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Pakistan – Researched and compiled by the Refugee Documentation 
Centre of Ireland on 8 October 2015 
 
Current information on tensions between Shia and Sunni Muslims in 
Pakistan. 
 
A chapter on the human rights situation from a report on Pakistan published 
by the European Asylum Support Office, in a section titled “Shia Islam”, 
states: 
 

“Despite Pakistan having a majority Sunni population, Shias have always held 
prominent and powerful positions and influenced the structure and 
development of the Pakistani state. Sir Aga Khan III (the spiritual leader of the 
Ismailis) was the first President of the All India Muslim League, which led the 
movement for the creation of Pakistan. Pakistan's founder, Mohammad Ali 
Jinnah, belonged also to the Shia community, as well as the politically 
wellknown Bhutto clan. The Shia Bhutto clan has always dominated the PPP, 
which led the previous government coalition, and many Shias tend to support 
the PPP. Shias may find employment in government and hold high offices, 
such as former President Asif Ali Zardari. They are represented on Pakistan's 
Council of Islamic Ideology, the Constitutional body, which provides advice to 
the Government on issues of Islamic jurisprudence and practice. According to 
the consulted sources, there are no laws or government policies that 
discriminate against Shias in Pakistan. Neither are there any legal restrictions 
on freedom of religion for Shias. There is little societal discrimination that 
would restrict Shias in their daily life.” (European Asylum Support Office 
(EASO) (28 August 2015) EASO Country of Origin Information Report: 
Pakistan Country Overview [Chapter 3. Human Rights Situation]) 

 

This section also states: 
 

“Occasionally violent clashes between Sunni and Shia communities arise. 
Attacks against the Shia community by sectarian Sunni extremist groups, 
some with a clear anti-Shia stance, have caused numerous casualties. 
AntiShia groups have held hate campaigns against Shias, branding them as 
infidels and even calling for their murder.” (ibid) 

 

See also section titled “The Shia-Sunni violence – background” which states: 
 

“Despite the generally peaceful coexistence, violence between these two 
Muslim sects is a challenge for Pakistan. As their ideology opposes contents 
of the Shia belief system, extremist Deobandi organisations are leading the 
antiShia sectarianism to such extent that political scientists such as Miriam 
Zahab concluded that the so-called ShiaSunni conflict in Pakistan should be 
referred more precisely as the Shia-Deobandi conflict. Violence between 
Barelvi Sunnis and Shias is rare. Barelvis are usually more tolerant towards 
Shias and the two sects stand closer since their rites are similar. Ahl-e-Hadith 
groups, however, occasionally support Deobandi groups in their anti-Shia 
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violence. The rise in violence between Sunni and Shia Muslims in Pakistan 
began in the early 1980s. Prior to this, violence between Shias and Sunnis 
was rare and limited to some clashes during Muharram processions. A 
combination of domestic and international political factors contributed to the 
rise, including the Iranian Revolution of 1979, the Islamisation policy by 
military ruler Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq, the US-backed Afghan resistance to the 
1979 Soviet invasion, violent challenges to the state by ethno-separatist 
movements and uneven economic development” (ibid) 

 

The Introduction to a report from the Minority Rights Group International 
states: 
 

“Attacks by extremist groups against Pakistan’s Shi’a have been on the 
increase since the 1980s, but targeted killings reached unprecedented levels 
in 2013, with some 700 Shi’a murdered. Many of those killed were Hazara 
Shi’a in the province of Baluchistan. The death toll exceeded the previous 
high of 2012, described by Human Rights Watch as ‘the bloodiest year for 
Shias in living memory.’ The recent attacks have mostly been carried out by 
three militant groups - Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP), Lashkare- Jhangvi 
(LeJ) and the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). All three follow an extremist 
Sunni Islamic ideology under which the Shi’a are deemed heretics and 
apostates, punishable by death. These groups are also engaged in anti- Shi’a 
propaganda and hate speech at every level of Pakistani society. As a result, 
Pakistani Shi’a throughout the country are living in constant fear.” (Minority 
Rights Group International (11 June 2014) 'Everything has shattered' – rising 
levels of violence against Shi'a in Pakistan) 

