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A Six-Month Review of Antisemitism’s Global Impact following the UN’s ‘Historic’ Report
April 2020
Summary
In October 2019, Dr. Ahmed Shaheed, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or
Belief, expressed alarm about a significant increase, since 2017, in reports of hostility, discrimination and
violence motivated by antisemitism around the world.1 This report surveys antisemitic incidents that have
occurred in the six months since Dr. Shaheed presented his report on the subject of antisemitism to the
UN General Assembly.
Alarmingly, antisemitic expression and violence appear to have persisted – and even increased – in a
number of countries around the world between October and April 2020, notwithstanding efforts by
governments and other stakeholders to implement Dr. Shaheed’s recommendations. The cases and trends
highlighted in this report reveal that antisemitism remains a phenomenon that impairs the security and the
human rights of many Jewish individuals, including the right to manifest their religion, and that it also
threatens the rights of members of other minority communities and democratic societies as a whole.
Since the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020, in many countries, conspiracy theories
claiming that Jews or Israel engineered or are deliberately spreading the virus, as well as age-old
antisemitic tropes associating Jews with disease, have been spread in traditional media and online.
Occasionally, Jewish people, communities, and institutions have been subjected to antisemitic harassment
and threats of violence; in a few cases, antisemitic rhetoric seems to have played an important role in
motivating attempted violent attacks against sites and individuals, Jewish and non-Jewish alike.
In two statements in April 2020, Dr. Shaheed expressed alarm about rising antisemitic hate speech2 and
stigmatization, discrimination, and violence against members of religious minority communities including
Jews during the COVID-19 pandemic.3 It is now imperative that governments, political leaders, social
media companies, civil society and United Nations experts and officials devote more to meeting the
challenge of antisemitism in the months ahead.
These recent antisemitic threats and displays are taking place during a time in which the ability of Jews –
like adherents of all other faiths – to manifest their religion has been dramatically curtailed as
governments around the world have put in place social distancing requirements and prohibitions on mass
gatherings. The serious threat to public health and life posed by the pandemic is a legitimate justification
for such restrictions. However, it is vital that public officials communicate with religious communities to
ensure they are informed about the restrictions and their purpose and enforce them in a nondiscriminatory manner. Moreover, for as long as this crisis persists, it is essential that law enforcement
provide effective protection to Jewish communities, including by monitoring and enforcing hate crimes
laws, in cooperation with those communities, and that officials promptly and publicly condemn and
disavow antisemitic rhetoric and conspiracy theories occurring online and offline.
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I.

Background

On October 17, 2019, Dr. Ahmed Shaheed, the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief,
presented a report to the UN General Assembly’s Third Committee identifying rising global antisemitism
as a threat to the human rights of Jews and non-Jews and as a phenomenon that, when left unaddressed, is
“toxic to democracy.” The 193-member General Assembly warmly welcomed Dr. Shaheed’s report in a
resolution adopted by consensus.4
Dr. Shaheed’s unprecedented report to the UN General Assembly, the first-ever UN human rights report
dedicated entirely to the issue of antisemitism, was particularly notable for its global scope – expressing
concern that antisemitic attitudes appeared to be prevalent in both countries with significant Jewish
populations and those with no Jewish inhabitants alike – and its recognition of the classic and
contemporary ways in which antisemitism is manifested, as set out in the International Holocaust
Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) Working Definition of Antisemitism. Dr. Shaheed concluded that
antisemitism not only denies Jewish individuals and communities worldwide the ability to enjoy their
human rights but also “threatens the rights of all people in societies in which this insidious hatred is
unaddressed.”5
Dr. Shaheed’s recommendations, directed to governments, social media companies, the United Nations
system, and others, call on all actors to respond to and combat antisemitism in ways consistent with their
human rights obligations and to enhance their engagement and collaboration with affected Jewish
communities to understand and address their concerns.
II.

