International Panel of
Parliamentarians

for Freedom of Religion
or Belief

Urgent Appeal Regarding Human Rights and Democracy Backsliding in Georgia

We write to express our deep concern over the deteriorating environment for human rights
and democracy in Georgia, particularly emphasizing the growing threats to freedom of
religion or belief (FoRB). This regression has been accelerated by the adoption and entry into
force of three interrelated legal instruments: the 2024 Law on Transparency of Foreign
Influence, the 2025 Law on the Registration of Foreign Agents (commonly referred to as the
"FARA"), and recent amendments to the Law on Grants. Although framed as transparency
initiatives, these laws in practice severely affect the rights to freedom of association,
expression and religion or belief, which are cornerstones of a democratic society.

International institutions have clearly articulated these concerns. Both the OSCE Office for
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) and the Venice Commission have issued
critical legal assessments of the 2024 law. According to both, the law's vague and overly
broad definitions of "foreign influence" and "interest of a foreign power" pose serious risks
to fundamental rights and may result in arbitrary application. Both institutions warn that the
law's lack of clarity could lead to selective enforcement, stigmatization and a chilling effect
on legitimate activities protected under international human rights law.

The 2024 Law on Transparency of Foreign Influence applies to all non-entrepreneurial (non-
commercial) legal entities that receive more than 20% of their income from foreign sources,
including many religious organizations, charities, interfaith initiatives and educational or
humanitarian organizations affiliated with religious organizations. Many religious
organizations in Georgia are registered as non-commercial legal entities under private law
and fall directly within the scope of this legislation
[https://forum18.org/archive.php?article id=2913].

These organizations are now required to register as entities "pursuing the interests of a
foreign power," submitting to extensive annual financial reporting obligations, including
disclosing sensitive information. Failure to comply may result in huge fines and reputational
damage, while the broad discretion afforded to the authorities enables selective or politically
motivated enforcement.

In addition to the 2024 Law on Transparency of Foreign Influence, the Georgian Dream
government adopted a second version in 2025, named Law on the Registration of Foreign
Agents, without repealing the earlier legislation. As a result, both laws now coexist, giving
authorities broader tools to target civil society, media and religious organizations and
individuals.

The 2025 Law on the Registration of Foreign Agents formally exempts religious, academic,
scientific or artistic activities "of good faith." This exemption is both narrow and ambiguous.
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The phrase "only such good-faith activities" leaves substantial room for interpretation,
raising the risk that authorities may selectively determine which religious activities qualify
for exemption. Moreover, FARA's broader provisions define a "foreign agent" as any person
(individuals, partnerships, associations, corporations, organizations, or other types of
entities) who, directly or indirectly, receives support (including donations) from a “foreign
principal” ["foreign principal” includes foreign governments or political parties; individuals
residing outside Georgia (except Georgian citizens permanently living in Georgia); and
foreign-registered organizations or associations operating primarily outside Georgian
territory] and engages in a wide range of activities, from advocacy to public communication
to fundraising, that could be construed as serving foreign interests. This creates a legal
framework that may be used to target religious leaders, organizations or community actors
under politically motivated pretexts. The combined effect of these provisions introduces legal
uncertainty, restricts independent expression and fosters a climate of fear and control.

The amendments to the Law on Grants, which require prior government approval for
receiving foreign grants, further deepen the restrictive legal environment for civil society.
Though presented as transparency reforms, these measures may disproportionately affect a
wide range of non-governmental actors, including religious or belief organizations that
depend on international support for religious, educational and charitable work. Overlapping
legal measures threaten to chill civic space and contradict Georgia's international obligations
to protect freedom of association and expression. Additionally, these trends raise serious
concerns about the shrinking space for religious and belief actors to operate in accordance
with their convictions and social mission.

One of the most concerning is the impact of these measures on the ability of religious or belief
communities to operate autonomously and associate freely around their shared convictions.
Under international law, the autonomy of such communities is not a matter of discretion but
a protected dimension of the right to freedom of religion or belief. Article 18 of the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and Article 9 of the European
Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) protect the right to manifest one's religion or belief
"either individually or in community with others," including through institutional structures.
These protections are inseparable from the right to freedom of association guaranteed under
ICCPR Article 22 and ECHR Article 11. The joint OSCE/ODIHR and Venice Commission
Guidelines on the Legal Personality of Religious or Belief Communities emphasize that states
must respect the autonomy of religious groups and avoid arbitrary or discriminatory
interference in their governance or activities [https://www.osce.org/odihr/139046].

Additionally, these laws not only target civil society at large but also threaten the existence
and operations of organizations dedicated to defending and promoting freedom of religion
or belief. Human rights NGOs, legal aid providers and community-based organizations that
work for the protection of FoRB and support religious and belief communities, including
through advocacy, litigation, public education, or interfaith dialogue, face increasing legal and
reputational risks. Many of these organizations serve as lifelines for individuals and groups
vulnerable to discrimination or violence. If such entities are forced to self-censor, close
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operations or drastically scale back their work, the practical ability of communities and
individuals to claim and exercise their fundamental rights and freedoms, including FoRB, will
be severely diminished. The suppression of civil society risks leaving the most vulnerable
communities without essential support.

In the current legal environment, fundamental human rights, including the right to freedom
of religion or belief, are under serious threat. Georgia's "foreign agent" legislation and
amendments to the Law on Grants create a climate of stigmatization, disproportionate state
oversight and legal uncertainty. These measures undermine the institutional autonomy and
viability of religious and belief communities, many of which rely on international
partnerships to sustain their spiritual, educational and social missions. Beyond institutional
harm, the vague definitions and expansive scope enable authorities to treat religious
expression, interfaith cooperation or FoRB advocacy as potential evidence of "foreign
influence," and to target individuals for expressing dissenting or critical views. Such a policy
violates international human rights commitments and weakens core democratic freedoms,
including freedom of thought, conscience and religion, expression and association.

We therefore call on the Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET) to give urgent and
sustained attention to the freedom of religion or belief implications of the Georgian Dream
government's recent actions and legislation, particularly the "foreign agent" and grant laws.
These measures seriously threaten Georgia's democratic commitments and undermine the
ability of civil society and religious actors to function freely.

In addition, we urge all relevant international actors to:

- Press for legislative, political and democratic reforms that align with the Georgian
Constitution and international obligations.

- Support civil society organizations, especially those working with religious and belief
communities and promoting FoRB, who now face heightened risks to their independence and
safety.

- Use all available diplomatic and political tools to push for the repeal of laws that violate
human rights and democratic standards.

- Engage relevant UN special procedures to address the implications of the Georgian Dream
government’s actions on freedom of religion or belief and other fundamental human rights
and emphasize Georgia's non-compliance with core international norms.
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Sincerely,

This letter is signed by the members of the Steering Group and the Director of the
International Panel of Parliamentarians for Freedom of Religion or Belief (IPPFoRB).
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Ngabayomzi Kwankwa, Vice Paulina Nufiez Urrutia  Sanela Shkrijelj
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