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By Father Jacques Mourad

Syriac-Catholic priest Father Jacques Mourad was held by 
Daesh (ISIS) but escaped after five months

The importance of religious freedom is for me the diffe-
rence between life and death.

I am a Catholic priest from Syria and I am devoted both to 
the survival of Christianity in this, our biblical heartland, 
and to the cause of building trust and understanding 
between Christians and Muslims.

On 21st May 2015, I was kidnapped in Syria by Daesh 
(ISIS) and was imprisoned in Raqqa, which they have 
made their capital.

For 83 days my life hung in the balance. I feared every day 
would be my last. On the eighth day, the wali [governor] 
of Raqqa came to my cell and invited me to consider my 
captivity a kind of spiritual retreat. These words had a great 
impact on me; I was astonished to see God was able to use 
even the heart of a high official of ISIS to deliver a spiritual 
message to me. This encounter marked a change in my 
inner life and helped me throughout my imprisonment.

Later, I was moved back to my city, Qaryatayn, and from 
there was able to make it to freedom, thanks to the help 
of a Muslim friend from the region.

I could so easily have given in to anger and hatred for 
what happened to me. But God has shown me another 
way. All my life as a monk in Syria, I have sought to find 
connections with Muslims and to learn from one another.

I am convinced that over the past years, our commitment 
to help all the needy of the region of Qaryatayn – both 
Christians and Muslims – was the reason why 250 Christians 
and I were able to make it back to freedom.

Our world teeters on the brink of complete catastrophe 
as extremism threatens to wipe out all trace of diversity in 
society. But if religion teaches us anything it is the value 
of the human person, the need to respect each other as 
a gift from God.

So, surely, it must be possible both to have a passionate 
faith in one’s religious beliefs as well as to respect the 
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right of others to follow their conscience, to live out their own response to the love of 
God who made us all.

I am profoundly grateful to Aid to the Church in Need, the charity that continues to give 
so much emergency and pastoral help to our suffering people, for their commitment 
to the cause of religious liberty. That commitment has borne fruit in this 2016 Religious 
Freedom in the World report.

If we are to break the cycle of violence threatening to engulf our world, we need to replace 
war with peace. In this day and age more than ever, it is time to cast aside religious hatred 
and personal interests and learn to love one another as our faiths call us to do.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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This Report is published by Aid to the Church in Need (ACN), 
an international Catholic charity that has the status of a 
Pontifical Foundation, every two years. The period under 
review is June 2014 to June 2016. It describes the degree 
to which religious freedom is permitted in 196 countries of 
the world and covers all faith groups, not only Christians.  

As a companion to the full Report, a much shorter ‘Execu-
tive Summary’ has been written and compiled by ACN’s 
own staff.  

The individual country reports have been written by 24 
independent journalists, academics and authors mostly 
based in the region of their expertise, including Asia, Africa, 
Europe and the Americas. The sources from which these 
texts are derived are given in the Report as footnotes, but 
they are drawn from a wide-range of reputable published 
materials.

Each country report opens with a review of the legal and 
constitutional position affecting religious freedom; then 
a description of how far, in reality, the law is respected. 
Incidents of religious persecution are described. The 
authors were asked to judge whether religious freedom 
had, in the period under review, improved, deteriorated 
or remained the same and to forecast short-term deve-
lopments in this area in the future. Aid to the Church in 
Need acknowledges an inevitable subjective element to 
this judgement. 

Additionally, Aid to the Church staff members have placed 
each country, based on the facts in the text, in three broad 
categories: persecution, discrimination and “unclassified” 
regarding the degree of violation of religious freedom. For 
a detailed explanation of the criteria used, please refer to 
the document at the end of this summary. 

The lowest level “unclassified” includes various degrees 
of intolerance, from minimal to overt. Serious intolerance 
is understood as the repetition of uncontested messages 
portraying one particular group as dangerous or noxious 
in a society. The main difference with the two other levels 
is that these actions or negative messages can still be 
challenged by recourse to law.

Methodology 
and Definitions
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The next category is “discrimination”. This follows where intolerance goes unchecked, 
and laws or rules are implemented that apply only to a particular group rather than to 
society as a whole. 

The third category is “persecution”. This is an active programme to exterminate, drive away 
or subjugate a particular religious group. Violence frequently accompanies persecution.

The members of the Editorial Committee who apply the classifications have reference to 
a checklist of characteristics covering about 30 defining criteria (Read more…)

The texts have been subject to extensive cross-checking. Three international editors 
have reviewed each text with the individual authors. They have also been checked, in 
most cases, by the relevant project specialist employed by Aid to the Church in Need at 
its headquarters in Königstein, Germany.

The texts have finally been reviewed by the ten-member ‘Editorial Committee’ made up 
of ACN staff members from six different countries. 

Eleven translators and seven proof-readers were commissioned to translate and review 
the basic texts - which were written in English - into six other languages, namely French, 
German, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese and Dutch.

Data Sources

Population:

The most common sources for data for population figures are the World Bank and the 
UN. However several countries have population data taken from sources other than these 
two institutions.

Religious affiliation: 

In the vast majority of cases religious affiliation data is taken from The Association on 
Religion Data Archive (www.thearda.org). 

In many cases, however, the figures are estimates because sometimes even asking a 
question about religious affiliation is seen as a violation of religious freedom. This is the 
case, for example, in most all EU countries. Our sources are the best available but they 
are subject to this caveat.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Details of 
Methodology 
and Definitions

By: Marcela Szymanski, Editor, Religious Freedom in the 
World 2016

1. Definitions

For our report, we have studied, and used, the following 
sources in order to develop the definitions and parameters 
that will be used:

•	 	Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(webpages)

•	 	UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or 
Belief, Dr. Heiner Bielefeldt (webpages and personal 
interviews)

•	 	Former Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion 
to the Organization of Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE), Prof. Massimo Introvigne (webpages 
and personal interviews)

•	 	EU Guidelines for the Promotion and Protection of 
Freedom of Religion or Belief (conversations with the 
responsible staff and policy-makers)

•	 	Observatory on Intolerance and Discrimination against 
Christians (webpages and conversations with G. Kugler 
and Ellen Fantini)

Reports by the following organizations, particularly their 
methodology section, have been reviewed including:

•	 US Department of State

•	 Pew Research Center

•	 Open Doors/Worldwatch List

•	 	The Transatlantic Academy’s 2015 report “Faith, Freedom 
and Foreign Policy” 

•	 	The 2014 Report by the European Parliament Inter-
group on Freedom of Religion or Belief and Religious 
Tolerance

Texts by experts including:

•	 	John Newton’s “Religious Freedom in Modern Societies”
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•	 	Jose Luis Bazán’s “Discurso del odio, corrección política y libertad de expresión”

A) Freedom of Religion or Belief (FoRB)

Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “Everyone has the right to freedom 
of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or 
belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, 
to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance”. (Source: 
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/) 

Freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief is enshrined in Articles 18 of both the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and of the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights (ICCPR), which should be read in the light of the UN Human Rights 
Committee’s General Comment n°22. 

Under international law, FoRB has two components: 

(a) the freedom to have or adopt a religion or belief of one’s choice - or no belief at all, and 

(b) the freedom to manifest one’s religion or belief, individually or in community with 
others, in public or private, through worship, observance, practise and teaching. 

Freedom of religion or belief is also protected by Article 9 of the European Convention on 
Human Rights and Article 10 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.” (Source: paragraph 
-10 of the EU Guidelines on the Promotion and Protection of Freedom of Religion or Belief)

B) Limits to Freedom of Religion

According to the UN Special Rapporteur on FoRB’s webpges (http://www.ohchr.org/EN/
Issues/FreedomReligion/Pages/Standards.aspx), the limits to this fundamental freedom 
are determined by:

•	 The rights of others

•	 Public interest. Demonstrable risk to public order and health

Commission on Human Rights resolution 2005/40 (paragraph 12) and Human Rights 
Council resolution 6/37 (paragraph 14): “Further emphasizes that, as underlined by the 
Human Rights Committee, restrictions on the freedom to manifest religion or belief are 
permitted only if limitations are prescribed by law, are necessary to protect public safety, 
order, health or morals, or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others, and are applied 
in a manner that does not vitiate the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion;”.

2. Determining whether an incident is a FoRB violation

For this Report, the first aspect that determines whether a violation of FoRB has taken 
place is the clearly distinguishable bias against the victim(s) because of their religion. For 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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a complete list of FORB violations typified by the United Nations, please scroll down the 
following webpage: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/FreedomReligion/Pages/Standards.
aspx

3. Determining what type of violation of FoRB is described in the Report

For this Report, we understand violations to FoRB as a process, where we distinguish 
three stages. The definitions and what constitutes the passage to the next stage are 
described below:

•	 Unclassified (including intolerance)

•	 Discrimination

•	 Persecution

Classifications

1. “Unclassified”: This ranges from no problem at all to degrees of ‘intolerance’, which 
exist to some extent in all countries and cultures. Intolerance develops with the repeti-
tion of uncontested messages portraying a particular group as dangerous or noxious in 
a society. Intolerance occurs principally on a social and cultural level – clubs, sporting 
events, neighbourhoods, press articles, political discourse and popular culture such as 
cinema and television. Opinion leaders at all levels (parents, teachers, journalists, sports 
stars, politicians, etc.) can promote these messages.

However:

•	 The aggrieved still have recourse to law. Intolerance is not yet ‘discrimination’. Funda-
mental rights to non-discrimination still apply.

•	 In countries where the rule of law is functioning (as in Western democracies), courts 
may address intolerance issues as hate crimes. In many countries, however, there is no 
recourse to law regarding intolerance. Hate crimes can follow the “normalisation” of into-
lerance messages and are often perpetrated by non-State, private actors. Discrimination 
and persecution, however, are perpetrated by both public and private actors.

Intolerance is the most difficult to quantify as it is more often defined as a ‘feeling’. But it 
conditions the environment with the repetition of negative messages portraying a group 
as dangerous to the status quo. If at all, the negative messages are contested by individuals 
who then point the finger to less defined entities such as “the media” or “the local culture”, 
or to certain political figures. However, if the victim does not report acts of intolerance, 
or the authorities do not react firmly against it, the ground is prepared for worse. 

2. Discrimination: This follows where intolerance goes unchecked. Discrimination occurs 
when there are laws or rules that apply to a particular group and not to all. The hallmark 
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of ‘discrimination’ is a change in law which entrenches a treatment of, or a distinction 
against, a person based on the group, class, or category to which that person belongs. 
In this case, it is usually the State that becomes the perpetrator violating religious fre-
edom. Blasphemy laws, because they place one belief above all others, appear at this 
stage. Although discrimination might be legal domestically, it remains illegal according 
to the UN and the OSCE Charter of Human Rights. Victims can only rely on the interna-
tional community for help. Instances of discrimination include limitations in access to 
jobs (including public office), the inability to buy or repair property, to live in a certain 
neighbourhood or to display symbols of faith.

