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RELIGION, HUMAN RIGHTS, AND A SECULAR EUROPE 

Can faith and freedom co-exist? 

1 October 2015 · 9:00-17:00 

European Parliament · Altiero Spinelli 5 G 1 
English · French · Italian · Spanish  

A forum by the Global Interfaith and Secular Alliance (GISA) 
Co-organised by Catholics for Choice and ILGA-Europe 

Outline 
Increasingly, extreme religious groups in Europe and beyond seek to impose their 
religious views on others through law- and policy-making. These groups want to 
eliminate many of the human rights guaranteed under European law, especially 
those safeguarding reproductive health and rights, the rights of LGBTI people, and 
real freedom of religion and belief. 

This forum will gather MEPs, staff from institutions, journalists, and civil 
society to discuss the rise of anti-human rights extreme religious lobby 
groups in European institutions. 

Four panels will present faith-based and secular arguments against extreme 
religious perspectives; examine the activities of anti-human rights groups active in 
EU institutions; and emphasise the importance of equally protecting sexual and 
reproductive health and rights, LGBTI rights, and real freedom of religion and belief. 

Background 
The Global Interfaith and Secular Alliance envisions a world in which access to 
quality reproductive health and rights and the human rights of LGBT people are 
guaranteed under law. We advocate for freedom of religion as well as freedom from 
religion, and call on policy-makers to protect the individual conscience rights of the 
many people of faith—as well as those of no faith—who, like us, support sexual and 
reproductive health and rights and the rights of LGBT people. 
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Programme 
8:30 Morning registration for external participants 

9:15 Welcome 

• Jon O’Brien, President, Catholics for Choice 

• Evelyne Paradis, Executive Director, ILGA-Europe 

9:20 Opening remarks 
• Sophie in ‘t Veld MEP, Vice-Chair of ALDE, Chair of the Platform for 

Secularism in Politics 

9:25 Keynote: Freedom of and freedom from religion—Can faith and freedom 
coexist?  
• Jon O’Brien, President, Catholics for Choice 

9:40 Panel 1: The extreme religious lobby in Europe today 
Numerous anti-human rights groups are active in Europe today, mostly with 
European or North American origins. This panel will present a short history of 
the extreme religious lobby in Europe, and discuss recent developments in the 
European Parliament and elsewhere in Europe.  

• Lorenzo Zucca, Researcher and author of A Secular Europe: Law and 
Religion in the European Constitutional Landscape (United Kingdom) 

• Amir Hodžić, Co-author of the report Neo-conservative threats to sexual 
and reproductive health & rights in the EU (Croatia) 

• Gordan Bosanac, Chief Analyst, Activist and Center for Peace Studies 
(Croatia) 

• Joanna Maycock, Executive Director, European Women’s Lobby 
• Moderated by Katrin Hugendubel, ILGA-Europe (Belgium) 

Moderated Q&A 

11:00 Panel 2: Religion and the human rights of LGBTI people 
While religious extremist groups often make a priority to oppose LGBTI people’s 
human rights, this panel will examine how freedom of religion and belief and the 
human rights of LGBTI people support one another. Featuring new research on 
the intersection of these rights, this panel will present the experience of LGBTI 
people of faith and the views of supportive faith leaders. 
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• Erica Howard, Researcher, Middlesex University (UK) 
• Florin Buhuceanu, European Forum of LGBT Christian Groups (Romania) 
• Juris Calitis, Anglican pastor (Latvia) 

• Moderated by Brian Sheehan, Gay and Lesbian Equality Network, (Ireland) 
Response by Cecilia Wikström MEP (ALDE) 
Moderated Q&A 

12:30 Lunch buffet 

13:00 Afternoon registration for external participants 

13:30 Keynote by Evelyne Paradis, Executive Director, ILGA-Europe 

13:45 Panel 3: Religion and sexual and reproductive health and rights 
The extreme religious lobby increasingly seeks to limit access to reproductive 
health services, including abortion, in European countries where these debates 
were settled long ago and regarded as a public health matter. This panel will 
discuss the numerous ways these groups create barriers to access, including 
refusal clauses, new restrictions on abortion, and the Europe-wide “One of Us” 
initiative. 

• Eszter Szucs, Program Coordinator, Open Society Initiative for Europe 
(Hungary) 

• Ailbhe Smyth, Coalition to Repeal the 8th (Ireland) 

• María Sahuquillo, Journalist, El País (Spain) 
Moderated Q&A 

15:30 Panel 4: The religious and secular case for freedom of religion and belief 
Although most believers support the rights of women and LGBTI people, anti-
human rights religious groups seek to impose their narrow views on believers 
and non-believers alike. This panel will argue in favour of real freedom of 
religion and belief from both secular and religious perspectives. 

• Catholicism: Daniel A. Dombrowski, Professor of Philosophy, Seattle 
University (USA) 

• Islam: Rania Hafez, Senior Lecturer in Education & Community Studies, 
University of Greenwich and Founder, Muslim Women in Education 

• Judaism: TBC 

• Secularism: Pierre-Arnaud Perrouty, Executive Director, European 
Humanist Federation (Belgium) 
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• Moderated by Tessa Maulhardt, Catholics for Choice (USA) 
Response by Dennis de Jong MEP, (GUE/NGL) Vice-Chair of the Intergroup 
on Freedom of Religion and Belief 
Moderated Q&A 

16:30 Remarks by MEP: Countering religious extremism in Europe 

• Heidi Hautala MEP (Greens/EFA), Co-chair of the European Parliament 
Working Group on Reproductive Health, HIV/AIDS and Development 

16:45 Closing remarks: Next steps for the Global Interfaith Secular Alliance 

• Jon O’Brien, President, Catholics for Choice 

• Evelyne Paradis, Executive Director, ILGA-Europe 


