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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION
Georgia has unstable borders and “disputed territories”, 
namely South Ossetia and Abkhazia. While the two re-
gions have declared their independence, the Georgian 
government still considers them part of its sovereign 
territory. Following the 2008 Russo-Georgian War, the 
two regions remain under Russian military occupation.1

About 86 percent of Georgians are Christian, mainly 
Georgian Orthodox. The Georgian Orthodox Church 
is one of the oldest Christian churches in the world. 
Muslims represent 11 percent of the population, Jews 
number between 2,600 to 6,000, concentrated mostly 
in the capital, Tbilisi2, and Roman Catholics are present 
but are scattered throughout the country.3 

Article 16 (1-3) of Georgia’s constitution4 (revised in 
2018) states that, “Everyone has freedom of belief, re-
ligion and conscience. These rights may be restricted 
only in accordance with law for ensuring public safe-
ty, or for protecting health or the rights of others, in-
sofar as is necessary in a democratic society. No one 
shall be persecuted because of his/her belief, religion 
or conscience, or be coerced into expressing his/her 

opinion thereon.”

Article 11 (1-2) states, “All persons are equal before the 
law. Any discrimination on the grounds of race, colour, 
sex, origin, ethnicity, language, religion, political or 
other views, social affiliation, property or titular status, 
place of residence, or on any other grounds shall be 
prohibited. In accordance with universally recognised 
principles and norms of international law and the leg-
islation of Georgia, citizens of Georgia, regardless of 
their ethnic and religious affiliation or language, shall 
have the right to maintain and develop their culture, 
and use their mother tongue in private and in public, 
without any discrimination.”

Religious issues are managed by the State Agency on 
Religious Issues (SARI).5

While the constitution protects freedom of thought, con-
science and religion, it also confers special status and 
privileges to the Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC). Ar-
ticle 8 recognises “the outstanding role of the Apostolic 
Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Georgia in the his-
tory of Georgia, and its independence from the State.” 
The relationship between Georgia and the national 
Church is based on a concordat6, which grants the 
GOC rights that are not given to other religious groups. 
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These include legal immunity for the GOC Patriarch, 
exemption from military service for GOC clergy, and a 
consultative role for the GOC in government, especially 
in education.7 

Article 13 of the 2005 Law of Georgia on General Ed-
ucation states that public schools may not be used for 
religious indoctrination, proselytising, or forcible as-
similation.8 At the same time, Article 5 of the concordat 
gives the GOC the right to offer religious studies in pub-
lic educational institutions and authorises the state to 
pay for GOC religious schools.9 

Religious groups may register with the National Agency 
of the Public Registry as a Legal Entity of Public Law 
or as a non-profit organisation. This provides benefits, 
such as legal recognition, partial tax exemptions and 
the right to open bank accounts and own property. Un-
registered religious groups are still allowed to conduct 
religious activities, but without the legal benefits that 
registered groups enjoy.10

The two secessionist republics, South Ossetia and Ab-
khazia, are backed by Russia. Inspired by Moscow’s 
own ban on Jehovah’s Witnesses in 201711, the two 
republics have also banned this religious community, 
classifying it as an extremist organisation.12 According 
to the GOC Patriarchate, GOC clergy are unable to 
conduct religious services in South Ossetia or Abkha-
zia.13  

It is important to note that these two territories have 
different relations with both Georgia and Russia. This 
has wider implications for fundamental freedoms within 
their borders. While South Ossetia, which has a pop-
ulation of just 39,000, is isolated from the rest of the 
world, Abkhazia has pursued independence from both 
Georgia and Russia. There is no civic space in the for-
mer, but independent media and a civil society sector 
exist in the latter, although it is currently under threat.14 
In 2019, as a consequence of this quest for autonomy, 
crossings between Abkhazia and Georgia-controlled 
territory were significantly restricted, leaving families 
separated and creating economic hardship. This has 
impacted all aspects of life, including freedom of move-
ment and assembly.15

Since 2015, SARI has been calling for a new Religion 
Law in the country, but a number of religious commu-
nities have stressed that no additional regulations are 
necessary. On 26th December 2018, Sophio Kiladze, 

a member of the Georgian parliament with the Geor-
gian Dream party, invited NGOs, SARI officials and 
MPs from other political parties to attend a meeting of 
a newly created Working Group on Freedom of Religion 
to examine the challenges that religious organisations 
face. Representatives for the Armenian Apostolic Dio-
cese, the Jewish Union of Georgia, and the Adminis-
tration of Muslims of all Georgia - three state-funded 
religious organisations - expressed their support for a 
Religion Law, though not all of their members do. 