 

In a section titled “Escalation of violence” this report states: 
 

“Social media such as Facebook have also become a platform for hate 
speech and incitement. The SSP and other extremist religious groups have 
their own sites and profile pages featuring violent campaigns against Shi’a. 
These feature public calls for the killing of Shi’a and the glorification of attacks 
against them. In one instance, the SSP called on other militant groups, 
including the TPP, to engage more actively in anti-Shi’a violence. Such 
extremist views are unlikely to find favour, however, with the majority of 
Pakistan’s Muslims, many of whom practice a version of Islam influenced by 
Sufism. Some Shi’a activists emphasize the point that the vilification of the 
Shi’a is peculiar to a hardline interpretation of the Deobandi school of Sunni 
Islam, whose followers are themselves a minority in Pakistan. However, 
sectarianism is growing in Pakistan, and some Barelvi clerics have also made 
anti-Shi’a statements.” (ibid) 

 

An Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada query response, in a section 
titled “Treatment of Shia Muslims”, states: 
 

“Several sources indicate that there has been an increase in violent attacks 
against Shia by militant groups. Attacks against Shia reportedly occur in all 
regions of Pakistan. Several sources indicate that Shia are particularly 
targeted in Balochistan province, particularly in the city of Quetta. According 
to the Hong Kong-based Asian Human Rights Commission (AHRC), 
approximately 33 percent of targeted killings of Shia in 2012 occurred in 
Balochistan. (Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (9 January 2014) 
PAK104713.E – Pakistan: How Shia Muslims differ from Sunnis; treatment of 
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Shias, particularly in Lahore and Multan; government response to violence 

against Shia Muslims (2010-December 2013)) 
 
The Summary of a report from Human Rights Watch states: 
 

“In recent years, Pakistan’s Shia community, which constitutes some 20 
percent of the country’s overwhelmingly Muslim population, has been the 
target of an alarming and unprecedented escalation in sectarian violence. 
Armed Sunni militants have conducted numerous shootings and bombings 
across Pakistan, killing thousands of Shia citizens. Militants have targeted 
Shia police officers, bureaucrats, and a judge, Zulfiqar Naqvi, who was killed 
by motorcycle-riding assassins in Quetta on August 30, 2012. Human Rights 
Watch recorded at least 450 killings of Shia in 2012, the community’s 
bloodiest year; at least another 400 Shia were killed in 2013. While sporadic 
sectarian violence between Sunni and Shia militant groups has long persisted 
in Pakistan, attacks in recent years have been overwhelmingly one-sided and 
primarily targeted ordinary Shia going about their daily lives.” (Human Rights 
Watch (30 June 2014) “We are the Walking Dead”: Killings of Shia Hazara in 
Balochistan, Pakistan, p.1) 

 

This Summary also states: 
 

“This report documents Sunni militant attacks on the mostly Shia Hazara 
community in Pakistan’s southwestern province of Balochistan from 2010 until 
early 2014. The Hazara in Balochistan, numbering about half a million people, 
find themselves particularly vulnerable to attack because of their distinctive 
facial features and Shia religious affiliation. More than 500 Hazaras have 
been killed in attacks since 2008, but their precarious position is reflected in 
the increasing percentage of Hazara among all Shia victims of sectarian 
attack. Approximately one-quarter of the Shia killed in sectarian violence 
across Pakistan in 2012 belonged to the Hazara community in Balochistan. In 
2013, nearly half of Shia killed in Pakistan were Hazaras. The sectarian 
massacres have taken place under successive governments since Pakistan’s 
return to democratic governance in 2008. To many Hazara, the persistent 
failure of the authorities at both the provincial and national levels to 
apprehend attackers or prosecute the militant groups claiming responsibility 
for the attacks suggests that the authorities are incompetent, indifferent, or 
possibly complicit in the attacks. While there is no evidence indicating official 
or systemic state patronage of the LeJ, the country’s law enforcement 
agencies, military, and paramilitary forces have done little to investigate them 
or take steps to prevent the next attack.” (ibid, p.2) 

