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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELI-
GION AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

The Constitution of Croatia1 guarantees freedom of 
conscience and religion, and equality of rights under 
the law regardless of religion (Articles 14 and 40). 
Incitement to religious hatred is prohibited (Article 
39). All religious communities are equal under the 
law and separate from the state. Religious commu-
nities are free to conduct public religious services as 
well as to run schools and charitable organisations 
(Article 41). 

The Law on the Legal Status of Religious Communi-
ties2 defines a religious community as a faith group 
of at least 500 members with five years of regis-
tered operation (Article 21). Non-registered religious 
groups may operate freely, but do not have the same 
privileges as registered religious communities (Ar-
ticle 7). Registered religious communities receive 
certain benefits from the state, including tax exemp-
tions and access to state funding (Article 17). The 
law also gives chaplains access to prisons, military 
and state institutions (Articles 14, 15 and 16). In ad-

dition to the Catholic Church, there were 54 regis-
tered religious communities by the end of 2019.3 

Public schools allow religious education by reli-
gious communities that have agreements with the 
state, but attendance is optional.4 The Catechism 
of the Catholic Church is the predominant religious 
text used and some religious communities reported 
that public schools did not offer reasonable alterna-
tives.5 If they have an agreement with the state - and 
there are seven or more students of that faith - other 
religious communities may offer religious education 
in schools. Holocaust education is mandatory in the 
last years of elementary school and throughout the 
four years of high school.6  

Marriages conducted by religious communities, 
which have agreements with the state, are officially 
recognised. This dispenses the need to register the 
marriages at the Civil Registry Office.7

The Catholic Church is the dominant religious com-
munity and receives state financial support and oth-
er benefits as outlined in four accords with the Holy 
See.8 These concordats mandate government fund-
ing for pensions and salaries of certain religious per-
sonnel. The agreements also regulate public school 
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CROATIA
religious education, Catholic military chaplaincy, and 
legal and economic relations.9 

Although Croatia passed the Law on Restitution/
Compensation of Property Appropriated during Yu-
goslav Communist Rule, the law covered only the 
property confiscated after May 1945 by the Com-
munist regime, not the property confiscated during 
the Holocaust. Holocaust-era confiscation of prop-
erty was not addressed by law, therefore in practice 
there were relatively few successful claims due to 
limitations in the law.10 

In January 2019 at an international conference on 
Muslim communities in Europe, the head of the Is-
lamic Community in Croatia said that Croatian Mus-
lims can “serve as a model for addressing the Mus-
lim issue in Europe as well as” help “the status of 
Christian minorities in the Islamic world”.11 

The ombudsperson is responsible for the promo-
tion and protection of human rights and freedoms, 
including religious freedom. The ombudsperson is 
independent and autonomous and may issue recom-
mendations to government agencies, but has no en-
forcement authority. The office issues annual reports 
as required by law.12

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
The ombudsperson’s 2018 report provided hate 
crime statistics which registered eight anti-Semitic 
crimes, including an incident in which a Star of Da-
vid was affixed to a Jewish radiologist’s clothing.13 
Croatia reported two hate crimes (property damage 
and incitement) motivated by anti-Semitism to the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Eu-
rope (OSCE) for 2018 and one incident (a politician’s 
office vandalised with an anti-Semitic sign) was re-
ported by civil society organisations.14 

The ombudsperson’s 2018 report described tensions 
between the Serbian Orthodox Church and the Cath-
olic Church, but noted that in early 2019 the Catholic 
and Orthodox Bishops issued a joint statement en-
couraging believers to “foster unity beyond any na-
tional and political intolerance”. The report also not-
ed continuing concerns about Jehovah’s Witnesses 
being denied care in hospitals due to their refusals 
to consent to blood transfusions.15 

Croatia reported eight hate crimes motivated by bias 
against Muslims (seven threats and one physical 
assault) to the OSCE in Europe for 2018 and one 
incident was reported (death notices of two Muslims 
were smeared with lard) by a civil society organisa-
tion.16 

The ombudsperson’s 2018 report noted the estab-
lishment of the Inter-Religious Council of Rijeka and 
the creation of a forum entitled “Religious Prejudice 
as an Incitement for Hatred” hosted by the Centre for 
Promoting Tolerance and Preserving the Memories 
of the Holocaust.17 However, for the fourth year in a 
row, representatives of the Jewish and Serb commu-
nities boycotted the 2019 official commemoration of 
the victims of a World War II Ustasa-run concentra-
tion camp due to what they see as the government’s 
Holocaust revisionism.18

In early 2019, the country’s president resisted calls 
to revise the accords with the Holy See, particular-
ly relating to funding and education.19 In December 
2019 the ‘Josip Sruk-Sekularist’ foundation was es-
tablished, aimed at the promotion of secularism in 
Croatia. Its founder was quoted as saying: “It is my 
wish for secularism to grow stronger in Croatia and 
for people’s mindset to change in a positive way with 
the awareness that the Church’s influence on state 
politics and public affairs is not useful for anyone”.20

Restrictions on public gatherings due to the coro-
navirus pandemic in 2020 resulted in the suspen-
sion of religious services. Croatia’s approach was 
described as “high” (compared to “very high”, “mod-
erate”, or “low”) because public religious gatherings 
were suspended but places of worship remained 
open for private prayer.21

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
In the period under review there were no reported vi-
olations of religious freedom. While presently stable, 
tensions may increase in the next few years over 
the general role of religion in society as well as the 
traditional role of the Catholic Church in Croatia. Ad-
vocates of secularism, who often portray faith as a 
negative influence, may be a challenge for the Cath-
olic Church as well as other religions. Nevertheless, 
the government and civil society organisations are 
active in promoting religious tolerance and the Of-
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responsive to any complaints related to abuse and 
discrimination. 
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