3. Persecution: This follows discrimination. Persecution and discrimination usually co-exist, 
the one building on the other. However persecution by, say, a local terrorist group can 
exist in a country without State-driven discrimination being present. Persecution is an 
active programme or campaign to exterminate, drive away, or subjugate people based on 
membership of a religious group. Both State and non-State actors may perpetrate perse-
cution against a given group and that group has no recourse to State law. Persecution has 
a systematic rather than opportunistic character. Private actors who commit hate crimes 
against a group are unlikely to be punished. Victims are legally abused, dispossessed 
and sometimes killed. Persecution is identified and quantifiable through media reports, 
government and NGO reports or via local associations. Violence frequently accompanies 
persecution. Minority groups may be subject to murder, expropriation of property, theft, 
deportation, exile, forced conversion, forced marriage, blasphemy accusations, etc. These 
acts take place “legally” according to the national laws. In extreme cases “persecution” 
may turn into genocide.

4. Perpetrators of ‘Discrimination’ and ‘Persecution’:

Today’s entities such as ISIS, Al-Qaeda, Boko Haram or the drug/human trafficking cartels 
are no longer subject to the traditional definition of State vs. non-State actors. In countries 
or regions where the State is no longer in control (and in some cases where the State 
becomes a victim) and where the de-facto ‘laws’ of the group in power violate fundamental 
human rights, then such group becomes accountable only to the international community.

We distinguish the following types of perpetrator:

a)  The State (whether federal, regional or, municipal)

b)  Local non-State actors (including violent religious leaders, land-grabbing mobs and 
local branches of groups like the Taliban in Pakistan and Afghanistan, Boko Haram in 
Nigeria, etc.), 

c)  Multinational criminal or terrorist organizations (such as the so-called Islamic State, 
Al-Qaeda, Al-Shabbab, Boko Haram in Cameroon, etc.).

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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5. Trends:

We have indicated ‘Deteriorated’, ‘Improved’ or ‘No Change’ in each country in the 
categories ‘Discrimination’ and ‘Persecution’ but not in the category ‘Unclassified’

A grid to help distinguish between ‘Discrimination’ and ‘Persecution’

Yes No Access to 
law

Discrimination Official religion imposed 
No conversion (consequence of official religion imposed)
Accusation of blasphemy possible
Prohibition to worship outside temples
No access to property (nor to repair or maintain)
No protection/security of property
No access to certain jobs
No access to public office
No access to funding
No access to certain type/level of education
No display of religious symbols
No right to appoint clergy
No observance of holidays
No evangelization, no materials available
No communication with other religious groups national and 
international
No right to own media
No right to establish and fund charitable and humanitarian 
institutions
No right to conscientious objections and “reasonable ac-
commodation” at workplace and services provision

Persecution Murder, mass or individual
Detention
Kidnapping, enslavement
Forced exile
Expropriation of buildings, assets, funds
Physical assault, mutilation, battery, maiming
Freedom of expression severely curtailed, harsh sentences/
punishments
Intimidation, threats
Damage to property
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Period under review: June 2014 to June 2016

1.  This Religious Freedom in the World report finds that 
within the period under review religious liberty has 
declined in 11 – nearly half – of the 23 worst-offending 
countries. In seven other countries in this category, 
the problems were already so bad they could scarcely 
get any worse. Our analysis also shows that, of the 38 
countries with significant religious freedom violations, 
55 percent remained stable regarding religious freedom 
and in eight percent – namely Bhutan, Egypt and Qatar 
– the situation improved.

2.  The report confounds the popular view that governments 
are mostly to blame for persecution. Non-State actors 
(that is, fundamentalist or militant organisations) are 
responsible for persecution in 12 of the 23 worst-of-
fending countries.

3..  The period under review has seen the emergence of 
a new phenomenon of religiously motivated violence 
which can be described as Islamist hyper-extremism, 
a process of heightened radicalisation, unprecedented 
in its violent expression. Its characteristics are:

 a)  Extremist creed and a radical system of law and 
government;

 b)  Systematic attempts to annihilate or drive out all 
groups who do not conform to their outlook including 
co-religionists – moderates and those of different 
traditions;

 c)  Cruel treatment of victims;

 d)  Use of the latest social media, notably to recruit 
followers and to intimidate opponents by parading 
extreme violence;

 e)  Global impact – enabled by affiliate extremist groups 
and well-resourced support networks.

Main findings
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  This new phenomenon has had a toxic impact regarding religious liberty around the 
world:

 a)  Since mid-2014, violent Islamist attacks have taken place in one in five countries 
around the world – from Sweden to Australia and including 17 African nations;

 b)  In parts of the Middle East, including Syria and Iraq, this hyper-extremism is elimi-
nating all forms of religious diversity and is threatening to do so in parts of Africa 
and the Asian Sub-Continent. The intention is to replace pluralism with a religious 
mono-culture;

 c)  Islamist extremism and hyper-extremism, observed in countries including Afghani-
stan, Somalia and Syria, has been a key driver in the sudden explosion of refugees 
which, according to United Nations figures for the year 2015, went up by 5.8 million 
to a new high of 65.3 million;

 d)  In Central Asia, hyper-extremist violence is being used by authoritarian regimes as 
a pretext for a disproportionate crackdown on religious minorities, curtailing civil 
liberties of all kinds including religious freedom;

 e)  In the West, this hyper-extremism is at risk of destabilising the socio-religious fabric, 
with countries sporadically targeted by fanatics and under pressure to receive 
unprecedented numbers of refugees mostly of a different faith to the indigenous 
communities. Manifest ripple effects include the rise of right-wing and populist 
groups; restrictions on free movement, discrimination and violence against minority 
faiths and a decline of social cohesion, including in state schools.

4.  There has been an upsurge of anti-Semitic attacks, notably in parts of Europe.

5.  Mainstream Islamic groups are now beginning to counter the hyper-extremist pheno-
menon through public pronouncements and other initiatives in which they condemn 
the violence and those behind it.

6.  In countries such as India, Pakistan and Burma, where one particular religion is identi-
fied with the nation-state, steps have been to taken to defend the rights of that faith 
as opposed to the rights of individual believers. This has resulted in more stringent 
religious freedom restrictions on minority faith groups, increasing obstacles for con-
version and imposing greater sanctions for blasphemy.

7.  In the worst-offending countries, including North Korea and Eritrea, the ongoing 
penalty of religious expression is the complete denial of rights and liberties – such as 
long-term incarceration without fair trial, rape and murder.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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8.  There has been a renewed crackdown on religious groups that refuse to follow the 
party line in authoritarian regimes such as China and Turkmenistan. For example, 
more than 2,000 churches have had their crosses demolished in Zheijang and nearby 
provinces.

9.  By defining a new phenomenon of Islamist hyperextremism, the report supports 
widespread claims that, in targeting Christians, Yazidis, Mandeans and other minorities, 
Daesh (ISIS) and other fundamentalist groups are in breach of the UN Convention 
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide.
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Country Page Country Page

AFGHANISTAN  30

ALBANIA  33

ALGERIA  37

ANDORRA  41

ANGOLA  43

ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA  45

ARGENTINA  48

ARMENIA  51

AUSTRALIA  55

AUSTRIA  59

AZERBAIJAN  65

THE BAHAMAS  69

BAHRAIN  71

BANGLADESH  75

BARBADOS  82

BELARUS  84

BELGIUM  89

BELIZE  97

BENIN  99

BHUTAN  101

BOLIVIA  105

BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA  108

BOTSWANA  113

BRAZIL  115

BRUNEI  119

BULGARIA  123

BURKINA FASO  127

BURMA (MYANMAR)  130

BURUNDI  136

CAMBODIA  139

CAMEROON  144

CANADA  147

CAPE VERDE  153

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC  155

CHAD  160

CHILE  164

CHINA AND HONG KONG  168

COLOMBIA  179

COMOROS  183

COSTA RICA  185

CROATIA  187

CUBA  191

CYPRUS  194

CZECH REPUBLIC  197

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO  199

DENMARK  202

DJIBOUTI  205

DOMINICA  207

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC  209

EAST TIMOR  211

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Country Page Country Page

ECUADOR  214

EGYPT  216

EL SALVADOR  224

EQUATORIAL GUINEA  227

ERITREA  229

ESTONIA  233

ETHIOPIA  236

FIJI  239

FINLAND  241

FRANCE   244

GABON  251

THE GAMBIA  253

GEORGIA  256

GERMANY  259

GHANA  265

GREECE  268

GRENADA  273

GUATEMALA  275

GUINEA BISSAU  278

GUINEA CONAKRY  280

GUYANA  283

HAITI  285

HONDURAS  287

HUNGARY  290

ICELAND  294

INDIA  296

INDONESIA  307

IRAN  313

IRAQ  316

IRELAND  325

ISRAEL  329

ITALY  338

IVORY COAST  346

JAMAICA  350

JAPAN  351

JORDAN  356

KAZAKHSTAN  361

KENYA  365

KIRIBATI  370

KUWAIT  372

KOSOVO  377

KYRGYZSTAN  381

LAOS (LAO PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC)  385

LATVIA  390

LEBANON  393

LESOTHO  398

LIBERIA  401

LIBYA  404

LICHTENSTEIN  408

LITHUANIA  410
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Country Page Country Page

LUXEMBOURG  412

MACEDONIA  414

MALAWI  419

MALAYSIA  422

MALDIVES  429

MARSHALL ISLANDS  439

MAURITANIA  441

MEXICO  445

MICRONESIA  450

MOLDOVA  452

MONACO  456

MONGOLIA  458

MONTENEGRO  462

MOROCCO  466

MOZAMBIQUE  470

NAMIBIA  473

NAURU  475

NEPAL  477

NETHERLANDS  483

NEW ZEALAND  488

NICARAGUA  491

NIGER  493

NIGERIA  498

NORTH KOREA  504

NORWAY  509

OMAN  512

PAKISTAN  515

PALAU  523

PALESTINE  525

PANAMA  531

PAPUA NEW GUINEA  533

PARAGUAY  537

PERU  539

PHILIPPINES  541

POLAND   547

PORTUGAL  552

QATAR  556

REPUBLIC OF CONGO  560

REPUBLIC OF MADAGASCAR  562

REPUBLIC OF MAURITIUS  563

ROMANIA  564

RUSSIA  567

RWANDA  572

SAINT LUCIA  574

SAMOA  576

SAN MARINO  578

SAO TOME PRINCIPE  580

SAUDI ARABIA  582

SENEGAL  587

SERBIA  592

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Country Page Country Page

SEYCHELLES  597

SIERRA LEONE   600

SINGAPORE  603

SLOVAKIA  607

SLOVENIA  609

SOLOMON ISLANDS  612

SOMALIA  614

SOUTH AFRICA  620

SOUTH KOREA  623

SOUTH SUDAN  625

SPAIN  629

SRI LANKA  635

ST KITTS AND NEVIS   640

ST VINCENT AND THE GRENADINES  642

SUDAN  644

SURINAME  651

SWAZILAND  653

SWEDEN  656

SWITZERLAND  661

SYRIA  666

TAIWAN  673

TAJIKISTAN  677

TANZANIA  682

THAILAND  686

TOGO  692

TONGA  694

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO  696

TUNISIA  698

TURKEY  701

TURKMENISTAN  708

TUVALU  714

UGANDA   716

UKRAINE  722

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES  729

UNITED KINGDOM OF GREAT BRITAIN AND NOR-

THERN IRELAND  732

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA  741

URUGUAY  749

UZBEKISTAN  752

VANUATU  759

VENEZUELA  761

VIETNAM  764

YEMEN  772

ZAMBIA  775

ZIMBABWE  777
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  AREA POPULATION

