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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION
The Constitution of Jamaica1 stipulates (Article 13) that 
the state has an obligation to promote universal respect 
and observance of human rights and personal freedoms, 
to which everyone is entitled by virtue of their inherent 
dignity as human beings.

Article 13 also recognises freedom of thought, conscience, 
belief and observance of political doctrines, the right of as-
sociation and equality before the law as well as the right 
not to be discriminated against because of one’s religion.

According to Article 14, anyone detained has the right to 
communicate with and be visited by a religious counsellor.

Article 17 enshrines the right to religious freedom, which 
includes the right to change one’s religion and to manifest 
one’s belief, alone or with others, in public or in private, in 
worship, teaching, practice and observance.

The same article stipulates that a religious organisation 
cannot be altered without the consent of its governing au-
thority. It goes on to say that every religious organisation 
has the right to provide religious instruction to its mem-

bers, irrespective of whether it receives public funds or 
not.

Article 17 also indicates that, except with their own con-
sent (or that of their parents or guardian in case of mi-
nors), no person attending an education establishment 
shall be required to receive religious instruction or attend 
a ceremony of any religion other than their own.

Various officials must take an oath of allegiance before 
taking office. The oath includes the final phrase “So help 
me God”.

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In September 2018, Dr. Garth Anderson, president of the 
Jamaica Teachers’ Association, expressed concern over 
the shortage of religious educators.2 Nadine Chambers, a 
teacher of religion, noted that principals are the ones who 
refuse to hire specialists to teach the subject.3

In January 2019, the leaders of several churches rallied in 
front of Gordon House (Jamaica’s parliament building) to 
express their pro-life message and reject abortion, whilst 
a motion to decriminalise it was being discussed inside.4
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JAMAICA
In mid-May 2020, Jamaica was set to ease restrictions im-
posed following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
so as to allow churches to reopen during a trial period. 
Religious services resumed under an agreement with re-
ligious groups.5

In July 2020, the Supreme Court issued a ruling regarding 
a girl excluded from school because of her dreadlocks. In 
its decision, “the court accepted and reaffirmed, the posi-
tion that Rastafarianism is a widely practiced religion, and 
that the expression by the appellant of his [sic] religious 
beliefs in the form of dreadlocks is protected.”6

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
No acts of vandalism have been reported since the 2016-
2018 period. The incidents that have occurred are indic-
ative that issues are openly debated. More broadly, reli-
gious freedom is appreciated and people can express 
their beliefs. Prospects for the future of religious freedom 
in the country thus appear good.
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