 

The most recent US Department of State report on religious freedom in 
Pakistan, in a section titled “Status of Government Respect for Religious 
Freedom” (sub-section headed “Government Inaction”) states: 
 

“There were continued attacks and killings of members of the Shia Muslim 
community that authorities failed to prevent or punish. According to the South 
Asia Terrorism Portal, during the year 504 Shia were killed in sectarian 
violence across the country, while another 965 were injured. Terrorist attacks 
on ethnic Hazara Shias killed hundreds in Quetta during the year. On January 
10, nearly 100 people were killed and another 121 were injured in twin 
bombing attacks in Quetta. The Shia community refused to bury the dead 
victims for four days until the government acceded to their demands for more 
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security by dismissing the provincial government and imposing governor's 
rule in Balochistan. On February 16, a bomb attack in a Hazara Shia 
neighborhood in Quetta killed at least 89 people and injured nearly 200. Fifty 
people were killed and more than 135 were injured in the March 3 bombing of 
Karachi's Shia-majority neighborhood of Abbas Town.” (US Department of 
State (28 July 2014) 2013 Report on International Religious Freedom – 
Pakistan) 

 

In a section titled “Abuses by Rebel or Foreign Forces or Terrorist 
Organizations” this report states: 
 

“Attacks against ethnic Hazara Shias in Balochistan occurred throughout the 
year. On June 30, a suicide bomb attack on the Abu Talib Shia congregation 
hall in Quetta killed at least 28 people and injured another 65. Banned militant 
group LeJ claimed responsibility for the attack. Violent attacks during 
Muharram, the first month of the Islamic calendar, highlighted sectarian 
tensions. On November 9, gunmen fired on Shia imambarghs (Shia 
ceremonial halls) in two separate attacks in Gujranwala, Punjab, killing three 
worshipers. The attacks sparked outrage in the Shia community and resulted 
in both President Mamoon Hussain and Prime Minister Sharif issuing 
statements condemning the violence. On November 15, sectarian clashes 
during a Shia procession in Rawalpindi left 11 people dead and another 80 
injured. The Punjab government implemented a two-day curfew and 
suspended cell phone service in order to maintain law and order. Punjab 
Chief Minister Shahbaz Sharif created a judicial commission to investigate the 
incident. In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas 
(FATA), a number of attacks against Shias claimed numerous lives. On 
February 1, at least 27 people were killed and 55 injured in an attack which 
targeted worshippers in a Shia mosque in Hangu, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. In 
another incident, three militants attacked a Shia mosque in Peshawar June 
21, killing at least 14 people and injuring another 28. Police later arrested two 
Taliban militants charged with participating in the attack. On July 26, two 
suicide bombings targeting the Shia community killed at least 62 people and 
injured nearly 200 in Parachinar, Kurram Agency of FATA. In Punjab 
province, clashes between ASWJ members and the Shia community killed at 
least11 people in Bhakkar District on August 23.” (ibid) 

 

See also section titled “Status of Societal Respect for Religious Freedom” 
which states: 
 

“Sectarian violence between violent Sunni and Shia extremists continued, and 
several religious minority individuals and communities were the targets of 
religiously motivated violence across the country. Attacks on the Shia 
minority, particularly in Dera Ismail Khan, Quetta, Hangu, Kohat, Tank, Dera 
Ghazi Khan, Gilgit, and in Kurram and Orakzai agencies continued.” (ibid) 

 

An article published by the Jamestown Foundation states: 
 

