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Abstract:

This chapter explores whether recent changes to the International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA)
furnish the U.S. government with effective tools for engaging with and taking potential action against
nonstate actors, such as the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) and the Luhansk
People’s Republic (LPR), operating in the context of the Donbas crisis. Among the major amendments
to IRFA introduced at the end of 2016, the statute now provides the U.S. government with the formal
obligation to report on violent nonstate actors (NSAs) found to be violating freedom of religion or
belief. In addition, the executive branch may designate those NSAs found to be violating freedom of
religion in a “particularly severe” manner as “entities of particular concern” (EPCs). This
framework—which in certain respects mirrors IRFA’s treatment of designated “Countries of
Particular Concern”—also opened the possibility for the president to act against EPCs, including the
imposition of sanctions.

One might reasonably assume that Congress’ decision to supplement IRFA with NSA-specific
provisions would enhance the executive’s ability to confront NSA-based violations of freedom of
religion or belief. However, an examination of the first sets of EPC recommendations and
designations from 2017 and 2018 put forward by the U.S Commission on International Religious
Freedom (USCIRF) and the State Department indicates that IRFA’s capacity to successfully respond to
such violations is being hampered by both statute-based and implementation-related challenges.
These challenges are equally evident in the context of the Donbas conflict, and in turn underscore
serious questions regarding the relevancy and effectiveness of IRFA’s NSA provisions.
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