Antisemitic Incidents, October 2019-April 2020

The following is a review of emblematic recent cases of antisemitic violence, discrimination, and rhetoric
worldwide since October 17, 2019. It makes it clear that antisemitism remains a pernicious threat that is
global in scope.
While official reports have yet to be published in a number of countries, the marked increase in
antisemitic incidents in 2017 and 2018 that so alarmed Dr. Shaheed persisted in 2019, according to
authorities and non-governmental organizations that monitor and report on antisemitism in several key
cities and countries.
•
•
•
•

Globally, the Kantor Center at Tel Aviv University and European Jewish Congress documented
an 18% increase in violent antisemitic attacks from 2018 to 2019.6
In the United States, several major cities documented a rise in antisemitic hate crimes in 2019,
with New York City experiencing an estimated 26% increase from 2018 to 2019.7
Police in Germany documented an increase in reports in violent antisemitic acts from 2018 to
2019 as well,8 including a shooting at the Halle synagogue on October 9.
Similarly, monitors in the United Kingdom and Canada documented a record number of
antisemitic incidents in 2019, reflecting a 7% increase from 2018 in the U.K. and an 8% increase
in Canada.9
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It is important to note that these data sets must be viewed in the context of two significant impediments to
assessing the state of global antisemitism about which Dr. Shaheed expressed concern in his report: first,
in many States, officials do not attempt to monitor antisemitic incidents and non-governmental sources
are unable to do so, or to do so comprehensively; and second, in all countries, underreporting of
antisemitic incidents by victims is a very serious problem.10 Dr. Shaheed’s report noted with concern that
many Jewish individuals do not feel comfortable reporting their experiences to law enforcement owing to
the apparent normalization of incidents, distrust in the criminal justice system, lack of resources or fear
that reporting a hate crime would reveal their Jewish identity to the public.11 Evidence including a survey
carried out by AJC in September-October 2019 demonstrated that in 75% of cases, American Jews who
had experienced an antisemitic attack or remark in the past five years had not reported it to the
authorities;12 a finding comparable to that reached by a similar survey carried out by the European Union
Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) in 12 EU member states in 2018.13
Emblematic Cases: Violent Antisemitic Attacks and Threats
The most violent antisemitic attacks to have occurred since the publication of Dr. Shaheed’s report took
place in the United States.
• On November 1, 2019, the FBI arrested a man with white supremacist beliefs who had expressed
antisemitic hatred on Facebook for attempting to bomb a synagogue in Pueblo, Colorado.14
• On December 28, 2019, a man whose online activity revealed antisemitic motivations carried out
a machete attack on the home of a rabbi hosting a Hanukkah celebration in Monsey, New York,
wounding five guests, including one who later died. The attacker was prevented by congregants
from continuing the attack in an adjacent synagogue.15
• On December 10, 2019, two individuals, one of whom was a member of an extremist group who
had previously posted antisemitic comments on Facebook, carried out an armed attack on a
kosher supermarket in Jersey City, New Jersey, killing three people in the supermarket and a
policeman.16
• In December 2019, Orthodox Jewish residents of the Brooklyn, New York, neighborhoods of
Williamsburg, Crown Heights, and Borough Park experienced an alarming series of apparently
antisemitic assaults.17
• More recently, on April 2, 2020, a homemade incendiary device was discovered at a Jewish
assisted living residence in Longmeadow, Massachusetts, after a white supremacist organization
reportedly identified the facility on social media as one of two possible locations for committing a
mass killing.18
Jews have faced physical attacks and threats of violence in other countries as well, including:
• Germany, where individuals were attacked in the Pankow district in Berlin by assailants using
antisemitic language on multiple occasions in the last months of 2019.19 These incidents came in
the wake of an attack on a synagogue in Halle on October 9, the Jewish High Holy Day of Yom
Kippur, by a man armed with a gun who shot nearby individuals when he was unable to enter it,
killing two and injuring two.20
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•
•
•

The United Kingdom, where a rabbi was physically assaulted by perpetrators shouting
antisemitic slurs in December.21
France, where an Israeli student was beaten on the subway after speaking in Hebrew on his
phone in December.22
Italy, where after Senator Liliana Serge, an 89 year-old Holocaust survivor, called for parliament
to establish a commission to combat racism and religious intolerance in October, she received
antisemitic death threats from far-right extremists that necessitated that she be placed under
police protection.23

