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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELI-
GION AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

Bulgaria’s constitution, adopted in 1991 and amended 
through 2015,1 upholds freedom of religion and be-
lief in Articles 13 (1-4) and 37 (1-2). The latter extend 
protection to all religions, recognise Eastern Orthodox 
Christianity as the “traditional religion” of the country, 
and ban the use of religion for violent or political ends.

The primary law regulating freedom of religion or be-
lief is the Religious Denominations Act (2002), which 
provides protocols for the legal recognition of religious 
denominations and communities. All religious groups 
may legally worship without registering, but registered 
groups receive some benefits. The Bulgarian Ortho-
dox Church is exempt from the registration require-
ment due to its status as the traditional Church of Bul-
garia.2 As of 2019, there were 191 registered religious 
groups.3

In the last few years, some far-right nationalist par-
ties have tried to reduce the rights of non-Orthodox 
communities and their members. In 2014, they formed 
an electoral alliance under the name “United Patri-

ots”, which comprised the Bulgarian National Party 
(VMRO), the National Front for the Salvation of Bul-
garia (NFSB) and ATTAKA. This alliance is part of Bul-
garia’s current coalition government. 

On 9th May 2018, the three largest political parties in 
Bulgaria proposed a law that could have been used to 
hinder the religious activities of religious minorities, 
but this outcome was avoided in the final version ap-
proved in December 2018. The original draft included 
several restrictions regarding the funding of religious 
groups from abroad and the participation of foreign 
clergy in religious rites in Bulgaria. This had been 
building up over the years as theological schools, 
clergy training programs, missionary activity and free 
worship outside of designated buildings faced growing 
obstacles. One of the most contentious aspects of the 
bill was the requirement for religious groups to have 
at least 300 members to apply for official registration, 
and the proposal to increase it to 3,000.4 This legis-
lation would also have excluded Catholic, Protestant 
and Jewish communities from state subsidies. 

Following protests by the various faith communities5 
and with the support of international human rights in-
stitutions, the controversial provisions were removed 
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from the draft law during a vote in the National As-
sembly of Bulgaria on 21st December 2018. This was 
considered a great victory for religious freedom in an 
EU-member state and a lesson for the future.

Municipal ordinances restricting the right to share 
one’s beliefs in public spaces, particularly those tar-
geting Jehovah’s Witnesses, have been regularly 
challenged as unconstitutional in the courts and have 
received a number of favourable rulings.6

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
Jehovah’s Witnesses were victimised in several inci-
dents.7 In May 2018, vandals broke the windows of 
the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ rented place of worship in 
Petrich, and the property owner subsequently decided 
to discontinue the lease agreement.8 

In June and July 2018, a man assaulted Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in the street in Nova Zagora on three sepa-
rate occasions. The police registered a complaint and 
said they would “visit the perpetrator,” but he was not 
prosecuted.9

In 2019, the Supreme Court ruled in favour of Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses against the Bulgarian National Move-
ment (VMRO) in a case of violence that had occurred 
eight years earlier. On 17th April 2011, a group of Je-
hovah’s Witnesses gathered to commemorate the me-
morial of Jesus’ death. A mob of 60 people, organised 
by the leader of the VMRO, Georgi Drakaliev, brutally 
attacked the Jehovah’s Witnesses. The mob inflicted 
some injuries, and the victims brought this incident to 
the courts. The Supreme Court ruled against Draka-
liev and ordered him to compensate the claimants.10

Muslims have also faced hostility, as evidenced by the 
following incidents.

In July 2018, a few residents of the village of Gradnitsa 
desecrated 55 Muslim and 14 Christian graves. They 
were subsequently arrested by police. 

On 5th July 2019,11 there was an attack on the office 
of Bulgaria’s Grand Mufti in Sofia. The windows of the 
building were smashed with stones by an unknown 
person. This happened three days after swastikas 
and other hate symbols appeared on the walls of a 
mosque in the central town of Karlovo.

“This is a typical hate crime. Unfortunately, in Bulgar-

ia, no one is being convicted of such crimes. They 
are always declared as [the work of] drunks or hooli-
gans,” stated Jelal Faik, spokesperson for the Grand 
Mufti’s Office.12 Faik noted that this was “a planned 
and deliberate act” as evidenced by the degree of pre-
paredness of the attackers, as the security cameras 
showed. He added that the presence of the national-
ist United Patriots party in the ruling coalition govern-
ment has fuelled anti-Muslim sentiments among some 
Bulgarians.

Despite these incidents of hostility, religious commu-
nities agree that the number and intensity of attacks 
has dramatically decreased. Nevertheless, it is import-
ant to note that Jewish organisations have expressed 
concern about rising anti-Jewish hate speech and 
other manifestations of anti-Semitism. They equally 
denounced attempts by government leaders to dis-
tort historical facts at Holocaust-related events, and 
to honour individuals complicit in the deportation of 
Jews during the Second World War.13

On 5th May 2019, Pope Francis visited Bulgaria at 
the invitation of the country’s political authorities. The 
next day he celebrated the First Communion of 250 
children in the Catholic-majority town of Rakovski. 
However, the Orthodox Church gave him a cold re-
ception. Patriarch Neophyte and members of the Holy 
Synod, the country’s Orthodox leadership, accepted 
to meet the pontiff, albeit without liturgical garments. 
The offer to hold joint prayers or services had already 
been rejected. Bulgaria’s Orthodox Church has al-
ways refused to engage in interreligious dialogue with 
the Roman Catholic Church, which has 44,000 mem-
bers in the country.14 Though tiny, this community has 
developed social programs benefitting the local pop-
ulation. In Stara Zagora, near the Roma district, the 
Salesians are building a school and a church in the 
Eastern style.15

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
Hopes for interreligious dialogue between the Roman 
Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church of Bulgaria 
were not fulfilled by the Pope’s visit.

Far-right nationalist movements remain a constant 
threat to non-Orthodox groups, especially Muslims, 
Jews and Jehovah’s Witnesses. These targeted re-
ligious minorities use all legal instruments available 
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to fight against intolerance, hate speech and human 
rights violations perpetrated by extreme-right political 
parties. 

Fortunately, Bulgarian courts are increasingly demon-
strating their independence from political influence. 
As a consequence, the future of the rule of law, and 
respect for human rights including religious freedom, 
in Bulgaria lies in the hands of the judiciary.
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