
nous hill tribes, primarily with
agricultural plantations.

There is a political aspect as
well, involving government con-
cerns over links with evangelical
groups in the United States
among some of the Montagnards.
Many Montagnards fought along-
side 'American and South Viet-
namese troops during the Viet-
nam War, and some continued to
resist after the Communist vic-
tory in 1975.

For the most part, Montagnard

Worshipers are being
arrested, and
churches closed.

Christians today are nonpolitical,
but the government is particular-
ly concerned about a branch
known as Dega Christianity,
which is associated with a move-
mentfor land rights.

The United States designated
Vietnam as a "country of partic-
ular concern" for religious free-
dom in 2004 but removed it from
the list two years later, saying it
was satisfied with the govern-
ment's moves to loosen restric-
tions.

Officially atheist, Communist
Vietnam started allowing reli-
gious practice in. the early lggOs.

Mostly Buddhist by tradition, it
also has a Roman Catholic pop-
ulation that is the largest in
Southeast Asia outside the philip-
pines. Buddhist temples are
packed during festivals, and
churches sometimes overflow
with worshipers on Sundays and
at Easter and Christmas.

But under Vietnamese law, re-
ligious groups must register with
the government and operate un-
der approved guidelines. When
the government gave official
sanction to some evangelical
Protestant churches a decade
ago, almost none of the 400
churches in the Central High-
lands were included.

Independent unregistered
groups often come under harsh
government pressure. They in-
clude unapproved or independ-
ent congregations of Mennonites,
Cao Dai, Hoa Hao Buddhists, eth-
nic Khmer Theravada Buddhists
and members of the Unified Bud-
dhist Church of Vietnam, as well
as the Montagnard Christians.

The police and local officials
disperse their religious gather-
ings, confiscate religious litera-
ture and summon religious lead-
ers to police stations for interro-
gation. In some instances, police
officers destroy the churches of
unauthorized groups and detain
or imprison their members on
charges of violating national se-
curity.

"The Unite( States govern-
ment should ibcognize this and

should clearly designate Vietnam
as a country of particular con-
cern for violations of religious
freedom," Mr, Robertson said. ,,I
think the facts demand it. The slt-
uation with the Montagnards is
one of the most egregious vio-
lations of religious freedom in
Vietnam."

The Central Highlands are
mostly off limits to journalists
and independent rights groufs.
The report said.much of its in-
formation came from the official
news media as well as from asy-
lum seekers who had fled
through the mountains to neigh-
boring Cambodia and from over-
seas Montagnard advocacy
groups.

The Vietnamese news media
are remarkably forthright about
the pressure on the Monta-
gnards, Mr. Robertson said.

The Human Rights Watch re-
port quoted one Vietnamese
press report, in Bao Gia Lai, a
state newspaper in Gia Lai Prov-
ince, as saying: 'After attempt-
ing to organize violent protests at
various locations in the highlands
and facing continued failure,
some helpless leaders fled into
the forest. But the sacred wood
and untamed water could not
protect them."

It quoted Voice of Vietnam ra-
dio as saying, "When a so-called
religion becomes a tool in tie
hands of evil people, it should be
considered evil and unlawful and
should be eliminated." ;
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