AFGHANISTAN
RELIGION
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  AREA POPULATION1

 zMuslim: 99%
(Sunni: 85% - Shia: 14%)

 zOthers: 1%

AFGHANISTAN
RELIGION

AFGANISTÁN 

	

  652.230km2 32.564.342

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

No reliable data is available concerning the complex mixture of ethnic groups in Afghanistan. 
The country’s constitution from 2004 officially recognises 14 ethnicities (Pashtun, Tajik, Hazara, 
Uzbek, Baloch, Turkmen, Nuristani, Pamiri, Arab, Gujar, Brahui, Qizilbash, Aimaq and Pashai).2 
Pashtuns, living mainly in the south and south-east, make up the largest group (estimated 
42 percent of the population), followed by Tajik (estimated 27 percent) who live in the north 
and north-east of the country.3

Following the defeat of the Taliban regime (1996-2001), a new government was formed under 
President Hamid Karzai, which built some democratic structures. Following the 2014 presiden-
tial election, Ashraf Ghani became President. The U.S. war in Afghanistan officially ended in 
December 2014, but NATO troops stayed in the country to train government forces. The Taliban 
still considers itself as the rightful power and remains present in large parts of the country.4

During 2015, the number of civilian casualties of the ongoing violence were the highest 
recorded, according to the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA), which 
reported 11,002 civilian casualties (3,545 deaths and 7,457 injured) documented in 2015.5 In 
April 2016, UNAMA and UNICEF warned that children faced an increasing struggle to access 
healthcare and education as a result of violence and intimidation by all parties involved in 
the conflict.6 Human rights organisations and aid organisations have repeatedly reported 
increasing threats and attacks on their local staff members.

Sunni Muslims make up the overwhelming majority of the Afghan population, up to 85 
percent according to US estimates. Shi’a Muslims, estimated at up to 15 percent, are mostly 
ethnic Hazaras. The remaining one percent of the population includes around 600 Sikhs and 
3,000 Hindus. No reliable estimates of followers of other religions (Christians, Baha’i etc.) were 
available because they do not openly practise their religion. The small Jewish community emi-
grated to Israel and the United States by the end of the twentieth century. One Jew reportedly 
remained in the country.7

The constitution of 2004 defines Afghanistan as an Islamic Republic with the country’s pre-
sident and vice-president required to be Muslim. Article 2 grants non-Muslim believers the 
right to exercise freely their religions within the limits of the existing laws. Article 3 stipulates 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



AF
GH

AN
IS

TA
N

31Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

“the conformity of all the laws” to the principles and rules of the Islamic religion – thereby 
rendering Shari‘a, albeit without naming it, as the primary source of the law. De facto, a 
number of governmental practices and laws limit the freedom of religion. The country’s 
courts interpret the Islamic law to the effect that Muslim conversions to other religions are 
punishable. In another interpretation, the Baha’i faith is seen as blasphemy and its followers 
as infidels. Blasphemy, which can include anti-Islamic writings or speech, is a capital crime 
according to the courts’ interpretations of Islamic law, and punishable by the death penalty, 
if the blasphemer does not recant within three days. According to the US State Department’s 
Religious Freedom Report, attacks and killings of members of religious minorities carried out 
by the Taliban are not reported.8 

Islamic religious education is required for state-run schools as well as for private educational 
institutes. Other forms of religious education are not provided. There are no explicit restrictions 
on religious minority groups’ ability to establish places of worship or to train clergy. There are 
a few places of worship for Sikhs, Hindus, and Jews. There are no public Christian churches. 
Coalition military facilities and embassies offer worship places for non-Afghanis.9

Christianity is seen as a western religion and alien to Afghanistan. A decade of military control 
by international forces added to the general mistrust towards Christians. Public opinion con-
cerning Christians proselytising Muslims is openly hostile.10. Afghan Christians worship alone 
or in small communities in private homes. According to Christian mission organisations, small 
underground house churches can be found throughout the country, each one with fewer than 
10 members. Despite a constitutional promise of religious tolerance, those who are openly 
Christian or converting from Islam to Christianity remain vulnerable.11 

The Catholic Church is present in Afghanistan in the form of a “Sui Iuris mission” based in the 
Italian embassy in Kabul. Its first Superior, the Italian Barnabite priest Father Giuseppe Moretti, 
retired in November 2014. His successor, the Italian Barnabite priest Father Giovanni Scalese, 
was installed in January 2015.12 As for religious congregations, there are three “Little Sisters 
of Jesus” engaged in public health service, five Sisters of the Missionaries of Charity founded 
by Mother Teresa serving orphans and disabled children and three Sisters of the inter-con-
gregational community “Pro Bambini di Kabul” providing education for orphans and disabled 
children.13

Incidents

On 2nd June 2014, Father Alexis Prem Kumar SJ, Jesuit Refugee Service Afghanistan Director, 
was abducted by a group of unidentified armed men from a JRS-sponsored school for returnee 
refugees in Sohadat, 34km from the city of Herat, western Afghanistan. He was released in 
February 2015, after more than eight months in captivity.14

On 24th July 2014, two Finnish Christian women were shot and killed by two men on a motor-
bike. Both women, members of the Finnish Lutheran Mission, working in the country for 
the Christian development organisation the International Assistance Mission (IAM), lived in 
Afghanistan for several years and spoke the local language Dari. The background to the attack 
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remained unclear. The Finnish Foreign Minister, Erkki Tuomioja condemned the murders as 
“terror tactics” targeting foreigners, according to Finnish media reports.

Sikh and Hindu communities reported discriminations and land disputes. However, according 
to the US State Department, the government responded to previous complaints and impro-
ved the situation. Amongst others, it approved the provision of free electricity for places of 
worship of both communities, similar to the provision of free electricity to mosques. During 
2014, the government designated a cremation site within the city of Kabul for the Sikh and 
Hindu communities and provided police protection for both communities while they perfor-
med their rituals.

The Shi‘a minority was targeted by the Taliban. In July 2014, members of the Taliban shot and 
killed 14 Hazara Shi’as in western Afghanistan.

The Taliban enforced a parallel judicial system in some parts of the country, based on strict 
interpretation of Shari‘a and including punishments of execution or mutilation.15

Prospects for freedom of religion

Freedom of religion, theoretically guaranteed by the constitution, is limited in practice. An 
improvement can be seen over the period in question for some religious minorities. Of key 
concern is the de facto ban on conversion from Islam and the severe penalties that may fol-
low. Also of concern is the constant rise of violence, with militant groups targeting places of 
worship and clerics as part of the larger civil conflict.16 A growing influence of the Taliban and 
other extremists can be seen, controlling areas in the southern, eastern, and some northern 
provinces, particularly in remote regions.17

Endnotes
1 July 2015 est.
2 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html
3 http://minorityrights.org/country/afghanistan/
4 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html
5 https://unama.unmissions.org/civilian-casualties-hit-new-high-2015
6 https://unama.unmissions.org/education-and-healthcare-risk-children-afghanistan
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238488
8 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238488
9 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238488
10 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238488
11 https://www.presbyterianmission.org/ministries/global/afghanistan/
12 http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/22/world/asia/afghanistan-a-christian-convert-on-the-run.html?_r=0
13 https://kofcknights.org/CouncilSite/roundtable.asp?CNO=11302
14 https://en.jrs.net/news_detail?TN=NEWS-20150222084519
15 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252957
16 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/afghanistan
17 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252957
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ALBANIA
RELIGION1

ALBANIA 

 

	

   28.748km2 2.820.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In its present constitution, adopted in October 1998, the Republic of Albania declared 
itself as a secular state which “observes the freedom of religious beliefs and creates con-
ditions to exercise it”.3 Article 24 confirms that everyone is free to choose or change their 
religion or belief, and to express these individually or collectively, in public or in private life 
through religious education, practice or observance. Article 18 prohibits discrimination 
on religious grounds. Destruction or damage to religious objects, and the prevention of 
religious ceremonies, are considered as offenses, and are punishable.

The government does not require registration or licensing of religious groups. The State 
Committee on Cults, which was founded in September 1999 according to a decision of 
Council Ministers, aims to regulate the relations between the state and religious commu-
nities. The Committee maintains records and statistics on foreign religious organisations 
that contact it for assistance. In addition, religious movements may acquire the official 
status of a juridical person by registering with the Tirana District Court under the Law 
on Non-profit Organisations, which recognises the status of a non-profit association 
regardless of whether the organisation has a cultural, religious or humanitarian character.

The Committee on Cults lists a total of 245 religious groups, organisations and founda-
tions that include the nation’s four traditional religions - two Muslim (Sunni and Bektashi) 
and two Christian (Roman Catholic and the Autocephalous Orthodox Church of Albania). 
Other groups present include various Protestant denominations, as well as Baha’is, Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons), and a small 
Jewish community. The government has separate bilateral agreements with the Roman 
Catholic Church; the Albanian Islamic Community; the Albanian Orthodox Church; the 
World Bektashi and the Evangelical Brotherhood of Albania (VUSH), a Protestant umbrella 
organisation. 

The law prohibits religious instruction in public schools. According to official figures, reli-
gious groups are managing 103 educational institutions through affiliated associations 
and foundations. These schools must be licensed by the Ministry of Education and Sport. 
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Catholic and Muslim groups operate numerous state-licensed schools. The Orthodox 
Church operates licensed religious schools and a university.

Many claims from religious groups concern the return or restitution of property seized 
during the former communist period, which remain unresolved. The State Agency for the 
Restitution and Compensation of Property completed the return of four properties to the 
Orthodox Church through the restitution process. The Orthodox Church reported that 
they had claims for 890 buildings and properties still pending, including more than 50 
church properties converted to military installations.4 The government also restored one 
property to the Catholic Church, and compensated the Muslim community in Shkoder 
for one property. 

Albania is the only European country to have a Muslim majority. The Albanian Muslims 
are somewhat different to Muslims in Turkey or Arab countries. Various stricter exponents 
of Islam view Albania, like the rest of the Balkans, as missionary territory and much Saudi 
money has been spent in building mosques all over the country.

Muslims in Albania are divided into two communities: those who adhere to a moderate 
form of Sunni Islam, and those who adhere to the Bektashi School (a particularly liberal 
form of Shi‘a Sufism). Bektashi Sufis, with two million followers in Albania, are the only 
indigenous Shi‘a Muslims in Europe (except for some Turkish Shi‘as in the small part of 
Turkey). The Bektashis do not cover women, allow women in Khabes (the equivalent of 
a church or mosque), and do not pray in Arabic. The Holy See of World Bektashism is 
established in Albania. 

Christianity in Albania was introduced in apostolic times. The vestiges of many Paleochri-
stian churches, dating back to the first centuries of Christianity, can be found across the 
country. At the time of the Turkish invasion at the end of the 15th century, northern Albania 
was overwhelmingly Catholic, while mid and southern Albania were mainly Orthodox. 
The nearly five hundred years of Ottoman rule left deep marks upon the cultural and 
religious landscape of the Albanian people.

