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THE WORLD WATCH LIST
AN INTRODUCTION TO

The Open Doors World Watch List is an annual report that ranks the countries 

where Christians face the most persecution and discrimination.

Countries are ranked by the severity of persecution of Christians, calculated by 

analysing the level of violence plus the pressure experienced in five spheres of life: 

private, family, community, church and national. Each country has a point score out 

of a maximum 100 points.

81–100 Extreme level of persecution and discrimination

Very high level of persecution and discrimination

High level of persecution and discrimination

61–80

41–60

Persecution has continued to rise for 14 years. Across the top 50, pressure is rising. 

The total points of the top 50 have gone up and the threshold to get into the top 

50 has risen again in 2021. 

METHODOLOGY OF  
THE WORLD WATCH LIST 
The World Watch List is a global research tool, in its 29th year in 2021. It was 

initially conceived as a tool to guide Open Doors’ fieldwork, now in over 70 

countries worldwide.

Released at the beginning of each year, the list uses extensive research and 

surveys, data from Open Doors’ fieldworkers and external experts to quantify 

and analyse persecution worldwide. It is certified by the International Institute for 

Religious Freedom (www.iirf.eu). The Institute carries out an annual audit of the list’s 

methodology and releases a corresponding audit statement.

During the period covered (1 Oct 2019 - 30 Sept 2020), COVID-19 restrictions 

necessitated adaptations in on-ground data collection. With additional digital tools 

and experts’ research, Open Doors believes the World Watch List 2021 scoring and 

analysis maintains its quality and reliability.
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TRENDS
PERSECUTION ON THE RISE

COVID-19 WORSENS PERSECUTION

ADVANCING TECHNOLOGY  
RESTRICTS FAITH

In 2021, for the first time in the World Watch List’s history, only countries who 

received a score aligned with ‘extreme’ or ‘very high’ levels of persecution 

featured in the top 50. Previously, some countries who experienced a ‘high’ level of 

persecution were also featured.

More than 340 million Christians suffer high levels of persecution and 

discrimination for their faith. That’s 1 in 8 Christians worldwide.

In the top 50 countries alone, 309 million Christians suffer very high or extreme 

levels of persecution and discrimination.

COVID-19 has been a catalyst for the repression of minority Christians, who in 

countries from Bangladesh, India and Pakistan to Yemen and Sudan were at times 

denied emergency relief because of their faith.

In India, of more than 100,000 Christians receiving aid from Open Doors’ partners, 

80% reported to World Watch List researchers that they were dismissed from food 

distribution points. Some walked miles and hid their Christian identity to get food 

elsewhere. In southern Kaduna, Nigeria, families from several villages said they 

received one sixth of the rations allocated to Muslim families.

For church leaders who rely on offerings from their congregation as their salary, the 

virus and ensuing lockdowns ravaged their livelihoods.

The increasing saturation of technology in daily life means that in many places, 

governments can now watch their citizens more closely than ever before. 

Surveillance cameras, facial recognition software and biometric-based systems 

have been used to monitor and target Christians across many countries. 

China has the most surveillance cameras of any country worldwide, with an 

estimated 570 million CCTV cameras. Of those, millions have advanced facial 

recognition software which monitors perceived “loyalty” and any dissension from 

the Communist party. Many of these cameras are installed around religious venues, 

monitoring those who attend.

1 Digital Authoritarianism, China and COVID (lowyinstitute.org); The Global Expansion of AI Surveillance - 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace; Designing Alternatives to China’s Repressive Surveillance State 

- Center for Security and Emerging Technology (georgetown.edu)
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COMPARISONS
THE TOP 10

2021 BY 
PRESSURE

2021 BY 
VIOLENCE
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North Korea

Afghanistan

Somalia

Libya

Pakistan

Eritrea

Sudan

Yemen

Iran

India

North Korea

Afghanistan

Yemen

Somalia

Libya

Maldives

Eritrea

Saudi Arabia

Iran

Pakistan

Nigeria

Pakistan

DR Congo

Mozambique

Cameroon

Central African Republic

India

Mali

South Sudan

Ethiopia
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HIGHEST RISERS
TURKEY (          11 PLACES TO #25)

COLOMBIA (     11 PLACES TO #30)

TUNISIA (     8 PLACES TO #26)

Turkey has jumped 11 places since last year’s World Watch List, reflecting the 

increasing and stifling impact of religious nationalism on Christianity and a clear 

increase in reported violence. The repurposing of two historic churches from 

museums to mosques over the summer of 2020 reinforced growing nervousness 

among Christians over the Islamic and nationalistic direction in which the country is 

moving. 

Meanwhile, many foreign Christians are having to leave Turkey involuntarily. 

According to the Association of Protestant Churches, since January 2019 almost 60 

foreign nationals – many working in Turkey as pastors or community leaders – have 

been told to leave or have not been allowed to re-enter the country.