Problems for some religious minority groups stem 
not so much from a lack of regulation, but moreover 
from the discriminatory practices of state officials; faith 
groups fear the impact of greater state control in their 
lives and activities. Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
Catholics and Protestants have all encountered diffi-
culties when trying to build places of worship because 
of opposition from the authorities and the GOC. In a 
press statement, MP Kiladze said that the ultimate goal 
of the Working Group was to develop a law that would 
ensure freedom of religion while protecting the public 
interest.16

While most prisons have GOC chapels, no areas have 
been assigned for nondenominational worship. The 
Armenian Apostolic Church, as well as Catholic, Mus-
lim, Baptist and Jewish groups confirmed that services 
were only available upon request in prisons as well as 
in the military.17

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In 2018, there were eight reported cases of religiously 
motivated physical assaults against 12 Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses. There were also reports of vandalism target-
ing religious minorities, including graffiti on Armenian 
churches in Adjara, and an attack on a Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses Kingdom Hall building in Gori.18 

As per the Ministry of Internal Affairs, in 2019 there 
were 44 reported cases of crimes with a religious bias, 
of which 11 included violence against persons, and 
most of them were under investigation.19

In March 2018, MP Emzar Kvitsiani submitted a legisla-
tive proposal to the Parliament of Georgia to add an ar-
ticle to the Criminal Code to punish those “publicly ex-
pressing hatred towards religious symbols, a religious 
organization, clerics, and a believer and/or publishing 



 | ACN - Aid to the Church in Need

GE
OR

GIA or showing materials that aimed to insult the feelings 
of believers.” The bill’s explanatory note stated that the 
proposal was inspired by frequent hate speech aimed 
at the GOC and other traditional religions.20 Human 
rights groups harshly criticised the proposal, noting 
that it clearly contradicts Article 17 of the constitution 
which protects freedom of opinion and expression.21 
The Parliament of Georgia ultimately did not pass this 
proposal.

In September 2019, the Batumi City Court announced 
its decision concerning the construction permit for a 
mosque, ruling that Muslims had been discriminated 
against. This ruling was based on the fact that there are 
seven GOC churches in the same residential area, and 
so the court noted that the City Hall’s approach towards 
the two communities was disproportionate and unjust, 
and the permit was expected to be issued.22 

On 30th September 2018, 25-year-old Jewish human 
rights activist Vitali Safarov was stabbed to death af-
ter a fight in Tbilisi’s Freedom Square. In June 2019, a 
Tbilisi court dismissed the charge of “hate motivation” 
in the murder case and sentenced the two men to 15 
years imprisonment. This was despite testimony that 
Safarov had worked at several local rights groups com-
batting hate and xenophobia among young people, and 
that the key witness in the trial testified that Safarov 
was killed because he was Jewish.23 

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
The evolving relationship between the GOC and other 
religious denominations will determine the prospects 
for freedom of religion in Georgia. While some officials 
within the GOC have expressed support for coopera-
tion with religious minorities, more radical members of 
the Georgian Orthodox community appear to prefer the 
status quo of religious uniformity. 

Despite this, it is notable that in January 2020 the Tbili-
si City Assembly marked International Holocaust Day 
by announcing its decision to set up a memorial ded-
icated to the victims of the Holocaust. Georgian and 
Israeli officials, as well as the public, are involved in 
these activities.24

Although the dominance of the GOC remains a crucial 
factor in the future developments of religious life, at the 
same time events in South Ossetia and Abkhazia will 

also shape Georgia and its people, including their right 
to religious freedom.
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