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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

The Independent State of Papua New Guinea (PNG) in-
cludes the eastern half of the island of New Guinea and 
some offshore islands in Melanesia. It is one of the most 
culturally diverse countries in the world with 848 languag-
es. Most of its nearly eight million inhabitants live in tradi-
tional rural communities. Only 18 percent of the population 
lives in urban areas. Christian missionaries first arrived in 
the second half of the 19th century. The territory was divid-
ed among various missionary groups, leading to the cur-
rent denominational differences among the population.1 

A June 2020 article by the National Research Institute 
of Papua New Guinea analysed the constitutional status 
of Christianity in PNG. The Preamble to the Constitution 
pledges “to guard and pass on to those who come after 
us our noble traditions and the Christian principles that 
are ours now.”2 While this reference to “Christian Princi-
ples” would suggest that Christianity is constitutionally 
privileged to some extent, Article 45 (1) recognises other 
religions and grants religious freedom to those who prac-
tise them.3  Moreover, the Constitution does not explicitly 

make Christianity the state religion, nor does it formally es-
tablish or subsidise any of the country’s Christian church-
es.4  Furthermore, under Article 55, all citizens have “the 
same rights, privileges, obligations and duties” regardless 
of their religion.   

According to Article 45 (1), the right to freedom of religion 
includes the “freedom to manifest and propagate” one’s 
“religion and beliefs in such a way as not to interfere with 
the freedom of others.” Article 45 (3) also states: “No per-
son is entitled to intervene unsolicited into the religious 
affairs of a person of a different belief, or to attempt to 
force his or any religion (or irreligion) on another.” The 
right to religious freedom may, under Article 303 (1, a), 
be restricted by law in the interests of “defence”, “public 
safety”, “public order”, “public welfare”, “public health”, 
“the protection of children and persons under disability”, 
as well as “the development of underprivileged or less ad-
vanced groups or areas.” This right may not be subject to 
a derogation under emergency laws. 

Foreign missionaries and other religious workers may ap-
ply for visas to enter the country under the “special exemp-
tion category” provided they are not engaged in “business 
activities” on behalf of their Church (which require a differ-
ent type of visa).5 Applicants need a letter of sponsorship 
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from a religious organisation within Papua New Guinea 
and must pay a small application fee. These visas are val-
id for three years. There are no reports of visa applications 
being refused.

The Associations Incorporation Act of 19666 requires all 
non-governmental organisations and institutions to regis-
ter with the government. This enables them to own prop-
erty, benefit from limited liability and also to qualify for cer-
tain tax exemptions. Reportedly, the government has not 
been restrictive vis-à-vis registering any group that has 
submitted an application.7 However, the government does 
require religious groups to register if they want a bank 
account and to own property in their own name. If they 
want to be exempted from income tax or import duties, 
they must apply with the Revenue Commission and the 
Department of Treasury.8

The Papua New Guinea Council of Churches (PNGCC) is 
an ecumenical organisation founded in 1965. Its members 
include the Roman Catholic Church, the Evangelical Lu-
theran Church, the United Church, the Anglican Church, 
the Baptist Union, the Salvation Army and the Gutnius Lu-
theran Church. It also has a large number of associate 
members.9 Papua New Guinea’s Seventh-day Adventists 
and Pentecostals are not members. The PNGCC promotes 
dialogue between members, sponsors social welfare proj-
ects, and occasionally intervenes in public debates. 

Churches in PNG provide more than half of the country’s 
health and educational services,10 indicating a strong rela-
tionship between the Churches and public services. Public 
schools offer religious courses taught by representatives 
of various Christian churches, from which students may 
be exempt upon parental requests.11

Papua New Guinea celebrates the following Christian fes-
tivities as national holidays: Good Friday, Holy Saturday, 
Easter, Easter Monday and Christmas. The National Day 
of Repentance on 26th August is also a public holiday.12 
Official public events often open and close with a Christian 
prayer.13

