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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELI-
GION AND ACTUAL APPLICATION
The Constitution1 of the Plurinational State of Bolivia 
states that the country was founded anew “with the 
strength of our Pachamama and with gratefulness to 
God.”

Article 1 of the constitution stipulates that Bolivia is an 
“inter-cultural” state based on cultural pluralism. Article 
4 proclaims that “the State is independent of religion” 
and “respects and guarantees freedom of religion and 
spiritual beliefs”. According to article 21 (3), Bolivians 
have the right “To freedom of belief, spirituality, religion 
and cult, expressed individually or collectively, in public 
and in private, for legal purposes.”

Under Article 14 (II), “The State prohibits and punish-
es all forms of discrimination based on [. . .]  religious 
belief”. According to the same article (III), “The State 
guarantees [. . .], without discrimination, the free and 
effective exercise of the rights established in this Con-
stitution, the laws and international human rights trea-
ties.”

Article 21 (3 and 4) recognises the right “to freedom 
of thought, spirituality, religion” as well as worship and 

association. The “cultural identity, religious beliefs, 
spiritualities, practices, customs, and [. . .] world view” 
of indigenous nations and peoples are expressly pro-
tected by Article 30 (2). Their sacred places and “tradi-
tional teachings and knowledge, their traditional med-
icine, languages, rituals, symbols and dress [must] be 
valued, respected and promoted” Article 30 (7 and 9).

In addition, the freedom to teach religion in educational 
facilities is guaranteed. Article 86 states, “There shall 
be no discrimination on the basis of religious choice 
with respect to the acceptance and permanence of stu-
dents” in such facilities. 

Religious entities have the right to administer educa-
tional facilities (Article 87). Article 88 (II) recognises, 
“the right of mothers and fathers to choose the educa-
tion that is appropriate for their daughters and sons”.

The constitution has a section dedicated to cultures, 
stating that: “The State considers as a strength the ex-
istence of native indigenous, rural cultures, which are 
custodians of knowledge, wisdom, values, spiritualities 
and world views” (Article 98, II). Article 99 states that 
the cultural riches from religion are part of the cultural 
heritage of the Bolivian people.
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BOLIVIA
The Holy See and Bolivia signed an agreement in 1986 
on religious assistance in the Armed Forces and the 
National Police.2

Law No. 1161 on Religious Freedom, Religious Organ-
isations and Spiritual Beliefs was promulgated in April 
2019, requiring religious or spiritual organizations to 
register with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and 
report about their legal, social, financial and religious 
activities.3

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In the past two years, a number of laws were adopted 
on religious cultural heritage. In July 2018, the St Fran-
cis Minor Basilica was one three locations declared 
part of the country’s material cultural heritage.4 In July 
and August of the same year, the Yarituses ritual5 and 
the Festival of the Virgin of the Anguish (Virgen de las 
Angustias) were declared an intangible part of Bolivia’s 
cultural heritage.6 In June 2019, a bill was introduced 
concerning the designation of the  Colonial Church 
Apostle Santiago as a building of historical and archi-
tectural cultural heritage.7

In December 2018, the government signed an agree-
ment with Evangelical communities to speed up the ap-
proval of the Law on Religious Freedom, first drafted 
in 2014, which addresses freedom of religion and the 
independence of the state, recognition of democratic 
institutionalism and coordination in social programs.8

The Law on Religious Freedom was enacted in April 
2019 by President Morales. Though generally accept-
ed, certain smaller non-Evangelical Protestant religious 
communities with “house churches” refused to register, 
viewing the oversight of their economic resources as 
an interference by the state in the right to freedom of 
religion.9 The president used the occasion to criticise 
the Catholic Church’s evangelisation during Bolivia’s 
colonial history, and decried the opposition to the new 
law by some members of the clergy.10 

In March 2019, the Inter-American Commission on Hu-
man Rights (IACHR) announced that an amicable set-
tlement was reached in a case in which the rights to 
conscientious objection of a Jehovah’s Witness were 
violated. The IACHR praised Bolivia for its efforts to 
implement the agreement.11 In contrast, in April 2019, 
Bolivia’s National Health Fund opened an internal in-

vestigation against two doctors who refused to perform 
an abortion on the basis of conscientious objection.12

In May 2019, the first Framework Cooperation Agree-
ment was signed with the Evangelical Methodist 
Church. In this occasion, the president expressed ap-
preciation for the contribution of different Churches to 
the country. 13

Amid Bolivia’s political crisis, religion was instrumental-
ised by various political actors. In November 2019, Evo 
Morales claimed that his detractors were using religion 
to commit acts of hooliganism and discrimination.14 In 
March 2020, given the extent of biblical quotes in cam-
paigning, presidential candidate Luis Fernando Cama-
cho said that he was not using religion in his campaign. 
The election law bans the use of religious symbols and 
references.15

In November 2019, the newly installed acting presi-
dent of Bolivia, Jeanine Áñez, noted that “the Bible was 
back in the [presidential] palace,” and resumed using 
religious symbols.16

In January 2020, a judge ordered that an infant receive 
a blood transfusion despite opposition from his parents 
on religious grounds.17

With respect to the COVID-19 pandemic, the mayor of 
an indigenous town was arrested in April 2020 for al-
lowing a religious festival to go ahead despite a gov-
ernment ban.18 

In light of the situation, the acting president called for a 
day of “fasting and prayer” to defeat the coronavirus.19 
For her part, the Church provided social support, whilst 
some nuns organised soup kitchens and helped the 
most vulnerable.20

In August 2020, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of 
Bolivia said that it was ready for dialogue amid the on-
going political and health crisis.21

The election results in November 2020 favoured Luis 
Arce, from the party “Movimiento al Socialismo”, and 
who is very close to former president Evo Morales. 
Considerable political and social changes could take 
place in the near future.22 

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
No episodes of religious intolerance or discrimination 
have been reported in Bolivia in the period under re-
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view. Religion is present in public life, but it is at risk of 
being politicised. It is worth noting that the government 
reached a friendly agreement in a case of conscien-
tious objection that was brought before the Inter-Amer-
ican Commission on Human Rights. The situation could 
change in view of the return of the Socialist government 
but, generally the outlook remains positive.
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