Jewish religious and cultural sites have also been subjected to attacks since the publication of Dr.
Shaheed’s report. In Denmark, more than 80 tombstones in a Jewish cemetery were desecrated on the
anniversary of Kristallnacht in November 2019, allegedly by a leader of a neo-Nazi group.24 Jewish sites
in Sweden were similarly defaced on the same day.25 Similarly, more than 100 tombs in a Jewish
cemetery in Westhoffen, France, were defaced with swastikas and antisemitic messages in December.26
Antisemitic Rhetoric, Online and Offline, October 2019-April 2020
Since the publication of Dr. Shaheed’s report, antisemitic expression has persisted worldwide, at public
events and in traditional media formats, as well as online. At the Aalst Carnival, an annual costume
parade in Belgium which took place this year on February 23, a number of participants and observers
wore costumes stigmatizing Jews, including a group dressed as Ultra-Orthodox Jews with insect bodies
and legs.27 This followed the removal of the carnival from UNESCO’s Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by its Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of
Cultural Heritage in December 2019 for “recurring repetition of racist and antisemitic representations.”28
In Turkey, two groups affiliated with an Islamist opposition party placed posters in bus stops in the city
of Konya featuring images of blood-splattered crosses and Stars of David accompanied by a Qur'anic
verse urging Muslims “not to take Jews and Christians as friends.”29
Similarly, the past six months have seen antisemitic expression remain persistent on social media. For
example, in Germany, a far-right parliamentarian invoked an antisemitic trope in a Twitter post
criticizing the German government’s decision to give an award to a popular musician who had criticized
his party.30 In the United States, in November, a fundamentalist Christian pastor from Florida posted
videos on the website TruNews and on YouTube claiming impeachment proceedings in the U.S.
Congress against the President were a “Jew coup” and that Jews would carry out mass killings of
Christians if the effort succeeded.31 YouTube removed the video from its site,32 and permanently banned
the TruNews channel in February 2020.33 In Italy, an artist known for his work on Christian themes and
at Catholic places of worship produced a painting of a notorious blood libel from the 1400s, depicting
Jews carrying out the ritual murder and collection of the blood of a Christian child, and posted pictures of
it on Facebook in March. Thereafter, an influential Italian bishop denounced the painting.34
III.

Antisemitism in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

As Dr. Shaheed noted in an April 17 statement,35 there has been an apparently dramatic rise in antisemitic
hate speech related to the COVID-19 pandemic in the first four months of 2020.
4/22

The following section presents illustrative examples, documented by antisemitism monitoring
organizations and journalists around the world, demonstrating the geographic breadth of the antisemitic
stigmatization and conspiracy theories being shared today. The details of these incidents and additional
cases are presented in the Annex that accompanies this report.36 While they are presented according to the
country in which they are presumed to have originated, their similarity and mode of transmission also
makes it clear that online antisemitism is having a significant transnational effect and impact.
The IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism, which Dr. Shaheed reproduced in full in his report,
provides helpful guidance on how to recognize antisemitism by providing a list of illustrative examples of
the ways in which it is manifested. The incidents detailed in this report reflect several of the many
different forms of antisemitism outlined therein, including:
•
•

•
•
•
•

Charging Jews with conspiring to harm humanity or blaming Jews for “why things go wrong”;
Making mendacious, dehumanizing, demonizing or stereotypical allegations about Jews as such
or about the power of Jews as a collective, such as, especially but not exclusively, the myth about
a world Jewish conspiracy or of Jews controlling the media, economy, government or other
societal institutions;
Accusing Jews as a people of being responsible for real or imagined wrongdoing committed by a
single Jewish person or group, or even for acts committed by non-Jews;
Targeting the State of Israel, conceived as a Jewish collectivity;
Using the symbols and images associated with classic antisemitism (e.g. claims of Jews killing
Jesus or “blood libel”) to characterize Israel or Israelis;
Denying the fact, scope, mechanisms (e.g. gas chambers) or intentionality of the genocide of the
Jewish people at the hands of National Socialist Germany and its supporters and accomplices
during World War II (the Holocaust).37