The communist revolution of 1945 marked the beginning of extreme persecution for all 
religious groups. Albania became the first officially atheist country in the world in 1967. 
Its ruler, Enver Hoxha, ordered all religious edifices including 2,169 churches, mosques 
and monasteries, to be demolished or converted into sports arenas, warehouses or other 
secular facilities. The religious and intellectual leaders of the Albanian Catholic community 
were wiped out. Of the seven bishops and 200 priests and sisters in Albania before the 
communist takeover, only one bishop and 30 priests and sisters were found alive when 
the communist regime ended. After the fall of Communism, the Catholic Church had to 
restart its mission almost from scratch. Quite a few new churches have been built and 
parishes and dioceses established. Seminaries have opened. Pope John Paul II made a 
one-day visit to the country in 1993, during which he ordained four bishops. The first 
Albanian cardinal was named in 1994. In April 2016, Pope Francis recognised the 38 
Albanian martyrs killed during the Communist terror.
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In 1992 the Orthodox Autocephalous Church of Albania was re-established. After the fall 
of communism, 250 Orthodox churches were built or re-opened and 100 local priests were 
ordained. The Evangelical community counts around 3,000 members in 160 churches of 
all denominations, including Baptist, Brethren, and Lutheran. 

Relations between Albanian Muslims and Christians have generally been good, as members 
of a small and culturally-isolated people, have found national unity more important than 
religious differences. In Tirana, the capital city, Muslims and Christians share a common 
cemetery. In September 2014, up to 300,000 Christians and Muslims attended a public 
Mass led by the visiting Pope Francis, who praised the country’s religious tolerance. 

The majority of Albanians are secular in orientation, after decades of rigidly enforced 
atheism. Only people over 60, and certain families, have kept the traditions alive. Con-
sequently the young are now targeted by all the religious missions. In cities across the 
country, new houses of worship stand alongside the dreary, Soviet-style apartment blocks, 
nearly all built with money from organisations in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iran, the United 
States, Greece, Italy and many other nations. Libya, Egypt, Malaysia and other Muslim 
countries have paid for hundreds of Albanians to study religion in their countries and 
return to teach. 

About 200 of the 727 mosques in Albania do not operate in accordance with legal stan-
dards and the Muslim Community, KMSH, regulation.5 According to the mufti of Tirana, 
Ylli Gurra, up to 150 Albanians have joined Daesh (ISIS) jihadists in Syria.6 He blames the 
Salafist foundations from the Gulf monarchies that poured into the region in the 1990s. 
In March 2014, 13 people were arrested at two mosques on the outskirts of Tirana, for 
allegedly recruiting over 70 foreign fighters to join Daesh.7 

Incidents

There were no incidents recorded during the period under review.

Prospects for freedom of religion

In a country that once officially outlawed Christianity, religion had returned in a different 
way. The three different religious groups which used to represent traditionally establi-
shed faiths in Albania attempted to revive religion and reverse the impact of forcibly 
introduced atheism. 

At the same time, new practices and beliefs are being planted by foreign missionaries 
and money, making this tiny country an example of the globalisation of religion. Various 
groups of Protestant missionaries and Muslim imams have arrived in large numbers to 
attract new followers. 

There is concern about funding from Muslim extremist groups. Many are worried that 
foreign influence is introducing conservative or radical thinking in other religions as well, 
at odds with Albania’s history as a moderate, multi-faith society. 
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Western publicity appears stronger, and has greater influence on the contemporary Alba-
nian citizens. Those attracted by the West are mostly young and educated town-dwellers 
and intellectuals. One of the advantages enjoyed by the Christian churches is that many 
Albanians have had to travel to Italy, Germany and Greece in order to work or to study. 
Today, Albanians, regardless of their religious affiliations, incline mostly towards a full 
integration of their country within the European Union.

Endnotes
1 2011 census.
2 2011 census.
3 http://www.servat.unibe.ch/icl/al00000_.html
4 2014 Report on International Religious Freedom US Department of State
5 Head of the State Committee on Cults, Ilir Dizdari, during a conference on the risk of terrorism in Albania 

15 Dec 2015. The KMSH is the only Muslim organisation that the state recognises.
6 The Economist, Jan 23, 2016
7 Jamestown Foundation, Ethnic Albanian Foreign Fighters and the Islamic State, 15 May 2015

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



37

AFGHANISTAN
RELIGION

  AREA POPULATION

AL
GE

RI
A

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

 zMuslim: 99%
(Sunni: 97% - Shia: 2%)

 zOthers: 1%

ALGERIA
RELIGION1

ARGELIA 

	

  AREA POPULATION
  2.400.000km2 36.500.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The vast majority of people in Algeria are Sunni Muslims. There is a group of several hun-
dred local Jews. The number of Christians is estimated at between 20,000 and 100,000. 
Exact statistics do not exist. Almost all Christians are foreigners, many from sub-Saharan 
Africa. There are Catholic and Protestant communities in the country. The Catholic Church 
is the largest Christian community and is organised in four dioceses. There are operating 
Evangelical communities especially in Kabyle region. The number of Muslim citizens who 
convert to Christianity is small. The majority convert to Evangelical communities.

The preamble of Algeria’s constitution describes Islam as being a fundamental component 
of the country’s identity.2 According to article 2, Islam is the religion of the State. Article 
10 prohibits State institutions from doing anything against Islamic morality. Article 36 
guarantees liberty of conscience and is interpreted as implicitly guaranteeing freedom 
of worship within the limits of the law, although the wording does not say so explicitly. 
Article 73 specifies that only a Muslim can become president. Algerian law does not 
include a criminal offense of apostasy. 

Offences related to religion include article 144 bis (2) of the Penal Code, which provides 
that any individual who insults the Muslim Prophet and the messengers of God, or deni-
grates the creed or prophets of Islam through writing, drawing, declaration, or any other 
means, will receive three to five years in prison, and/or be subject to a fine of between 
50,000 and 100,000 Algerian dinars (approximately US$631 to $1263). 

In addition, although Algeria permits religious organisations to participate in humanitarian 
works, it makes proselytising by non-Muslims an offence punishable by a fine and up to 
five years’ imprisonment for anyone “who incites, constrains, or utilizes means of seduction 
tending to convert a Muslim to another religion; or by using to this end establishments 
of teaching, education, health, social, culture, training … or any financial means”.3 

In 2006 President Abdelaziz Bouteflika issued Ordinance 06‐03 regulating the exercise of 
religious worship other than Islam. The ordinance forbids attempts to convert a Muslim 
to another religion or even to “shake the faith of a Muslim”, although it does not forbid 
conversion as such. Christian books and manuals are therefore rare in the country, and 
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Christians do not feel free to carry Christian literature with them. Under Ordinance 06‐03 
Algerians can be fined up to one million dinars and sentenced to five years in prison for 
printing, storing or distributing materials intended to convert Muslims.4

All religious groups have to register with the Ministry of Interior before conducting any 
activities and may gather at state-approved locations only. 

Personal status affairs are regulated by Shari‘a law. According to the Family code, a Muslim 
man can marry a non-Muslim woman if she belongs to a monotheistic faith. Muslim 
women cannot marry non-Muslim men unless the man converts to Islam. Children born 
to a Muslim father are considered Muslims without regard to the mother’s faith.

Incidents

In July 2014 Salafists (ultra-conservative Sunni Muslims), protested against government 
plans to re-open synagogues, which were closed for security reasons during Algeria’s civil 
war of the 1990s. After weekly Friday prayers at Al-Mouminine mosque in the Belcourt 
district of Algiers, dozens of worshippers tried to march in the streets but were blocked by 
police. “No to the Judaisation of Algeria!” and “Muslim Algeria!” were among the slogans 
chanted by the demonstrators, who also condemned Israel’s military offensive in Gaza. 
They were responding to a call by Salafist leader Abdelfatah Hamadash to oppose the 
planned reopening of synagogues, which he said would pave the way for “a normalisation 
of relations between Algeria and Israel”. Religious Affairs Minister Mohamed Aissa said 
that the Jewish community had “the right to exist”, indicating that its synagogues would 
eventually be reopened. He said: “There is a Jewish community in our country that is well 
accepted by Algerian society. It has the right to exist.” He described the community’s leader 
as a “patriot”. He said, however, that the reopening of synagogues was not likely soon, 
adding that “a place of worship must be made safe before it can be opened to the faithful.”5

The assassination of a French tourist by militants in Algeria has raised the fear of new terrorist 
attacks in the country. Hervé Gourdel, 55, was beheaded on 24th September 2014 in the 
north-eastern region of Kabylie by Soldiers of the Caliphate, a radical Islamist group, linked 
to Islamic State in Iraq. Gourdel, an experienced hiker, was kidnapped on 21st September, 
along with five Algerians, but his companions were released 14 hours later. His murder 
sparked a wave of indignation and anger, notably in social media. It reminded Algeria of 
the 1990s civil war, also known as ‘‘The Black Decade’’ when more than 150,000 people 
died violently, while thousands of others went missing. Now, members of the Christian 
community in Bejaia, one of the main cities in Kabylie, are particularly concerned about 
the threats posed by militants. Omar, 31, member of a Protestant church in Bejaia, said: “If 
we consider the fate reserved by [Daesh (ISIS)] fighters for Iraqi Christians, there is genuine 
reason to express concerns over the church in Algeria. That is why we must be vigilant.”6

On 24th February 2015, a court in the city of Oran sentenced journalist Mohamed Sharki in 
absentia to three years’ imprisonment and a fine of 200,000 Algerian dinars (US$2,000) on 
charges of blasphemy, according to news reports and the regional human rights group, 
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the Arabic Network for Human Rights Information (ANHRI). Mr Sharki, who appealed the 
sentence, was not taken to jail. He was an editor for Eldjoumhouria, a government-owned 
newspaper. According to news reports, he oversaw a weekly page, called “Islamiat”, in which 
discussions of religious issues were published. On 17th April 2014, the page featured an 
article called “The non-Arabic words in the Qur’an”, which stated that the Muslim Prophet 
wrote the text himself, the reports said. The page said the article was written by a Euro-
pean, but the individual was not identified. According to ANHRI, the newspaper’s board 
said the article was blasphemous. A majority of Muslims believe the Prophet Muhammad 
was illiterate, a fact that religious experts say is evidence of his being a prophet.7

During Ramadan 2014 and 2015, people not taking part in the fasts have been arrested 
and/or condemned in several Algerian towns. As a result, some members of civil society 
organised public events during the month of Ramadan to protest against this persecution 
and fight for everyone’s civil liberties to be respected, especially freedom of conscience.8 
Although breaking the fast is not explicitly forbidden, other parts of the law are used to 
punish transgressors.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Ordinance 06-03 remains a matter of concern. An opportunity was missed when the 
constitution was revised in February 2016. Article 2 stating that Islam is the religion of 
the State was upheld.9 A previous draft, favoured by the president to amend article 36 
and explicitly guarantee freedom of worship, was blocked as a result of opposition from 
Muslims.10 The constitution should expressly guarantee the right to have or adopt a 
religion or belief of one’s choice, as well as the right not to profess or practise a religion. 
Provisions in existing legislation which discriminate against non-Muslims or otherwise 
violate the right to freedom of religion should be repealed. 