“A seemingly organized sectarian violence against Pakistan’s beleaguered 
minority Shi’a community has plumbed new depths in recent months with a 
series of bombings of Shi’a worshipping places and targeted killings that have 
left over 170 people dead so far in 2015. Previously the anti-Shi’a armed 
campaign was spearheaded by banned Sunni militant groups like Sipah-e-
Sahaba, Lashkar-e Jhangvi (LeJ) and Jundallah, which all are closely 
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affiliated with Taliban conglomerate the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP–the 
Pakistani Taliban). However, with the arrival of Islamic State in Pakistan’s 
jihadist landscape, there has been a spike in the volume of anti-Shi’a 
violence, partly as a result of tafkiri jihadi groups like LeJ or Jundallah 
entering into alliance with the strongly anti-Shi’a Islamic State. The scale of 
anti-Shi’a attacks in recent years can be judged from a study by the 
Islamabad-based Jinnah Institute, which found that a total of 1,905 people 
from the country’s Shi’a community, including from the Hazara and Ismaili 
subsects, died either in bomb blasts or targeted gun attacks from 2012 up 
until May 2015.” (Jamestown Foundation (26 June 2015) Growing Islamic 
State Influence in Pakistan Fuels Sectarian Violence, Terrorism Monitor 
Volume: 13 Issue: 13) 

 

A Reuters report states: 
 

“At least 49 people were killed in a powerful explosion at a crowded Shi'ite 
mosque in Pakistan during Friday prayers, the latest sectarian attack to hit the 
South Asian nation. Police said the blast was caused either by a suicide 
bomber or an explosive device which went off when the mosque was at its 
fullest on Friday afternoon in the center of Shikarpur, a city in Pakistan's 
southern province of Sindh. Radical Sunni Islamist groups often target 
mosques frequented by minority Shi'ites, whom they see as infidels. Earlier 
this month, six people were killed and 17 wounded by a suicide bomber 
outside a Shi'ite mosque in the city of Rawalpindi, also after Friday prayers.” 
(Reuters (30 January 2015) Blast at Shi'ite mosque in southern Pakistan kills 
49) 

 

An Agence France Presse report states: 
 

“A powerful bomb tore through a busy Shiite mosque in southern Pakistan on 
Friday, killing more than 60 people in the country's deadliest sectarian attack 
in nearly two years. The blast hit the mosque in Shikarpur in Sindh province, 
around 470 kilometres (300 miles) north of Karachi, as hundreds of 
worshippers attended Friday prayers. Pakistan has suffered a rising tide of 
sectarian violence in recent years, most of it perpetrated by hardline Sunni 
Muslim groups against minority Shiite Muslims, who make up around one in 
five of the population.” (Agence France Presse (30 January 2015) Bomb 
attack at Pakistani mosque kills over 60: officials) 

 

See also Agence France Presse report which states: 
 

“The death toll in a militant attack on a Shiite mosque in northwest Pakistan 
rose to 22 on Saturday after another injured person died of his wounds, 
officials said. Three heavily armed Taliban militants stormed the Imamia 
mosque with grenades, Kalashnikovs and explosive suicide vests in 
Peshawar, the main city in Pakistan's restive northwest, around the time of 
the main Friday prayers. ‘Another injured person, Ali Hassan has succumbed 
to his injuries in the hospital, raising the death toll to 22,’ Hayatabad Medical 
Complex official Tqauheed Zulfiqar told AFP. Hassan's father, Kalb-e-Hassan 
was also killed in Friday's attack. ‘Around 41 injured people are still under 
treatment in different hospitals,’ Peshawar's Lady Reading Hospital said in a 
statement.” (Agence France Presse (14 February 2015) Death toll in Pakistan 
Shiite mosque attack rises to 22) 
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An Agence France Presse report on an incident in March 2015 states: 
 

“At least two people were killed and seven others wounded after a bomb 
planted on a motorcycle exploded outside a mosque in Karachi on Friday, 
police said. The blast took place in the congested Aram Bagh area of 
Pakistan's biggest city, outside a mosque belonging to a sub-sect of the 
minority Shiite Muslim community. Pakistan has been hit by a rising wave of 
sectarian violence in recent years, most of it carried out by militant Sunni 
Muslim groups targeting Shiites.” (Agence France Presse (20 March 2015) 
Bike bomb kills two outside Karachi mosque: police) 

 

A BBC News report on the killing of 45 Shia Muslims in May 2015 states: 
 