These and other antisemitic tropes have characterized the antisemitic hate speech that has proliferated
online and offline during the COVID-19 pandemic. In a number of cases, public figures, including
religious leaders and politicians, have spread antisemitic claims that Jews developed and deliberately
spread the coronavirus, or that its spread is an Israeli plot. Similarly, antisemitic commentary has
flourished on social media platforms (such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Telegram, Gab, and 4chan) in
which users – frequently using anonymized accounts – have promoted conspiracy theories that Jews or
the government of Israel manufactured the coronavirus for profit or to exert control over global affairs for
the benefit of Jews, or that have blamed Jewish communities for the spread of the coronavirus using
classic antisemitic rhetoric, reminiscent of age-old tropes blaming Jews for spreading disease.38 There has
also been a noted rise in antisemitic “Zoombombing,” wherein uninvited people enter and interrupt
meetings on Zoom, a video-teleconferencing platform, with antisemitic messages or imagery and
occasionally with violent, threatening language targeting individual participants.
North America
•

In Canada, a Toronto-area synagogue’s prayer service was “Zoombombed” by a number of
individuals who yelled antisemitic insults at participants and used their screens to show
pornography.39
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•

In the United States:
o A neo-Nazi website posted articles suggesting that the coronavirus was created by Israel
as a weapon;40
o The fundamentalist Christian website TruNews and the pastor who founded it said in a
video that God was punishing Jews by allowing the coronavirus to spread at synagogues
and posted numerous articles blaming Jews for spreading it;41
o The former head of the Ku Klux Klan, in posts on Twitter, has repeatedly blamed Israel,
“Zionists,” and financial institutions controlled by Jews for deliberately spreading the
virus;42
o A high-profile white supremacist and frequent candidate for public office wrote on
Telegram that Israel and Jews had manufactured and spread the virus to demonstrate their
control of the world and urged people to prevent them from succeeding.43
o There have been several instances in which Jewish religious services and religious
instruction conducted online on Zoom have been interrupted with antisemitic
harassment.44
Latin America
•

In Brazil, a cartoon produced by a well-known satirist and published on platforms including
Twitter depicts an Israeli soldier deliberately locking Palestinians into a coronavirus-ridden
Gaza.45

•

In Venezuela, Aporrea, a left-leaning news website, has published articles claiming that
coronavirus is a method of biological warfare created by the U.S. and Israel.46

Eastern Europe
•

In Bulgaria, a newspaper article entitled “Coronavirus Bio-attack Carried out by the Zio-AngloAmerican Axis,” suggested only Israel would emerge unscathed from the pandemic and said it
would become clear “who started it from their safe haven.”47

•

In Russia, an antisemitic video entitled “Coronavirus for goyim” was posted on the Russian
social network Vkontakte (VK) and then widely shared on other platforms, including Facebook,
in other countries.48

Western Europe
•

●

In France:
o A Jewish former Minister of Health has been subjected to an antisemitic campaign on
social media; a YouTube video viewed 170,000 times before it was deleted accused her
and her husband, who is also Jewish, of withholding chloroquine, rumored to be an
effective treatment for victims of the virus, from the French public for financial gain;
images with her face superimposed over the antisemitic “happy merchant” meme or
depicting her poisoning a well, a classic antisemitic stereotype, have been widely shared
on social media;49
o A far-right provocateur and Holocaust denier said in a video on YouTube viewed more
than 400,000 times that Jews are using the pandemic as an opportunity for financial gain
and to weaken the French nation.50
In Germany, a meeting held by the Embassy of Israel in Berlin on the eve of Holocaust
Memorial Day was Zoombombed by a group of people who posted pictures of Hitler and made
antisemitic and anti-Israel comments.51
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●
●

In Spain, a far-left Basque political party has characterized the pandemic as a tool of a Zionist
elite seeking to dominate the world.52
In Switzerland, a Holocaust denier has claimed that the coronavirus originated in a Chinese
laboratory financed by Jewish financier and philanthropist George Soros.53

The Middle East and North Africa
•

In Algeria, a news outlet has claimed the coronavirus was manufactured by Zionists as evidenced
by the speed with which Israel was reported to be developing a vaccine and suggested the Jewish
former French health minister who has been the subject of antisemitic conspiracy theories on
social media in France was connected to the company developing it.54