Algerian Catholic Bishop Paul Desfarges said that Christians in Algeria can practise their 
religion in freedom (en toute liberté). He referred especially to non-citizens. As for Muslim 
converts to Christianity, things are different. They live very discreetly, he said. According 
to the bishop, they do not fear physical threats but are worried about social pressure and 
may face disadvantage when it comes to inheritance issues. The Catholic Church is critical 
of the law criminalizing proselytism. The bishop complained about the slow process of 
granting visas to religious personnel.11

There is a concern in Algeria about Daesh in neighbouring Libya and the negative security 
effects this could have on Algeria and the other Islamist groups operating in the country.12 

Endnotes
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy_Index
2 http://www.constitutionnet.org/files/algeria_french.pdf
3 http://www.loc.gov/law/help/apostasy/#_ftn11; http://www.lexpressiondz.com/actuali-

te/228266-la-loi-interdit-le-proselytisme.html
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4 http://www.opendoorsuk.org/campaign/documents/Algeria_Religious_Liberty.pdf
5 https://www.yahoo.com/news/salafists-protest-reopening-algiers-synagogues-181632940.html?ref=gs
6 https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2014/10/3407066/
7 https://cpj.org/2015/03/in-algeria-editor-sentenced-to-three-years-on-blas.php
8 http://www.pharosobservatory.com/c/africa/algeria/algeria-public-lunches-during-the-month-of-ra-

madan-supporting-freedom-of-conscience-fr-1
9 http://www.leparisien.fr/international/l-algerie-a-adopte-une-nouvelle-constitution-conte-

stee-par-l-opposition-07-02-2016-5523183.php#xtref=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.de%2Furl%3F-
sa%3Dt%24rct%3Dj%24q%3D%24esrc%3Ds%24frm%3D1%24source%3Dweb%24cd%3D15%24cad%-
3Drja%24uact%3D8%24ved%3D0ahUKEwiz5NyhvpPMAhXJ2ywKHXs_AMY4ChAWCD4wBA%24url%-
3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.leparisien.fr%252Finternational%252Fl-algerie-a-adopte-une-nouvel-
le-constitution-contestee-par-l-opposition-07-02-2016-5523183.php%24usg%3DAFQjCNF8usXtJ0Cje-
EUSQ-mj5v4_uX7bCA%24bvm%3Dbv.119745492%2Cd.bGg

10 http://www.algerie-focus.com/2015/12/revision-de-la-constitutionla-liberte-de-culte-au-sein-du-pa-
lais-del-mouradia/

11 http://www.tsa-algerie.com/20151125/monseigneur-paul-desfarges-archeveque-interimaire-dal-
ger-on-peut-dire-que-les-chretiens-pratiquent-leur-religion-en-toute-liberte-en-algerie/

12 http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/middle-east/2016/04/05/Algerian-army-kills-four-Islamists-ne-
ar-Tunisian-border-.html
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ANDORRA

   468km2 85.580

Other: 6% Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Constitution of the Principality of Andorra guarantees freedom of religion, and that 
the “freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs shall be subject only to such limitations 
as are prescribed by law and are necessary in the interests of public safety, order, health 
or morals, or for the protection of the fundamental rights and freedoms of others.”3

The constitution acknowledges a special relationship with the Catholic Church, “in accor-
dance with Andorran tradition” and “recognises the full legal capacity of the bodies of 
the Roman Catholic Church which have legal status in accordance with their own rules”.4 
The Concordat of 2008 regulates relations with the Catholic Church. 

The constitution provides that all persons are equal before the law and discrimination 
on the grounds of religion is prohibited.5 There is no specific legislation on the treatment 
and recognition of religious groups, and religious communities must register with the 
government as “cultural organizations” under the law of associations. They do not receive 
a special status as a recognised religion.6 

The Catholic Church, as a result of its religious status, received some privileges not avai-
lable to other religious groups, for instance, the government paid the salaries of foreign 
Catholic priests serving in local churches and granted them citizenship as long as they 
exercised their functions in the country, where immigrants performing religious functions 
for non-Catholic groups were unable to obtain religious working permits (as the term 
“religious worker” was not defined) and had to enter Andorra with a different status.7

In a report published on 22nd May, 2012 the European Commission against Racism and 
Intolerance (ECRI) of the Council of Europe made the following recommendations relating 
to minority religious communities: address the lack of cemeteries for Jewish and Muslim 
communities; create a special status for minority religions as religions (and not merely 
‘cultural organisations’); improve public information about minority religions in Andorra; 
and authorise the building of a mosque for the Muslim community.8

In a follow-up report on its recommendations published on June 9, 2015, the ECRI did 
not address the status of any of the above areas as either having been addressed or still 

 zChristian: 92,2%
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–  Others: 2,2%)
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 z Jewish: 0,3%

 zMuslim: 1%
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pending.9 On 14th September, 2015, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe 
published its periodic review of Andorra. It did not note any specific concerns regarding 
religious minorities.10

Ten religious communities made up the Interfaith Dialogue Group. The Andorran National 
Commission for UNESCO collaborated with the group, which met periodically to discuss 
issues of common interest regarding religious traditions, beliefs, and tolerance.11

Incidents

On 18th April, 2014 a Jewish man was assaulted by two individuals outside of a discotheque 
in the city of La Massana. The Jewish community voiced concern about the incident.12 

Prospects for freedom of religion

In the period analysed there have been no other reported incidents or negative deve-
lopments with regard to religious freedom in this country.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_6_2.asp
2 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/an.html
3 Constitution of the Principality of Andorra, Article 11
4 Id.
5 Constitution of the Principality of Andorra, Article 6
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
8 http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/ecri/country-by-country/andorra/AND-CBC-IV-2012-024-ENG.

pdf
9 http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/ecri/country-by-country/andorra/AND-IFU-IV-2015-21-ENG.pdf
10 http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/X2H-Xref-ViewPDF.asp?FileID=22023&lang=en
11 www.state.gov/documents/organization/171680.pdf
12 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
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ANGOLA
RELIGION

ANGOLA 

	

  AREA POPULATION
 1.246.700km2 24.300.000

Other: 1% Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution of 2010 and other laws and policies protect religious freedom in Angola, 
which is defined as a secular state. The constitution respects the principle of separation 
between religion and state and acknowledges that religious denominations shall be 
respected. Article 10 affirms that: “The state shall recognize and respect the different 
religious faiths, which shall be free to organize and exercise their activities provided that 
they abide by the constitution and laws”. The state also guarantees protection to “churches 
and faiths and their places of worship, provided that they shall not threaten the consti-
tution and public order”. Article 41 also provides for freedom of conscience, religion, and 
worship, and provides the right to be a conscientious objector. Finally, it states that “no 
authority shall question anyone with regard to their convictions or religious practices, 
except to gather statistical data that cannot be individually identified”.

All religious groups must apply for legal status with the justice and culture ministries. One 
of the requirements is a minimum membership of 100,000 people and a presence in at 
least 12 of the 18 provinces of the country. This policy has resulted in a de facto denial 
of official recognition to some religious minority groups, including Muslims and some 
small evangelical churches.1 

Only officially registered groups are entitled to found schools and buildings for worship. 

The government observes the following religious holidays as national holidays: Good 
Friday, All Souls Day, and Christmas. The churches have full freedom to evangelize, give 
catechesis and run institutions like radios and written publications. During the last few 
years, some religious minority groups have complained that the Catholic Church enjoys 
special treatmentby MPLA government officials. 

Incidents

Muslims, who number several tens of thousands, have often complained of government 
discrimination and negative propaganda. On 22nd November 2013, Angola hit the world 
headlines when its Minister of Culture, Rosa Cruz e Silva, announced that the government 
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was banning Islam, adding that “since the process of legalization of Islam has not been 
approved by the Ministry of Justice and Human Rights, their mosques would be closed 
until further notice”. An international outcry and protests by Muslim groups in several 
countries prompted the government to issue a denial on 29th November that year. 
Nevertheless, during 2015 Muslims in Angola – who are mostly immigrants from West 
African countries and families from Lebanese descent – continued to complain about 
discrimination. At different times, security agents have reportedly rounded up Muslims 
as they were coming out of mosques after the Friday prayers and detained those who 
didn’t have any proper residence permits. 

During 2015 and 2016, there was the high-profile case of the sect ‘Setimo Dia a Luz do 
Mundo’. In April 2015, the government banned this religious group. It was created in 
the year 2000 when it split from the Seventh Day Adventists, which among other things 
opposed child immunization. President Eduardo Dos Santos referred to the group as “a 
threat to peace and national security”.2 On 15th April 2015 the security forces launched 
a massive operation to arrest its leader, Julino Kalupeteka, a very popular Gospel singer. 
He surrounded himself with thousands of his followers at the mount Sumi, in Huambo 
province, and the attempt to seize him ended in a bloodbath, with 13 of his supporters 
killed, among them several women and children. Other sources put the figure of casualties 
much higher.3 On 18th January 2016, the trial of Kalupeteka and 10 of his followers opened 
in Huambo. They were charged with the murder of nine policemen who tried to arrest him. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Angola is scheduled to hold its next general election in 2017. The government has imposed 
stricter immigration policies as a means to demonstrate to the electorate that it is firmly 
in control and that it is working to address perceived security threats. This comes against 
a backdrop of concerns about Islamic extremism in many countries in the region, increa-
sing political tensions in the country and a poor social environment caused by falling oil 
prices. Immigrants are rounded up each year and deported, many of them Muslims from 
West African countries. This often takes place in conditions which contravene international 
human rights standards and conventions. There is a tendency to link the practice of the 
Muslim religion with threats to national security and State media has branded Islam as 
“foreign to Angolan culture”.

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/#wrapper
2 http://observers.france24.com/fr/20150507-angola-huambo-massacre-police-secte-jose-kalupeteka-fi-

deles-morts
3 http://www.rfi.fr/afrique/20150516-angola-etrange-affaire-repression-secte-kalupeteka
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ANTIGUA AND BARBUDA
RELIGION1

ANTIGUA Y BARBUDA 

	

  AREA POPULATION3

    442km² 90.800

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application 

Article 3 of the constitution of the Republic of Antigua and Barbuda of 1981 recognises 
the fundamental rights and freedoms of individuals regardless, of creed and other consi-
derations, subject, among other factors, to respect for freedom of conscience, expression, 
peaceful assembly and association.

Article 6, which covers slavery and forced labour, recognises the possibility of conscien-
tious objection in lieu of compulsory military service.

Article 11 extensively protects freedom of conscience and religion, specifying that the term 
“freedom” includes freedom of thought and religion, freedom to change one’s religion 
or beliefs, and freedom to manifest and propagate, in public or in private, individually or 
collectively, one’s religion or beliefs through teaching, practice and observance of worship.

The constitution ensures that no person attending a place of education shall be requi-
red to receive religious instruction or to take part in or attend any religious ceremony or 
observance if they relate to a religion other than his or her own.

In article 14, the constitution provides protection from discrimination based on religion 
or beliefs. Nobody can be forced to take an oath against his or her religion or beliefs. 
Likewise, the law cannot violate the aforementioned protections of religious freedom.