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In August 2020, the PNG cabinet (National Executive 
Council) approved a proposal to formally amend the Con-
stitution to declare Christianity the state religion of Papua 
New Guinea.14 Prime Minister James Marape support-
ed the view noting that Christianity’s majority status in 

the population justifies amending the Constitution to de-
clare PNG a Christian nation. He added that making “any 
amendment to declare PNG a Christian country would 
not have any major constitutional implications” since the 
practitioners of other religions would still enjoy religious 
freedom. The measure appears to enjoy widespread sup-
port.15

However, by far the most significant developments with 
respect to religious freedom during the period under re-
view relate to periodic violent attacks inspired by attitudes 
towards sorcery (sanguma). Such thinking is rooted in 
traditional Melanesian understandings of the workings of 
the spirit world and is still relatively widespread. The 1971 
Sorcery Act, which allowed sorcery as a defence in mur-
der cases, was not repealed until 2013. Those accused 
of practising witchcraft and placing curses on others risk 
violence in the form of beatings, torture, and even murder. 
Crimes committed against those accused of witchcraft of-
ten go unreported as “many women were hanged, tortured 
and killed in the remote villages of the province but rela-
tives do not report in fear of retaliation.”16 Without effective 
tribal justice systems that address witchcraft accusations, 
villages are left to angry mobs who “often go looking for 
a scapegoat” to resolve the problems they face, such as 
sudden death or illness.17  

On 12th April 2020, Easter Sunday, three women were 
burnt and tortured on suspicion of sorcery in the coun-
try’s Southern Highlands Province. Sr. Lorena Jenal, a 
Franciscan Sister of Divine Providence known for working 
against sorcery-related accusations and violence, and for 
helping victims, stated in an unpublished essay that “the 
three women are recovering from their physical torture, 
but the trauma of all the rest that happened is far from 
being healed, it possibly takes a lifetime.”18 In the afore-
mentioned province, it is reported that 76 people survived 
similar attacks but 12 were victims of murder related to 
sorcery accusations.19 

In response to the violence committed in connection with 
witchcraft and sorcery, Catholic Bishop Donald Lippert of 
Mendi hosted an awareness seminar to mark the first In-
ternational Day against Witchcraft and Sorcery Accusation 
Violence (SAV) on 10th August 2020. In PNG the day was 
marked by a peaceful march with people carrying placards 
calling for respect of human dignity.20

The Australian immigration detention centre on Manus 
Island has attracted international attention. The Manus 
Island Regional Detention Centre is on PNG territory, but 
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many of whom are Muslim,21 are sometimes portrayed in 
a negative light in the media, suggesting without evidence 
that they are terrorists or radicals. Given the poor 
conditions in which asylum seekers live, people held in 
the facility are vulnerable and potential victims of criminal 
violations and attacks. In March 2020, all but four refugees 
and asylum seekers in PNG were transferred from Manus 
Island to Port Moresby, PNG’s capital and largest city.22 

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
Religious freedom is generally respected in Papua New 
Guinea and the prospects for this human right remain pos-
itive. There is little government regulation of religion and 
the government partners with Christian churches to pro-
vide health care services and education. 

Nevertheless, charges of sorcery and witchcraft, especial-
ly against women, remain a worrying and serious form of 
religion-related violence and persecution rooted in tradi-
tional spiritual beliefs. In the absence of reform such vio-
lence is likely to continue.

In addition, given the proposal approved by the govern-
ment to amend the Constitution to formally declare PNG 
a Christian state, some fear an increase in intolerance 
towards non-Christians. Prime Minister James Marape 
stated that “other religions will be allowed to practise their 
faith in the country,” but he also suggested that all will be 
expected “to respect Christianity as the official state reli-
gion.”23 

While there are as yet no concrete indications that the 
measure will undermine Papua New Guinea’s constitution-
al framework safeguarding religious freedom and non-dis-
crimination, social and political pressures to make PNG 
an officially Christian nation could have consequences for 
religious freedom and religious tolerance, and should be 
monitored. 

The offshore immigration facility on Manus Island also 
raises concerns. Although there have been no reports of 
religious restrictions, stereotypical attitudes towards the 
religious background of the refugees remain a source of 
concern.
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