•

In Iran:
o Following a March 23 speech in which Iran’s Supreme Leader Khamenei suggested the
U.S. had manufactured the coronavirus and that “demons” were assisting the enemies of
Iran, the online magazine Negar, which is produced and published by the Supreme
Leader’s official website, and the Telegram channel of the Cyber Division of Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) posted explanatory remarks by a cleric who
said that Jews and Zionists have long collaborated with the devil and supernatural forces,
and that Israeli intelligence uses this to its advantage.55
o Iran’s Ofogh TV featured a discussion about the theory that COVID-19 is a biological
weapon, during which Dr. Ali Karami, a lecturer in medicine, said that “the Americans
and the Zionists” had sequenced the genome of Iranians in order to develop weapons that
would be particularly effective against them and that Israel had long been using such
“ethnic weapons” against Palestinians.56
o Iran’s English-language news network PressTV has featured experts and published
articles saying that Zionists from the U.S. or Israel manufactured the coronavirus and
deliberately spread it in Iran as a form of biological warfare, and its Spanish-language
news network HispanTV has aired similar content.57
o The Art Bureau, in collaboration with the Health Ministry and Culture Ministry,
organized an international cartoon contest with the theme of defeating coronavirus and
featured several submissions that contained antisemitic themes on a website for the
contest, including one depicting Israeli scientists spreading the virus and others blaming
the US and Jews for the spread of the virus.58

•

In Iraq, a televised news report said the coronavirus was manufactured by Jews to reduce the
world’s population.59

•

In Jordan, a news article claimed that the coronavirus epidemic was a consequence of capitalism
and Judaism, which is a cancer that has harmed humanity from the dawn of its civilized history,
“because it regards non-Jews as inferior creatures who are detested by God and can be killed with
impunity.”60

•

In Lebanon, a program on the Hezbollah-affiliated Al-Manar satellite television station featured
a professor from an American university analogizing Western concern about the coronavirus to
concern about the Holocaust and trivializing the gravity of the Holocaust in doing so.61

•

In Pakistan, a widely-shared post published on Facebook and Twitter featured an image of the
Israeli flag alongside an Urdu-language caption claiming that the coronavirus was created by
Israel and that Israel had developed a cure.”62
The Palestinian Authority has published a number of antisemitic cartoons and news articles:

●
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○

●
●

●

A cartoon published in the official Al-Hayat Al-Jadida daily depicts an Israeli tank as a
coronavirus particle aiming at a Palestinian man holding an infant.63
○ Another cartoon published in the official Al-Hayat Al-Jadida daily depicts an Israeli
soldier as a coronavirus particle leading a Palestinian prisoner.64
○ An article in the daily Al-Quds speculated that the U.S. and Israel spread the coronavirus
as a form of biological warfare against China and Iran.65
In Saudi Arabia, the daily paper Al-Watan published an article claiming that the coronavirus was
developed by American and Israeli drug companies to increase their profits.66
In Turkey:
○ The head of an Islamist political party said that the coronavirus serves Zionism’s goal of
reducing the world’s population,67
○ An expert on a TV news program implied that since Israel had said it was developing a
vaccine for the coronavirus, it must have been responsible for its spread.68
In Yemen, an academic said on a TV program that the U.S. and Jews were spreading the
coronavirus and that the namesake of the Houthi movement, Hussein Badreddin Al Houthi, had
predicted that the Jews, Israel and America would create pandemics to shut down the holy
mosques in Mecca and Medina.69

Violence and discrimination inspired by antisemitic rhetoric during the COVID-19 pandemic
On several recent occasions, cases have been reported in which people have attempted to commit violent
attacks against Jews, Jewish sites, and the broader public, or to discriminate against visibly Jewish people
by denying them services, in circumstances that suggest that their actions resulted from a belief that Jews
are spreading the coronavirus.
•

•

In the United States:
o

On March 23 online extremist groups were encouraging members who became infected
with COVID-19 to spread the virus to police and Jews, according to a warning issued by
the FBI’s New York office to local law enforcement authorities.70

o

Several cases in which individuals made violent threats against Jews on social media
platforms or in which individuals who had posted antisemitic rhetoric online were
suspected of planning to commit violence against members of visibly Jewish
communities, a Jewish assisted living facility, and a hospital, including in New York,71
New Jersey,72 Massachusetts,73 and Missouri, and in which law enforcement authorities
have already intervened.74

o

A number of Jewish religious sites were defaced with swastikas and other antisemitic
graffiti in late March and early April 2020, including a Chabad Center in Brookline,
Massachusetts and synagogues in Huntsville, Alabama; Los Angeles, California;
Sarasota, Florida; and Rockville, Maryland.75

o

Cases have been reported in which Jewish individuals have been discriminated against by
employees of private businesses who reportedly refused to serve them out of concern that
Jews were spreading the coronavirus.76