No person can be appointed as a Senator or Member of Parliament if they are ministers 
of religion (articles 30 and 31).4

Religious organisations must register their assets with the Inland Revenue Department 
to determine tax payments and sources of tax concessions, especially in the case of the 
construction or renovation of temples.

The law bans the use of marijuana, even for religious purposes, a situation that is the 
subject of continuous criticism from Rastafarian believers who claim that the substance 
is an integral part of their religious rituals. Rastafarians are also critical of public education 
that requires students to be vaccinated and to remove their traditional caps for safety 
reasons, as these stipulations are contrary to their beliefs.5

 zChristian: 93%
(Christian: 10% –  Protestant: 51%2 – 
 Others: 32%)

 zSpiritist: 3,62%

 zOthers: 3,38%
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Incidents

In October 2014, Bishop Charlesworth Browne, of the Christian Ministries Church, called 
for the banning of a show by the artist Alkaline. The prelate went so far as to call for a 
boycott of the Independence Day celebrations if the show went ahead.6

In March 2015, Austin Kirby’s public complaint that the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
refused to baptise him unless he shaved his dreadlocks (which are typical of the Rasta-
farian religion) caused controversy.7

In August 2015, Dr Twaites took issue to criticism made on national radio by the host and 
naturalist, James Luke, who said that he had refused to let a female doctor perform a 
urological examination because it went against his religious beliefs (he is a Seventh-Day 
Adventist). Instead Dr Twaites, director of the annual prostate cancer screening programme, 
personally examined Mr Luke. The doctor said that the radio was not an appropriate place 
to discuss such concerns.8

In November 2015, the practices of an astrologer of Indian origin were described as 
“witchcraft,” and as attacks against the country’s development. The allegations were made 
by ‘The Movement’, a newly formed activist group. A delegation of three members of the 
Christian Assembly Ministry, led by Pastor Paul Andrew, visited the astrologer, who was 
told that if he did not leave the country, they would come back with the police because 
he was operating in Antigua and Barbuda without a commercial licence.9

In November 2015, three Indian nationals were arrested in Antigua and Barbuda. They 
were charged with promoting Obi (Obeah), a cult whose practices are illegal under 
existing legislation. A Jamaican religious leader called on Christian churches to support 
the abolition of such legislation. Both Bishop Charlesworth Browne and Catholic Bishop 
Kenneth Richards refused.10

Prospects for freedom of religion

Acts of intolerance and religious discrimination have occurred. These have led to the stig-
matisation of decisions based on personal beliefs, as well as of some practices understood 
as forms of worship or belief. To improve protection of religious freedom would require 
a greater respect and appreciation for individual beliefs and for freedom of conscience 
as basic elements for peaceful co-existence in society.11

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238726.pdfaccessed on 8th March 2016; http://www.

thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_10_2.asp.
2 Anglicans: 26.02% Evangelicals: 25%
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18706079accessed on 4th May 2016.
4 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_10_6.asp accessed on 8th March 2016.
5 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238726.pdf/ accessed on 8th March 2016.
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/antigua-and-barbuda accessed on 8th March 2016.
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6 http://antiguaobserver.com/bishop-browne-says-ban-alkaline/ accessed on 8th March 2016.
7 http://antiguaobserver.com/seventh-day-adventist-refusal-of-dreadlocked-man-stirs-10s-of-thou-

sands/ accessed on 8th March 2016.
8 http://antiguaobserver.com/dr-thwaites-responds-to-criticism-of-colleague-during-prostate-scree-

ning-clinic/ accessed on 8th March 2016.
9 http://antiguaobserver.com/indian-astrologer-gets-marching-orders accessed on 08/03/2016
10 http://antiguaobserver.com/regional-legislator-deems-attempts-to-criminalise-obeah-outrageous/ ac-

cessed on 8th March 2016.
http://antiguaobserver.com/christian-leaders-reject-calls-to-remove-obeah-act/ accessed on 8th March 2016.
11 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238726.pdf accessed on 8th March 2016.
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ARGENTINA 

	

  AREA2 POPULATION3

    2.800.000km2 41.100.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application 

The preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of Argentina states that the constitu-
tion is enacted and established invoking the protection of God, who is the source of all 
reason and justice. 

Article 2 of the constitution states that the Federal Government supports the Roman 
Catholic Apostolic religion.

All inhabitants of the republic enjoy various rights under the laws that regulate their 
exercise, including the right to practice freely their religion. This right is also exercised 
by foreigners who enjoy all civil rights within the national territory. 

At the same time, private actions that do not offend public order and morals and do not 
harm a third party “…are only reserved to God”.

On taking office, the President and Vice President shall be sworn in according to their 
religious beliefs. Members of the clergy cannot be members of Congress.

Religious communities can have educational institutions if they fund them.4

Argentina and the Holy See are bound by an agreement signed in 1966, whereby the 
Argentine State recognises and guarantees the Roman Catholic Church’s right to exercise 
freely its spiritual and religious authority.5

Incidents

In August 2014, the newspaper La Nación published a report titled “Mi Dios ¿Qué tan 
tolerantes con las religiones somos los argentinos?” (My God: How tolerant are Argenti-
nians towards religions?).6

In November 2014, the Consejo Argentino para la Libertad Religiosa (Argentine Council 
for Religious Freedom, CALIR) issued a statement expressing alarm and concern over a 
series of attacks against members of the Pueblo Grande Baptist Church in the city of Río 
Tercero (Córdoba), which forced the religious community to worship under police pro-

 zChristian: 90,89%1

(Christian: 76% –  Others: 14,89%)

 zMuslim: 1,95%

 zOthers: 7,16%
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tection, as well as over a shooting incident in October 2014 involving the church’s pastor, 
Rev Marcelo Nieva, and an aide.7

In November 2014, CALIR issued a statement about the proposed new Civil and Com-
mercial Code, laying out its own observations. In its statement, the Council indicated 
which proposals have been favourably received and which have not, all this “. . . in order 
to achieve the broadest protection of religious freedom and everyone’s legitimate rights”.8

In December 2014, the Supreme Court of the province of Buenos Aires upheld a sentence 
against a trade union that had penalised a Seventh-day Adventist woman for not working 
on Saturdays. According to her faith, Saturday is the Sabbath and is a day for worship and 
for that reason she requested not to work on that day.9

In July 2015, the Second Appeal Chamber of the Civil and Commercial Court in La Plata 
ruled that the mother of a four-year-old girl could initiate her daughter into the practices 
of the religion she professes despite the father’s opposition.10 

In August 2015 the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Argentina presented Action Guidelines 
in cases of alleged sexual abuse involving clergymen and minors.11 

In September 2015, the Supreme Court of Mendoza ruled against a constitutional motion 
filed against the decision by the administrative authority to allow the celebration of the 
festivities of the Patron Saint St James (Santiago) and the Virgen del Carmen de Cuyo as 
school holidays.12

In November 2015, the Observatorio de la Discriminación en Radio y TV (Observatory on 
Discrimination in Radio and TV) presented evidence of discriminatory practices and spe-
eches on television indicating, among other things, discrimination based on religion.13 

In February 2016, the La Alameda NGO published a report that exposes crimes commit-
ted by fascist organisations in Mar del Plata, based on ethnic, religious, gender and/or 
ideological discrimination.14 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Argentina is the Latin American country that has arguably achieved the best coexistence 
among people of different religions, bearing fruit in effective inter-religious dialogue. 
This enables the religions to take joint action and maintain permanent initiatives such 
as the one developed by CALIR. In the period under consideration, there was an isolated 
episode of intolerance towards a religion, unlike the previous period (2012-2014) when 
several events of this nature were recorded. However, what stands out in this period is 
a series of civil laws that go against the teachings of the religions that have traditionally 
cooperated with the State. Although they do not touch religious freedom per se, they 
nevertheless affect the institutional relations between the Government and the various 
religions. Despite this, things have improved in terms of respect for religious freedom, 
and the outlook is better.
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Endnotes
1 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e45be46.html accessed on 30 April 2016.
2 http://www.argentina.gob.ar/pais/61-sistema-de-gobierno.phpl accessed on 25 March 2016.
3 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_11_2.asp accessed on 1 March 2016.
4 http://www.infojus.gob.ar/nacional-constitucion-nacion-argentina-lnn0002665-1853-05-01/123456789

-0abc-defg-g56-62000ncanyel accessed on 25 March 2016.
5 http://www.calir.org.ar/legis.htm accessed on 1 April 2016.
6 http://www.lanacion.com.ar/1718792-mi-dios-que-tan-tolerantes-con-las-religiones-somos-los-argenti-

nos accessed on 25 March 2016.
7 http://www.calir.org.ar/verPdf.php?doc=/docs/SituacionIBRioTerceroCordobaDECLARACION.19noviem-

bre2014.pdf accessed on 4 April 2016.
http://www.noticiacristiana.com/sociedad/persecuciones/2014/11/pastor-bautista-decide-confrontar-el-cri-
men-organizado-en-argentina.html accessed on 4 April 2016.
8 http://www.calir.org.ar/verPdf.php?doc=/docs/SobreCodigoCivil.5noviembre2014.pdf
accessed on 4 April 2016.
9 http://www.diariojudicial.com/nota/35644 accessed on 1 April 2016.
10 http://www.celir.cl/v2/Boletines/bjoctXI.pdf accessed on 25 March 2016
11 http://www.episcopado.org/portal/actualidad-cea/oficina-de-prensa/item/1018-presenta-

ci%C3%B3n-de-las-l%C3%ADneas-gu%C3%ADa-de-consulta-sobre-los-casos-de-abuso.html accessed 
on 1 April 2016.

12 http://www.celir.cl/v2/Boletines/bjoctXI.pdf accessed on 31 March 2016.
13 http://www.obserdiscriminacion.gob.ar/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Monitoreo-al-24-11.pdf acces-

sed on 25 March 2016.
14 http://www.politicargentina.com/notas/201602/11713-revelan-accionar-fascista-organiza-

do-en-mar-del-plata.html accessed on 1 April 2016.
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ARMENIA 

	

ARMENIA
RELIGION

  29.700km2 3.100.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application 

The constitution guarantees the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion 
and establishes the separation of Church and State. At the same time, the constitution 
recognises “the exclusive mission of the Armenian Apostolic Church as a national church 
in the spiritual life, development of the national culture, and preservation of the national 
identity of the people of Armenia”. The constitution states that the right of individuals 
to practise their religion freely may only be restricted in the interests of public security, 
health, or morality. 

There is no legal necessity for religious groups to register, but only registered groups 
have legal status. The law also gives details of the rights of religious organisations, which 
include: ministering to the religious needs of their faithful; performing religious liturgies, 
rites, and ceremonies; establishing groups for religious instruction; engaging in theologi-
cal, religious, historical and cultural studies; training clergy for scientific and pedagogical 
purposes; obtaining and making use of objects and materials of religious significance; 
accessing the media; establishing ties with religious organisations in other countries; and 
engaging in charity work. 

The law allows the Armenian Apostolic Church free access or the right to station represen-
tatives in hospitals, orphanages, boarding schools, military units, and places of detention, 
while other religious groups may have representatives in these places only on request. 
So-called “soul hunting,” a term describing both proselytism and forced conversion is 
prohibited, but not defined as such by the law. 

