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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION
The Constitution of the Republic of Iceland establishes 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church (ELC) as the national 
Church entitled to state support and protection (Article 
62).1 The same article asserts that “this may be amend-
ed by law.” Currently, there is a push to separate Church 
and state.2 

In its present form, the constitution guarantees people the 
right to form religious associations and to practise their re-
ligion in accordance with their beliefs. However, “Nothing 
may be preached or practised which is prejudicial to good 
morals or public order” (Article 63).

The constitution also provides that everyone is equal be-
fore the law, irrespective of religion (Article 65), and no 
person “may lose any of his civil or national rights on ac-
count of his religion, nor may anyone refuse to perform 
any generally applicable civil duty on religious grounds” 
(Article 64).

Religious and secular groups may apply for recognition 
and registration with the authorities.3 This entitles them to 
certain rights and obligations, as well as a share of the 
mandatory congregation fees (church tax) people have to 

pay when they file their income tax.4 

The portion of congregation fees of those who do not be-
long to any registered group go to the University of Iceland 
(Article 64).

From December 2018 to June 2020, Siðmennt (Icelandic 
Ethical Humanist Association) had the greatest increase 
in membership, while the ELC had the greatest decrease.5 
The Catholic Church, the second largest religious group 
after the ELC, saw a 5 per cent increase during the same 
period.6 

Iceland’s Compulsory School Act indicates that the “role 
of compulsory schools is to cooperate with homes” for 
the development of all pupils, with their work guided by 
“the Christian heritage of Icelandic culture and marked by 
equality [. . .] responsibility, consideration, forgiveness, 
and respect for human worth” (Article 2).7 Instruction in 
Christianity, ethics, and theology is compulsory in public 
and private schools. Parents may apply for an exemption 
for their children by submitting a written request.8 

Under Article 233 (a) of the General Penal Code, people 
can be fined and convicted for publicly mocking, defaming, 
denigrating or threatening by comments or other expres-
sions (such as pictures or symbols) a person or group for 
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their religion, nationality, race, colour, sexual orientation or 
gender identity.9

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In September 2019, the Icelandic government and ELC 
officials signed an agreement to increase the financial in-
dependence of the Church, in a step towards the Church 
becoming a religious community responsible for its own 
operations and finances, rather than a state institution. 
While it remains the national Church, as provided for in the 
constitution, the agreement simplifies the system of pay-
ments from the state to the ELC, and as of January 2020, 
ELC clergy are no longer considered civil servants.10 

After a complaint from several religious and secular or-
ganisations, the government reversed an October 2018 
decision to block access to official group membership lists 
for data protection reasons. Effective 1st December 2019, 
all religious and secular organisations have full access to 
their membership lists.11

A 2018 proposed ban on male circumcision, opposed by 
both the Jewish and Muslim communities, was withdrawn 
after intense lobbying from around the world.12

The Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Eu-
rope’s 2018 Hate Crime database reported one crime 
motivated by anti-Christian bias - an attack on a place of 
worship.13 

The United States Office of International Religious Free-
dom reported five instances of “religiously motivated inci-
dents” in 2019, such as insults and threats against Mus-
lims.14

The same report indicated that a member of the Jewish 
community was subjected to anti-Semitic comments on a 
social media post in September 2019.15  

A ban on public gatherings of more than a hundred people 
due to the coronavirus pandemic in 2020 resulted in the 
suspension of religious services, including confirmations, 
funerals, and weddings.16

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
In the period reviewed, no incidents or negative develop-
ments were reported with respect to religious freedom in 
Iceland and the prospects are for continued stability in this 
regard.
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