“At least 45 people have been killed and 13 injured in a gun attack on a bus 
carrying Ismaili Shia Muslims in the Pakistani city of Karachi, police say. 
Police said six gunmen on motorcycles had stopped the bus and fired 
indiscriminately at passengers. Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif has condemned 
the attack and ordered an investigation. Pakistani Taliban splinter group 
Jundullah and Islamic State (IS) both said they had carried out the attack. 
Later, the militant group Tehrik Taliban Pakistan (TTP) also said it was behind 
the shooting.” (BBC News (13 May 2015) Pakistan gunmen kill 45 on Karachi 
Ismaili Shia bus) 

 

A report on this incident published by the South Asia Terrorism Portal states: 
 

“On May 13, 2015, at least 45 Ismaili Shias, including 16 women, were killed 
and another 24 were injured in Safoora Chowrangi in the Gulshan-e-Iqbal 
Town of Karachi, the provincial capital of Sindh, when terrorists attacked a 
bus carrying Ismaili Shias. The Police disclosed, 'The gunmen stopped the 
bus and first fired at it from outside. Then they entered inside the bus and 
opened fire indiscriminately. After that they checked to see if anyone was left 
uninjured.' One of the wounded women narrating the spine-chilling incident 
said, ‘As the gunmen climbed on to the bus, one of them shouted, “Kill them 
all!” Then they started firing at everyone they saw.’ According to reports, six 
terrorists riding motorcycles carried out the attack using 9mm pistols.  
Leaflets, written in English, left in the bus were headlined, ‘Advent of the 
Islamic State!’ and used a derogatory Arabic word for Shi’ites, accusing them 
of ‘barbaric atrocities ... in the Levant, Iraq and Yemen’. Later, a statement 
distributed on social networking site Twitter by a group calling itself Khorasan 
Province Islamic State, claimed responsibility for the attack: ‘Thanks to God 
43 apostates were killed and close to 30 others were wounded in an attack by 
the soldiers of Islamic State on a bus carrying people of the Shia Ismaili sect 
… in Karachi.’” (South Asia Terrorism Portal (South Asia Intelligence Review) 
(18 May 2015) Escalating Savagery) 

 

An Agence France Presse report on sectarian clashes in the city of Quetta 
states: 
 

“At least four people were killed and eight others were wounded on Monday 
when sectarian clashes broke out in the southwestern Pakistani city of 
Quetta, police said. ‘Three members of the Shiite Hazara tribe were killed by 
the unknown gunmen, while a Sunni man died in the wake of the firing by 
protesting Hazara youth,’ city police chief Abdul Razzak Cheema told AFP. 
‘Eight others, including two Shiite women, received bullet injuries,’ he said. 
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The violence was sparked when an old man Shiite Hazara community was 
gunned down in a tea shop in the Meezan Chowk area of Quetta, the capital 
of the restive Baluchistan province.” (Agence France Presse (25 May 2015) 
Pakistan: Four killed in sectarian clashes in south Pakistan: police) 

 

An Agence France Presse report on an incident in June 2015 states: 
 

“Gunmen killed five people after storming two tea shops belonging to the 
Hazara Shiite Muslim community in Pakistan's southwestern city of Quetta on 
Sunday, police said. ‘Two gunmen, one each, stormed two tea shops 
belonging to the Shiite (ethnic minority) Hazara community in the Meezan 
Chowk neighbourhood of the city and started indiscriminate firing,’ local police 
official Muhammad Tariq told AFP. Abdul Razzaq Cheema, city police chief, 
confirmed the incident and said the attack was sectarian in nature.” (Agence 
France Presse (7 June 2015) Five killed in sectarian attack in SW Pakistan: 
police) 

 

A fact-finding mission report published the Austrian Federal Office for 
Immigration and Asylum, in a section titled “Minorities” (paragraph 11.1. Shia), 
refers to Shia groups as follows: 
 