Government actions affecting minority religious groups included putting pressure on 
military conscripts to be baptised into the Armenian Apostolic faith, discrimination in the 
army on religious grounds, obstacles to obtaining places of worship, and discrimination 
against religious minorities in the school system and in public sector employment. Accor-
ding to observers, in some cases new conscripts in the military were reluctant to refuse 
baptism into the Armenian Apostolic faith out of fear of being isolated and singled out. 
In other cases, army chaplains of the Armenian Apostolic Church and some, but not all, 
commanders were reportedly inquiring about the religious affiliation of conscripts and 

 zOrthodox1: 93.5%

 zOthers: 8%
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putting pressure on adherents of religions other than the Armenian Apostolic Church 
and on atheists to pray with Armenian Apostolic Church chaplains and attend religion 
classes. The government reportedly did not allow chaplains from other religious groups 
to visit the army. A compulsory “History of the Armenian Church” course in the school 
curriculum was criticised by many local experts because of its indoctrinating and pro-
selytizing character. The government stated it had no intention of changing it. Students 
are not permitted to opt out of the courses. 

According to experts, the problem with the course was that it went beyond the history 
of the Armenian Church and focused on presenting the faith system, history, values, and 
rites of the Armenian Apostolic Church as the only acceptable religion. According to the 
experts, the course materials, which equated Armenian identity to affiliation with the 
Armenian Apostolic Church, cast doubts on other religious groups. For instance, course 
materials (documents etc) present Protestant movements as a threat to the unity of the 
Armenian people. The report said the mandatory nature of the course and the exclusive 
role played by the Church in shaping its content contradicted the secular nature of the 
state. The National Institute on Education defended the course by explaining that it had 
not received complaints from parents about the content of the course.

While the police protected and allowed some religious organisations, such as the Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, to disseminate their literature in public, other groups reported that the 
authorities had arbitrarily denied them this right.

Throughout the year, many religious groups reported difficulties with renting space for 
gatherings and building places of worship. According to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, repre-
sentatives from local governments obstructed the group’s attempts to obtain approvals 
of the required architectural planning studies and building and occupancy permits for 
land they owned. An appeal by the Jehovah’s Witnesses of a 2013 decision by the Yerevan 
mayor’s office refusing permission to build three places of worship because of “complaints 
from neighbours” was ongoing. Jehovah’s Witnesses and other religious groups reported 
that they were more successful in obtaining building permits if this was done under the 
name of private individuals, or if the building was not intended to be a church. 

According to reports from many religious groups, discrimination against individuals 
who were not members of the Armenian Apostolic Church continued to be a problem 
in gaining employment in the public sector, especially in the public education system. 

Religious groups and civil society representatives continued to urge the government to 
remove the legal gaps, unclear provisions, and contradictions in the existing legislation 
on religion; to guarantee freedom of conscience, religion, or belief to everyone regard-
less of citizenship; to recognizse the freedom to change religion or belief; to guarantee 
the freedom to manifest religion or belief in public or private; and to clarify if religious 
organisations were entitled to legal recognition and had the means to obtain it.2

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Incidents

According to local media, in July 2014, the Holy Cross chapel of Ijevan (Tavush region) 
was attacked by a group of vandals who burnt its door and damaged an inscription. Signs 
bearing the church’s name and the surname of a benefactor who assisted in the chapel’s 
repairs were erased.

 According to the Azeri internet site azernews.az, Armenia is intolerant of Islam. After 
the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan, it has allegedly been pursuing a campaign of 
destroying cultural, historical, Islamic monuments of the Azerbaijani people. Furthermore, 
the site accuses Armenians of fabricating facts about the monuments of ancient Caucasus 
Albania. A large number of ancient Albanian scripts, wall designs and crosses have been 
replaced by Armenian equivalents. Meanwhile, a number of mosques are allegedly being 
used as store-houses.3 It is necessary to keep in mind, however, that Azerbaijan is in a 
state of tension with Armenia and that reports might be biased.

In a 2015 poll by the Stockholm-based World Values Survey, a network of international 
social scientists, 56.6 percent of the 1,100 Armenians surveyed reportedly expressed 
intolerance towards religious minorities. Leading members of the governing Republican 
Party of Armenia (RPA) have also demonstrated flashes of intolerance. On 7th October 
2015, senior RPA members in parliament called for public television and radio to be used 
for “fighting against sects”. The media reported RPA department head Vahram Baghda-
sarian saying: “It is no secret that, under the shadow of democracy, [not inconsiderable] 
amounts of money enter the country and that [this] money is used to create obstacles for 
our national values, our traditions, our strong families, our church and, here, Armenian 
Public TV has a big role to play.”4

Prospects for freedom of religion 

In Armenia there seemed to be a very slight improvement in religious freedom. Never-
theless, religious intolerance both on the societal and political level remained strong. In 
addition to the hostility against religious minorities in the school curriculum, many media 
outlets continued to run news stories showing such faith groups to be “enemies of the 
state”. A survey of mid-level school students found the respondents expressed highly 
negative attitudes towards religious organisations other than the Armenian Apostolic 
Church. That said, there seemed to be signs of improvement in that religious groups 
stated that, compared to previous years, journalists were now portraying their activities 
more objectively. Several religious organisations reported improved relations with the 
Armenian Apostolic Church. The Freedom House report for 2015 concludes that freedom 
of religion is generally respected in Armenia, but it mentions the privileged position of the 
Armenian Apostolic Church, as well as the societal discrimination sometimes experienced 
by Jehovah’s Witnesses, Yazidis and other minority faith groups.5
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Endnotes
1 Armenian Apostolic Church.
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238516#wrapper
3 http://www.azernews.az/aggression/69257.html
4 http://www.eurasianet.org/node/76271
5 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/armenia
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AUSTRALIA 

	

AUSTRALIA
RELIGION1

    7.741.200km2 23.900.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Australian constitution prohibits the government from making any law that establi-
shes a religion or imposes religious observance. Nor may the government prohibit the 
free exercise of any religion, or establish a religious test as a qualification for any federal 
public office.4 The right to religious freedom is subject to certain legal limitations, such 
as when necessary to protect public safety, order, and health, or the fundamental rights 
and freedoms of others.5 

The state of Tasmania is the only state or territory whose constitution specifically guaran-
tees, subject to public order and morality, “freedom of conscience and the free profes-
sion and practice of religion”.6 Discrimination on the basis of religion or ethno-religious 
background is explicitly prohibited by law in all of the states and territories, except South 
Australia. Seven of the eight states and territories, except South Australia, have agencies 
to investigate complaints of religious discrimination.7

Religious groups are not required to register with the government. However in order to 
receive tax-exempt status, non-profit religious groups must apply to the Australia Tax 
Office (ATO). Registration with the ATO has no effect on how religious groups are treated.8

Religious education, usually taught by volunteers using curricula approved at a state or 
local level, is permitted in state schools, but parents have the option to have their chil-
dren not attend. State schools in New South Wales provide secular ethics classes as an 
alternative for students who do not attend optional religious classes.9

Incidents 

In June 2014, the High Court ruled that the government’s National School Chaplaincy 
Programme, which provided funding for government and non-government school com-
munities to establish or extend school chaplaincy services, was unconstitutional. School 
chaplains are to provide students “support and guidance about ethics, values, relationships, 
and spirituality.”10 The programme was challenged by a parent, described as a passionate 
believer in the separation of church and state, who argued: “Public schools aren’t a place 
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for religious missionaries, with or without government funding.”11 The government sub-
sequently announced in August that it would continue the programme, which is open 
to chaplains of any faith (so long as they do not attempt to convert students), but would 
reorganise it so that funding would go to states and territories to distribute to schools.12 

Related to Christianity

In September 2014, a group of men waving a Daesh (ISIS) flag shouted death threats at 
a Maronite nun in front of a Catholic school in Western Sydney, reportedly threatening 
to “slaughter the Christians”.13 

In September 2015, Martine Delaney, a Greens party political candidate lodged a complaint 
with Tasmania’s Anti-Discrimination Commissioner against the Catholic Church about a 
pastoral letter on the Church’s teachings on marriage, produced in booklet form, that was 
distributed to families with children at Catholic schools. In November, the Commissioner’s 
office notified Hobart Archbishop Julian Porteous that the complaint fell within the scope 
of the anti-discrimination act, and that it had named the Australian Catholic Bishops 
Conference, as well as the Archbishop himself, as respondents. In May 2016 Tasmania’s 
Anti-Discrimination Commissioner Robin Banks decided it was not in the public interest 
to continue investigating the complaint, after it was withdrawn by Martine Delaney.14

Related to Islam

In September 2014, there were reports of incidents targeting Muslim and Christian 
communities following high-profile counterterrorism raids in Sydney, Brisbane, and Mel-
bourne.15 A number of mosques were vandalised, and media reported at least 30 cases 
of Muslims – particularly women wearing the hijab – who were subjected to physical and 
verbal abuse in the weeks following the raids.16 

Incidents reported include a Sydney woman in a hijab being physically attacked and 
her car vandalised; a Brisbane woman with a baby being spat on, having her hijab torn 
from her head, and being shoved to the ground; and many instances of verbal threats 
and abuse. A pig’s head embedded with a cross was left on the grounds of a mosque in 
Queensland.17 In Sydney, police charged a man with “intimidation and armed intent to 
commit an indictable offense” after he entered a Muslim school on 26th September 2014 
armed with a large knife.18 

In December 2014, a self-styled sheik who displayed a flag with the Islamic Shahada or 
creed on it, held 17 people hostage at a café in Sydney, resulting in three deaths, including 
that of the gunman. In the wake of the “Sydney siege,” police reported a surge in anti-I-
slamic activity. One man was charged with making several threats against a mosque.19

Several anti-Islam rallies were held across Australia in November 2015, resulting in 
clashes between those protesters and anti-racism groups.20 The Race Discrimination 
Commissioner denounced the anti-Muslim rallies as “a fringe of society that’s seeking to 
promote hatred and division.” The Federal Justice Minister said they were not “reflective 
of mainstream Australia”.21

Related to Judaism
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The Executive Council of Australian Jewry (ECAJ), a non-governmental organisation, 
reported that 190 anti-Semitic incidents had been logged by it, community security 
groups, and official Jewish state community umbrella groups in the 12-month period 
from 1st October 2014 to 30th September 2015. This is a 39 percent decrease from the 312 
recorded by those same organisations during the previous 12-month period. Incidents 
included eight physical assaults, including throwing eggs and other objects at identifiable 
Jews, 119 incidents of abuse, harassment, and intimidation – most frequently aggressive 
gestures and abusive statements being directed at Jews from passing vehicles, and 126 
incidents of vandalism and graffiti.22 

In July 2014, a man in Melbourne reported being attacked and injured by several men 
who shouted anti-Semitic statements. In August 2014, a Jewish kindergarten teacher 
was struck by a rock thrown from a passing car and five teenagers were arrested for 
threatening 30 Jewish school children on a school bus in Sydney. Incidences of vanda-
lism and graffiti included damage to buildings and cars. In February 2015, a rabbi was 
assaulted in Melbourne. In November 2014, a Jewish man was assaulted on the street.23 
The ECAJ suggested that much of the 2014 intolerance against Jews might be related to 
the situation in Gaza.24

Prospects for freedom of religion

It appears that while there were no reports of governmental restrictions on religious free-
dom, there may be a risk of increased societal intolerance toward religions, both minority 
and majority, as a backlash provoked by events such as domestic terrorism. Also, this is 
due to publicly available information about geopolitical conflicts e.g. in Gaza, Syria, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, etc. which are often linked or attributed to religious groups.