In Russia, a synagogue in the northwestern city of Arkhangelsk was subjected to an arson attack
on April 13.77
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The Impact of Antisemitism and COVID-19 Emergency Measures on the Ability of Jews to
Exercise the Right to Freedom of Religion or Belief
The incidents recounted above demonstrate that antisemitism remains not only a serious societal
challenge, but a serious human rights problem as well. As Dr. Shaheed’s report recognizes, in extreme
cases, antisemitic rhetoric can post a threat to the right to life of Jews; more broadly, though, it can create
a climate of fear in which Jews – particularly those who are openly or visibly religious – are effectively
prevented from being able to manifest their religion or belief or exercise other rights. Online antisemitism
has a heightened impact in the COVID-19 era, in which the right to freedom of religion or belief has been
restricted for Jews and non-Jews alike around the world. Practices like Zoombombing, for example, can
cause trauma and dissuade individuals from engaging in the limited avenues that exist today for them to
exercise the right to manifest their religion.
Moreover, since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, in countries around the world, restrictions on
movement and assembly put in place to curb the spread of the coronavirus have dramatically limited
individuals’ ability to manifest their religion in community with others and to receive and conduct
religious education. The ability of religious people to hold weddings, funerals, and other religious
celebrations and engage in other religious practices has been dramatically restricted.
The right to freedom of religion or belief, as set out in international human rights instruments,78 is not
absolute; it can be restricted to protect public health and the rights of others, including their right to life,
and subject to other conditions. But such restrictions must be clearly set out in law, necessary, and
proportionate in order to be justifiable, and even where they are justifiable, it is impermissible to enforce
them in a discriminatory manner against religious institutions generally or against a particular religious
group.79 Indeed, reasonable accommodations should be made to general laws in order to allow individuals
to manifest their religion or belief where doing so does not give rise to a disproportionate or undue burden
or cause harm to the rights of others or to public health or safety.80
In some countries, authorities have taken emergency measures in response to the pandemic that actively
violate Jewish religious practices, for example, by requiring the bodies of victims of the virus to be
cremated even where this practice is inconsistent with their religious beliefs. For example, in the United
Kingdom,81 Romania,82 and Argentina,83 authorities reportedly considered or adopted measures
requiring that COVID-19 victims’ bodies be cremated in some circumstances. Following objections from
Jewish and Muslim communities, however, these measures have been modified or are reportedly in the
process of being amended.
Progress in Implementation of Dr. Shaheed’s Recommendations
Since October 2019, several governments have taken important steps to combat antisemitism in line with
the recommendations set out in Dr. Shaheed’s report on antisemitism to the UN General Assembly. One
particularly notable example is that an increasing number of States have recognized the International
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) Working Definition of Antisemitism, which Dr. Shaheed
recognized as a key source of “valuable guidance for identifying antisemitism in its various forms,” and
which he recommended that States “adopt…for use in education and awareness-raising and for
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monitoring and responding to manifestations of antisemitism.”84 Since October 2019, Cyprus, Italy,
Sweden, Greece and Uruguay have all adopted the Working Definition, bringing the total number of
States that have done so to 25.85
Another of Dr. Shaheed’s recommendations was that governments should appoint senior officials to
oversee efforts to monitor, document, and combat antisemitism, and that the United Nations system
should do the same. States including Italy and Romania have taken this step since October 2019.86
Similarly, in early 2020, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres appointed a senior focal point to
enhance the UN’s system-wide response to antisemitism and related Jewish concerns.87
Dr. Shaheed also recommended that governments take a variety of actions to prevent, prohibit and punish
antisemitic hate crimes and hate speech. For example, he called on them to enact and enforce hate crime
legislation recognizing antisemitism as a prohibited bias motivation and to invest in preventive security
measures to deter antisemitic hate crimes.88 Dr. Shaheed also called on governments to take a “robust
approach” to combatting hate speech, but within the framework of international human rights law, which
calls on governments to prohibit speech where it amounts to “advocacy of…religious hatred that
constitutes incitement to hostility, discrimination or violence”89 and to take necessary actions to ensure
that people are able to enjoy their right to have and to manifest their religion or belief.90 However, it also
requires that governments protect the right to freedom of opinion and expression, and allows them to limit
it only to the extent necessary to protect the rights of others or achieve other legitimate aims.91 UN
guidance documents on this issue call on governments to combat antisemitic and other hate speech
primarily through counter-speech and education, and to use criminal and other punitive measures only in
very serious cases and as a last resort.92 Dr. Shaheed’s report recalls these guidance documents and
emphasizes that “antisemitic incidents require prompt, unequivocal responses from leaders,” and calls on
them to “promptly, clearly and consistently reject manifestations of antisemitism within their [political]
parties and in public discourse.”93 It also stresses that States “have an affirmative responsibility to address
online antisemitism,” within the international human rights law framework.
In some of the countries mentioned above – Canada, the United States, France, and Germany among
them – public officials have generally been quick to condemn antisemitic incidents and rhetoric;94 law
enforcement authorities have responded promptly to threats and acts of violence against Jewish people