Colombia’s rank on the World Watch List 2021 rose by 11 spots over last year’s list. 

The most significant factors leading to the country’s steady rise up the list are the 

violence from rebel groups and the persecution faced by indigenous Christians 

who have converted from a traditional religion. 

Additionally, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has greatly affected groups 

who were already vulnerable to criminal gangs. Due to the struggle for territorial 

control between criminal groups in many rural areas, criminal leaders have imposed 

greater control on Christians and churches to intimidate and silence them. This has 

especially been the case in areas with recently elected political authorities.

Tunisia rose in the rankings this year due to a reported increase in violence against 

Christians and Christian-owned property. A greater number of Christian buildings, 

houses and shops owned by Christians were attacked. Additionally, there was an 

increase in pressure in church life. 

The situation for Tunisian Christians continues to vary by area, and in some regions 

anti-Christian sentiment is significant. Also, pressure on Christians – particularly 

new converts – continues to be strong across all aspects of life.
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NORTH AFRICA 
CASE STUDY:

Across North Africa (with the exception of Egypt), the Christian population 

is small. Those who do follow Jesus in this region have to do so secretly, 

individually, or through the underground church. In many parts of the region, 

telling a Muslim about the gospel or converting from Islam is illegal.

Women are extremely vulnerable in this region, especially when they convert to 

Christianity from Islam. Christian woman are often locked in their homes, sexually 

assaulted or forced into a Muslim marriage to make them deny Christ.

Aizah* was a Muslim. When she met a Christian woman, she tried to convert her to 

Islam and asked the woman for a Bible so she could prove Christianity wrong.

“I fell in love with the Bible,” Aizah said. “God says that His Word won’t come back 

empty… I turned into a Christian.”

When Aizah finally decided to tell her father of her faith, his response was harsh. 

“You are going to lose everything,” he said. “You will lose your mother, your brother 

and sister, and nobody will talk to you.”

That week, Aizah’s brother beat her twice a day. Her father confiscated her car and 

locked her in the house for 10 days, not allowed to have contact with the outside 

world and certainly not Christians. 

Aizah still did not deny her faith. So her father disowned her.

“I walked away with only the things that I could fit into my backpack,” she said.

“At the moment of your conversion you bring shame on your family.

“If you are a woman born into a Muslim family and you become a follower of 

Jesus, then you bring shame on your father, your brother, and the whole family. 

“You’ve left your roots; you’ve taken on a strange thing. It means you don’t follow 

the path of your ancestors – you reject your family and your roots. You hurt your 

family and dishonour them. That is how they feel about your conversion, and 

they will tell you that you’re an infidel, you bring us shame.”

In North Africa, being a Christian can cost all you have. Yet believers like Aizah 

continue to follow Jesus, no matter the cost.

*Name changed for security purposes.
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ENTERING THE TOP 50

MEXICO (#37)

THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO (#40)

Mexico re-entered the World Watch List in 2021, after dropping out in 2020. Organised 

crime was mainly responsible for increased persecution. Drug traffickers and gangs 

retaliate against and target Christian leaders for opposing their criminal activities, and 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, their control over parts of Mexico has strengthened.

Similarly, indigenous communities that oppose Christian converts have strengthened 

their autonomy during the pandemic. Mexican society seems to be increasing its 

commitment to secularism. Often, Christian viewpoints are not welcome in the public 

sphere.

DRC’s entry into the World Watch List 2021 was due to pressure on the church 

that has been building up due to violence in the eastern part of the country. Even 

though the violence was extremely high in 2020 as well, there has been a ripple 

effect causing a rise in pressure.

In the 2021 reporting period, jihadists and other armed groups have caused much 

suffering for the community and especially the Christian population. Christians also 

face restrictions from the government in many ways - including free expression of 

religion and the ability for churches to operate without strict licences.

Woman worshipping, Mexico.
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ENTERING THE TOP 50

MOZAMBIQUE (#45)

COMOROS (#50)

This year, Mozambique rose 20 points in score and entered the World Watch 

List for the first time. In recent years, attacks by Islamic extremists have claimed 

the lives of many Christians and radical groups have burned down churches and 

schools. Tens of thousands of people have fled the northern part of the country. 

The country’s army withdrew from important strategic locations, so a persecution 

phenomenon that was limited to a smaller part of the country expanded in the last 

year. The presence of drug cartels in some areas makes the lives of Christians 

difficult – especially for church youth workers. The government is also restricting 

freedom of religion.

The situation for Christians in Comoros has changed very little in recent years. While 

the country is making progress in stability and democracy, there is still a rise of radical 

Islamic sympathies among the population at large. 

This year’s re-entry to top 50 is due to the government’s pressure on all religious 

groups except Sunni Islam. The government has restricted freedom of religion, and 

any Christian who is seen preaching will face a fine and a prison sentence that could 

last for one year.

