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News From  Reuters

Euro Court  backs
Jehovah's W itnesses
against France

STRASBOURG, June 30 (Reuters) - The European Court  of Hum an
Rights ruled on Thursday that  France had violated the religious
r ights of Jehovah's Witnesses by dem anding over 57.5 m illion euros
($81.6 m illion)  in taxes the church says it  is exem pt  from  paying.

France considers Jehovah's Witnesses a dangerous sect  and ordered
it  in 1999 to pay back taxes on donat ions it  received in 1993-1996
from  it s m em bers, who num ber about  250,000 here.

The St rasbourg-based court  said the tax bill would depr ive Jehovah's
Witnesses of m ost  of their funding in France, effect ively denying it
the m eans to exercise their faith.

"There had therefore indeed been interference in the applicant
associat ion's r ight  to freedom  of religion," it  said in its decision,
which France can appeal.

The court  delayed any decision on dam ages, asking both part ies to
t ry to agree on a sett lem ent . The church brought  the case to the
European Court  after it s appeal against  the tax ruling was refused
by France's highest  adm inist rat ive cour t .

The European cour t  did not com m ent  on the tax -exem pt  status of
Jehovah's Witnesses, which France says they do not  qualify for, and
based it s ruling on what  it  saw as a m isapplicat ion of French tax law.

Jehovah's Witnesses are a m illenarian m ovem ent  that believes Jesus
Christ  will return to Earth to defeat  evil in an apocalypt ic bat t le and
then reign for 1,000 years.

Founded in the United States in the late 19th century,  the church
has operated in France since 1900 as a religious associat ion but  ran
into problem s after  a par liam entary com m ission declared it  a sect  in
1995.

Paris began m onitoring act iv it ies of religious groups it  considered
suspicious after 16 m em bers of the secret ive Order of the Solar
Tem ple cult  were found m urdered in southeastern France in an
apparent collect ive suicide.

Jehovah's Witnesses, who are barred by church rules from  polit ical
act iv it ies, m ilitary conscript ion and accept ing blood t ransfusions,
insist  they want  only to be t reated by the authorit ies in the sam e
way as other  Christ ian religions.

Several French appeals courts have ruled in recent  years that the
state prison authorit ies were wrong to refuse to allow Jehovah's
Witnesses chaplains to v isit  pr isoners.

($1 =  0.705 Euros)

(Repor t ing by Gilber t  Reilhac, writ ing by Tom  Heneghan, edit ing by
Michael Roddy;  )
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