and institutions and attempted to monitor and report on antisemitic hate crimes; and national and local
government authorities have affirmatively acted to establish dialogue and cooperation in reporting
antisemitic incidents with Jewish communities.95 For example, in December, following an attack on a
Jewish cemetery, France’s Interior Minister announced that the government would create a national hate
crimes bureau within the gendarmerie tasked with coordinating with judicial and police authorities in
cases where crimes appeared to have been committed with antisemitic or other biased intent.96
At the same time, in many countries outside North America and Europe, public officials have failed to
condemn or otherwise take action to counter a significant number of the instances of antisemitic
expression detailed above. Their inaction demonstrates the importance of continued attention in the UN
and other multilateral forums to the global dimensions of antisemitic hate speech.
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In contrast, despite the UN’s checkered history on this issue,97 recent actions by UN leaders, experts, and
agencies demonstrate an increasing sensitivity to and concern about the dangers posed by antisemitism.
For example, at an October 2019 UN event convened by the Holocaust and the United Nations Outreach
Program and UNESCO, governments were urged to redouble their efforts to prevent antisemitism through
education.98 At the UN’s January 2020 International Holocaust Remembrance Day program marking the
75th anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz concentration camp, the Secretary-General called on
the world to address what he called a “global crisis of antisemitic hatred,”99 and a group of nine
independent UN human rights experts, including Dr. Shaheed, warned that States around the world were
failing to sufficiently counter antisemitic violence, discrimination, and hostility within their societies.100
During the COVID-19 pandemic, in addition to Dr. Shaheed’s recent warnings about antisemitism, other
actors have condemned reports of rising stigmatization, hate speech and hate crimes, including the UN
Secretary-General, the High Representative for the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations, the Special
Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide, and the High Commissioner for Human Rights.101
As demonstrated above, social media platforms are a critical aspect of the transnational spread of
antisemitic messages, prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic. In his 2019 report, Dr. Shaheed
recommended that they “enforce terms of service and community rules that do not allow the
dissemination of hate messages,” by taking down posts, pages, and tweets and suspending accounts in
cases where users have published particularly egregious antisemitic content online, and “report criminal
antisemitic behavior online to relevant local law enforcement agencies, especially expression that
constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility, or violence.”102
Over the past six months, there have been a number of cases in which social media companies – including
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube – have taken steps to remove egregious antisemitic content and close
their authors’ accounts, and in which Apple has blocked Telegram channels encouraging intimidation of
or violence against people on the basis of their religion.103 On March 16, Facebook, Reddit, Google,
LinkedIn, Microsoft, Twitter, and YouTube issued a joint statement on misinformation about COVID-19
on their platforms, noting that they are “jointly combating fraud and misinformation about the virus,”
though they have not announced similar action to combat hate speech, antisemitic or otherwise, during the
pandemic.104 Zoom has recently developed additional security and privacy features, posted additional
guidance for users, and encouraged reporting of Zoombombing incidents.105
However, a number of easily accessible online platforms – like Telegram, Gab, and 4Chan – have terms
of service that generally allow antisemitic content unless it directly incites violence or otherwise violates
state law,106 and numerous social media platforms on the “Dark Web” which can only be accessed by
specialized browsers have no content restrictions at all.107 Platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and
Twitter have reportedly acted inconsistently, slowly, and ineffectively in a number of cases in which users
flagged antisemitic content on their platforms, for example by determining that the content did not violate
community standards only to reverse the decision later, taking days to react to expressions of concern
about antisemitic threats, and failing to react when the authors of banned accounts have created new
accounts on their platforms and used them to disseminate the same antisemitic content.108 Companies like
Apple and Google have come under significant criticism for continuing to offer the Telegram app in their
app stores despite numerous examples of cases in which content was posted on Telegram channels in
violation of their policies.109
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Conclusions and Recommendations
The persistence of antisemitism, and its continued proliferation during the COVID-19 pandemic
demonstrate that far more effort is needed to combat the pernicious threat of antisemitism, and that the
need to do so remains urgent. Not only have Jewish communities continued to face deadly attacks, but
antisemitic rhetoric has also continued to proliferate, espoused by speakers ranging from high-profile
political and religious figures in traditional media outlets to white supremacists communicating online.
Particularly alarmingly, antisemitic rhetoric appears to have increased as the COVID-19 pandemic has
emerged in the first months of 2020, causing widespread fear and provoking an unprecedented increase in
rhetoric scapegoating Jews for the global public health emergency. There are a number of cases in which
antisemitic rhetoric has fueled discrimination, harassment, and even attempted mass violence; and the risk
of additional such cases in the future is high.
In addition to his call for local authorities to provide Jewish individuals and communities with effective
protection from antisemitic violence and discrimination, discussed above, Dr. Shaheed’s call for
international, regional, national and local actors – officials, social media companies, and others – to carry
out greater education, monitoring of and condemnation of antisemitism remains essential.
•