Continued...

Man praying, Mozambique.
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#1 NORTH KOREA 
CASE STUDY:

The World Watch List 2021 marks the 20th consecutive year that North Korea 

has been ranked as the country where Christians face the most extreme 

persecution. North Korean Christians continue to face extreme persecution in 

every element of their public and private lives.

Being discovered as a Christian in North Korea is a death sentence. Those who 

aren’t killed instantly are taken to labour camps with other political prisoners where 

few survive the horrific conditions. Kim Jong-Un is reported to have expanded the 

system of prison camps, in which an estimated 50-70,000 Christians are currently 

imprisoned.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Personality Cult

Understanding the situation in North Korea requires an understanding of its 

leadership and personality cult. In its early years, from independence in 1945, the 

country followed Communist principles and engaged in a war against UN troops 

in the Korean War (1950-53). Soon after that, it became clear that North Korea 

would not be a Communist country led by a collective leadership, but rather by 

one person, Kim Il Sung. After his death in 1994, he was succeeded by his son, Kim 

Jong Il, who was in turn succeeded in 2011 by his son, Kim Jong-Un, the current 

leader.

The country has two ideologies as its basis, and although the terms have 

increasingly been used interchangeably, they are still distinct. “Juche” ideology 

says that man is self-reliant, while “Kimilsungism” is the worship of leaders, the all-

powerful entities guiding North Korea and helping it flourish.

Men and women bowing to a Kim Jong-Un statue, North Korea.

“We have a saying in North Korea;  
‘When three of us are meeting, one of us is a 

spy and will report to the government.’ 
– A North Korean Christian

“
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NORTH KOREA 
CASE STUDY:

Main Drivers Of Persecution

Government Officials (Very Strong) 

The main driver of persecution in North Korea is the state, in the form of 

government and the Workers Party of Korea (WPK). For three generations, 

everything in the country has focused on revering the Kim family leaders.  

The highest goal of all authorities is the survival of the country and its leader.

Political Parties (Very Strong) 

The WPK is the tool with which Kim Jong-Un has tightened his grip on North Korea. 

The party’s ideology regards Christians as enemies and portrays them as terrorists.

Normal Citizens (Strong) 

Christians are seen as hostile to society which must be eradicated in one way 

or another. Due to the constant indoctrination permeating the whole country, 

neighbours are watchful and are expected to report suspicious activities to the 

authorities.

Family (Strong) 

Even family members are known to report a Christian to the authorities. Children 

who are so strongly indoctrinated with the worship of leaders in school and 

elsewhere may report their own parents. Because of this, many parents do not tell 

their children of their Christian faith, and even husbands and wives may not realise 

their spouse is a Christian.

 
Profile of Persecution

Violence:  

Community Life:

Church Life:

Family Life:

National Life:

Private Life:

66%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

Region:  Asia 

Supreme Leader Kim Jong-Un

Extreme

400,000 (1.5%) 

Juche

Communist and  
Post-Communist Oppression

Leader:  

Persecution Level:

Christian Population:

Main Religion:

Main Threats:

Quick Facts
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North Korea 

Afghanistan

Somalia

Libya

Pakistan

Eritrea

Yemen   

Iran 

Nigeria   

India

Iraq   

Syria   

Sudan   

Saudi Arabia   

Maldives   

Egypt

China   

Myanmar   

Vietnam   

Mauritania   

Uzbekistan   

Laos   

Turkmenistan   

Algeria   

Turkey   

Tunisia   

Morocco   

Mail   

Qatar   

Colombia   

Bangladesh   

Burkina Faso   

Tajikistan   

Nepal   

Central African Republic   

Ethiopia   

Mexico

Jordan   

Brunei   

Democratic Republic of Congo

Kazakhstan   

Cameroon   

Bhutan   

Oman   

Mozambique

Malaysia   

Indonesia   

Kuwait   

Kenya   

Comoros

*
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*

Very High Persecution

Extreme Persecution

Rank Movement 2020 – 2021 

Same Rank As 2020
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ONLINE
DISCOVER MORE

Country Profiles

Take a deep dive into the 50 countries 
on the World Watch List 2021.

World Watch List Maps

Download the double sided World 
Watch List 2021 map.

World Watch List Video

Find out more about what the World 
Watch List is and why we should care 
about it.

Contact us and visit the  
Open Doors website.

Open Doors Australia 

(02) 9451 2999 

info@od.org.au 

PO Box 734 Penrith NSW 2751 

opendoors.org.au

Open Doors New Zealand 

Wellington: (04) 232 7055 

Auckland: (09) 620 4200 

info@od.org.nz 

PO Box 51236 Tawa, Wellington 

5249, New Zealand 

opendoors.org.nz
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