“The main groups within the Shias of Pakistan are Tehreek-e Nifaz-e Fiqh-e 
Jafria (TNFJ) led by Hamid Ali Shah Mousavi of Ali Masjid Rawalpindi, 
Tehreek-e Jafria (TeJ) AKA Tehreek-e Islami (TeI), led by Allama Sajid Naqvi 
and the relatively newly formed Majlis-e Wahdat-ul-Muslimeen (MWM), led by 
Allama Nasir Abbas and Ameen Shaheedi. The differences between these 
groups are political rather than ideological. The leadership of these groups 
have differences with one other and all of them aspire to be the main leader 
of the Shia sect in Pakistan. No violence among these groups has been 
reported thus far. The first among these groups, TNJF, is reported to be 
locally funded by Shias and has no known financial support from Iran. 
However, as with Shias elsewhere in the world, they take their ideological 
guidance from Iran. The other two groups mentioned above receive both 
financial assistance and ideological guidance from Iran and, as such, have to 
face the wrath of Sunni sectarian groups, allegedly backed by the Pakistani 
establishment.” (Austrian Federal Office for Immigration and Asylum 
(September 2015) Fact Finding Mission Report: Pakistan, p.57) 

 

A Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty report states: 
 

“A Pakistani antiterrorism court has jailed a prayer leader for five years in 
prison for making a speech against the Shi’ite minority. Lahore district 
prosecutor Shaikh Saeed Ahmed confirmed on May 20 the conviction and 
sentence given to Maulana Abubakar. The defendant, who denied the charge, 
was arrested in February in Punjab Province’s Kasur district. The Dawn 
newspaper quoted an unidentified official as saying that 21 people had been 
sentenced this year to up to eight years in prison for delivering hate 
speeches.” (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (20 May 2015) Pakistani Imam 
Jailed For Hate Speech) 

 

A Human Rights Watch report comments on the government’s response to 
extremist violence as follows: 
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“The Pakistani government’s response to extremist violence against the 
country’s religious minorities reflects incompetence, indifference, or possible 
complicity by the state security forces and other agencies. The authorities 
have repeatedly failed to apprehend or prosecute members of militant groups 
that have claimed responsibility for such attacks. While the authorities claim 
to have arrested dozens of suspects linked to attacks against Shia since 
2008, only a handful have actually been charged with any crimes. A series of 
attacks on Shia houses of worship has resulted in the deaths of more than 80 
people since January 2015.” (Human Rights Watch (13 May 2015) Pakistan: 
Arrest, Prosecute Sectarian Killers) 

 

In an article published by the Pakistani weekly magazine The News on 
Sunday a Pakistani Shia states: 
 

“What does it mean to be Shia in Pakistan? It means that you are constantly 
reminded of the fact that you are a minority in Pakistan. It means that every 
Muharram you have to look over your shoulders just to make sure that there 
is no danger. It means that if your name sounds Shia, or if you wear black 
during Muharram, or if you wear anything that gives you away as a Shia, then 
there is a very high probability that you will be discriminated against a number 
times in your lifetime. Depending on where you live, there is also a low to 
medium probability that you may also be killed. If you live in areas like Quetta 
the probability skyrockets. When Pakistanis acknowledge that Shias are 
deliberately killed but throw in the caveat that it’s not as bad as it seems, you 
are reminded what it means to be a Shia in Pakistan. Every time Shias are 
killed in an act of sectarian violence in Pakistan, I see an outpouring of 
sympathy and grief by my fellow Pakistanis on social media. A popular 
sentiment doing the rounds is that an attack on Shias is an attack on all 
Pakistanis. Lately, I can’t help but disagree with that sentiment. I can’t help 
but feel how empty that sentiment is. It’s empty because even if tomorrow 
these senseless attacks stop, the structural foundation for them probably will 
not change. Shia kids will still be bullied due to their faith. Shias will still be 
taunted and stopped from praying in mosques. The anti-Shia sectarian 
undercurrent will persist. People will ignore it as if it doesn’t exist.” (The News 
on Sunday (24 May 2015) What it means to be a Shia in Pakistan) 

 

This response was prepared after researching publicly accessible information 
currently available to the Research and Information Unit within time 
constraints. This response is not and does not purport to be conclusive as to 
the merit of any particular claim to refugee status or asylum. Please read in 
full all documents referred to. 
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