Governments worldwide should undertake – or enhance their existing efforts – to effectively
monitor, document, and take effective action in response to antisemitic hate crimes and
discrimination, especially by establishing collaborative arrangements with Jewish communities
and civil society organizations to address the persistent challenge of underreporting. They should
also ensure that all Jewish places of worship, educational, cultural sites, and individuals requiring
protection receive it. All public officials should receive training on how to recognize
antisemitism, with reference to the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism;

•

During the COVID-19 pandemic, authorities should establish and maintain effective channels
of communication with Jewish communities to transmit information about existing restrictions on
public gatherings and social distancing requirements, seek to identify alternative arrangements in
which religious activities can be conducted in ways that respect such restrictions, ensure that
restrictions are not applied in a discriminatory manner, and regularly review restrictions to ensure
that they remain necessary and proportionate;

•

Public officials, religious leaders, and others in a position of influence should promptly and
publicly condemn antisemitic incidents and rhetoric and take other actions to counter it that are
consistent with human rights standards;

•

Social media platforms should adopt terms of service and community standards prohibiting
antisemitic speech, in line with the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism, strengthen their
capacity to identify and promptly remove antisemitic content, and block users that repeatedly post
such content. They should also acknowledge the danger of antisemitic stereotyping and
conspiracies and similar hate speech and undertake individual and joint efforts to combat it, just
as several platforms have already committed to combat misinformation about the coronavirus;
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•

United Nations experts and officials should express concern about the threat to human rights
posed by antisemitic hate speech and condemn it, building on Dr. Shaheed’s April 17 warning
about antisemitism during the COVID-19 pandemic. All UN personnel should receive training on
how to recognize antisemitism, with reference to the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism.
They should also be instructed to reach out to Jewish communities in the countries in which they
work to understand their concerns, consistent with the UN Secretary-General’s Plan of Action on
Hate Speech (2019)110 and the Secretary-General’s Call to Action for Human Rights (2020);111

•

States at the United Nations should continue to take actions reflecting multilateral concern
about antisemitism and encouraging all governments to combat it in ways that are consistent with
their human rights obligations, including by convening discussions about antisemitism at the
General Assembly and convening best-practices sharing meetings of the “Istanbul Process” on
combating religious intolerance.112
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