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
2 Anglicans.
3 http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/94713ad445ff1425ca25682000192af2/1647509ef7e25faaca-

2568a900154b63?OpenDocument
4 Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act, Section 116
5 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
6 http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/tas/consol_act/ca1934188/s46.html
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
8 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
9 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
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ly-151123052110274.html
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Freedom of religion is a right protected by both statute and the constitution. Historical 
laws, treaties, conventions and modern constitutional amendments guarantee freedom 
of “conscience and creed” and include the right to join, leave, or not participate in any 
church or religious community.3

The law prohibits discrimination on the basis of religion, and public incitement to hostile 
acts against any church group, religious society, or other religious group. Furthermore 
the law similarly prohibits incitement, insult, or contempt against religious groups where 
such actions violate human dignity.4 The law permits alternatives to military service for 
conscientious objectors.5

Under the law, religious groups are divided into three categories (in descending order of 
status): officially recognised religious societies, religious confessional communities, and 
associations.6 Officially recognised religious societies have the right to hold public worship, 
to the autonomous administration of their internal affairs, to found private schools, and 
to provide religious instruction (with public funding) in private and state schools. Legal 
recognition endows a church or religious community with the status of a corporate body 
and private legal capacity.7 Furthermore, recognition as a religious society includes the 
right to collect mandatory tax contributions from members and to bring religious workers 
into the country as ministers, missionaries or teachers.8

To be recognised as a religious society, groups must either have been recognised as such 
before 1998, or must have membership equalling 0.2 per cent of the population and have 
been in existence for 20 years (10 of which as an organised group, and 5 as a “confessional 
community”).9 The following are officially recognised religious societies in Austria: the 
Roman Catholic Church, the Protestant Churches (specifically Lutheran and Presbyterian, 
called “Augsburg” and “Helvetic” confessions), the Islamic community, the Old Catholic 
Church, the Jewish community, the Eastern Orthodox Church (Russian, Greek, Serbian, 
Romanian, and Bulgarian), The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons), the 
New Apostolic Church, the Syrian Orthodox Church, the Coptic Orthodox Church, the 

 zChristian: 75,5%
(Christian: 60% –  Protestant: 3,5% –  Orthodox: 
10% –  Others: 2%)

 zBuddhist: 0,1%

 zMuslim: 8%

 zOthers: 16,4%
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Armenian Apostolic Church, the Methodist Church of Austria, the Buddhist community, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Islamic-Alevi community, and the Free Christian Churches.10 

Religious groups not recognised as societies may seek recognition as “confessional 
communities”, this endows a legal personality, but without the financial and educational 
benefits available to recognised religious societies, nor the ability to bring in staff from 
abroad. Groups must have at least 300 members and submit their governing statutes and 
a written description of their religious doctrine. The Ministry for Arts, Culture, the Consti-
tution and Media determines whether a group qualifies as a confessional community.11

There are eight legally recognised confessional communities in Austria: the Baha’i Faith, 
the Movement for Religious Renewal (also called the Christian Community), the Pente-
costal Community of God, Seventh-day Adventists, the Hindu community, Islam’s Shi‘a 
community, Old-Faith Alevis, and as of June 2015, the Unification Church.12 

Religious groups that do not qualify as either societies or confessional communities may 
apply to become associations to gain legal personality, but they do not qualify for other 
benefits. 

Religious instruction is mandatory and is publicly funded for children belonging to one of 
the officially recognised religious societies. Some schools offer Ethics courses for students 
who opt out of religious education. Both ethics and religious education look at the tenets 
of different religious groups. 

The Federal Agency for Sect Issues (Bundesstelle für Sektenfragen), supervised by the Fede-
ral Ministry for Family and Youth, provides information and advice relating to “sects” and 
“cults.” Several similar “anti-sect and cult” offices in various provinces also received public 
funding.13 The NGO Forum for Religious Freedom Europe has criticised the agency and the 
local organisations for fostering discrimination against unrecognised religious groups.14

Incidents

Related to Christianity

The 2014 hate crime report (the most recent available) Produced by the Organisation for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and the Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights (ODHIR), highlighted that police do not record whether hate crimes 
or incidents have an anti-Christian motivation. An arson attack on a church, six incidents 
of damage to property and one instance of anti-Christian graffiti were noted during the 
period. 15 

As a new development, according to Christian Solidarity International (CSI) among other 
sources, is that Christian refugees have been repeatedly discriminated against in Austrian 
refugee centres since 2015. Elmar Kuhn, the general secretary of CSI, said the State was 
unable or unwilling to put an end to this behaviour. Christian refugees have been thre-
atened and harassed by Muslim refugees as they have made their way on the refugee 
route to Austria and this behaviour has continued in refugee centres. Kuhn noted that 
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even some supervisory staff who are Muslim participate in the harassment of Christians. 
The threat is worst for converts as conversion from Islam to another religion is regarded 
as a crime in some Islamic countries.16

Many Christian refugees have reported being mobbed by Muslim refugees.

Christian testimonies have included reports of individuals enduring physical violence for 
defending their beliefs; being harassed by a Mullah preaching at them; being forbidden 
to read the Bible and being hit for refusing to stop reading it. During Ramadan they were 
told it would be sinful to even smell their food during the hours of fasting.17

As in previous years, churches supporting pro-life groups were frequently the target of 
hate speech when speaking out on the issue. On a legal level, members of the Green Party 
in Austria have submitted in 2016 a Parliamentary Question to explore the possibility of 
stopping pro-life workshops as part of religious education.18

Related to Islam

Because of the large number of migrants and refugees who arrived in Austria in the 
period covered by this report, many of whom are Muslim, it is difficult to determine, in 
many cases, whether an incident is specifically motivated by an anti-Muslim bias, or a 
more general xenophobic bias.

As stated in the 2014 OSCE report, Austrian police recorded 17 anti-Muslim crimes that 
year. Incidents were not divided by type of crime, and most were probably incitement to 
hatred or hate speech. However, data from civil society groups noted 9 violent attacks, 
and 15 attacks against property.19 

The Documentation Centre for Muslims reported five physical assaults in 2014, including 
one against a Muslim woman which required in hospital treatment and one carried out 
by a group that also caused serious injuries. All the victims of the attacks were women 
wearing headscarves.20 

In November 2014, more than 500 police officers raided a string of mosques, prayer 
meetings, and homes after a two-year investigation targeting suspected jihad recruiters. 
Terrorist propaganda material was seized, and thirteen people were arrested, including 
a Bosnian preacher.21 

In February 2015, the Austrian government passed a controversial reform to the 1912 
law on Islam. It granted more legal protection for the observance of Islamic religious 
holidays, but required increased university training, as well as German language skills for 
imams, and instituted a ban on foreign funding for mosques and imams.22 The Islamic 
Religious Authority of Austria approved the law, while other organisations denounced 
its restrictions as “discrimination.”23 

In February 2015, OGM (the Austria Society for Marketing Corporation) released polling 
data that found that 58 percent of Austrians believed the “radicalisation of the nation’s 
Muslims was underway.”24 In the same month, a poll by Unique Research for the Heute 
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newspaper found that out of 500 Austrians questioned, 40 percent felt that Islam was a 
threat to the country.25

According to a report presented by the Documentation Office for Muslims in Austria, 
produced in partnership with the Islamic Faith Community in Austria on 21st April 2016, 
there were 156 incidents against Muslims in Austria in from December 2014 to the end 
of 2015. According to this report, about 95 per cent of those incidents were directed at 
women. 40 percent of the reported incidents were verbal attacks, 12 percent were physical 
attacks on people; 5 percent were incidents of discrimination, and 3 percent graffiti.26 

Examples provided in the report included: “a Muslim student being spat at in a hospital 
in Vienna by a pensioner and called a terrorist. In another incident, a five-year-old being 
picked up from kindergarten by her Muslim mother was spat at by a man who then imi-
tated a machine gun with his hands”.27

The organisation framed the increase in attacks and loss of inhibition about attacking 
Muslims in the context of the refugee movement. Similarly, the Austrian Interior Ministry 
announced the country saw a massive increase in xenophobic crimes in 2015. The BVT 
(Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution and Counterterrorism) received 1,201 
criminal complaints about racist and xenophobic crimes between January and Septem-
ber, compared to 750 in the same period the previous year – an increase of 60 percent. 
However, it is not clear how many of those were directed at Muslims, and of those, how 
many were motivated by religious bias, rather than xenophobia.28

Related to Judaism

According to the 2014 OSCE/ODHIR hate crime report, police recorded 58 anti-Semitic 
crimes. Incidents were not divided by type of crime, and most likely include incitement to 
hatred.29 However data from civil society groups for the period noted 10 violent attacks, 
7 threats, and 91 attacks against property.30 

The government funds Holocaust education initiatives and strictly enforces laws against 
neo-Nazi activity, public denial, belittlement, approval, or justification of the Nazi genocide 
or crimes against humanity. The police provide extra protection to the Vienna Jewish Com-
munity’s offices, as well as Jewish schools and museums, to protect against anti-Semitic 
acts, given Austria’s history with anti-Semitism.31 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees and anti-racism organisation ZARA 
gave a report to OSCE about a physical attack on an Israeli football team in which seve-
ral members were injured. ZARA also reported a threat against a man, who was visibly 
identifiable as Jewish, on a bicycle, and 34 incidents of graffiti, including one on the wall 
of a Jewish cemetery and two on a Holocaust memorial site in Mauthausen. The Forum 
Against anti-Semitism reported nine physical assaults, six threats and 57 incidents of 
damage to property or graffiti.32

In the wake of the attack on the Israeli football team, Chancellor Werner Faymann held 
a meeting in August 2014 with the leaders of the 16 recognised religious societies to try 
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to end religious tensions. During the meeting, the head of the Jewish community said 
there had been an increase in anti-Semitic incidents committed by Muslims.33 

The Forum Against anti-Semitism reported that the number of anti-Semitic incidents in 
2015 increased more than 80 percent from the previous year, with 465 incidents recorded, 
over 200 of which were cases of internet hate speech. Because internet postings are gene-
rally anonymous, it was difficult to know who had committed the offense, but according 
to the Secretary General of the Jewish Communities of Austria, there was a “clear trend 
of increasingly hostile behaviour against the 15,000 Jews living in Austria from Muslims” 
and “There is an increasing concern in our community that – if the proportion of Muslims 
in Austria continues to rise due to immigration, due to the refugees – this could become 
problematic for us.”34 In January 2015, the walls of the former Nazi concentration camp 
Mauthausen were vandalised with four swastikas and the word “Hitler”.35

Prospects for freedom of religion

Based on incidents and on the political and societal development in Austria during 2014-
2016 it seems that there is no notable change regarding religious freedom, but some 
tendencies indicate negative prospects.

While it appears that were no significant incidents of increased governmental restrictions 
on religious freedom during the period under review, there appears to be an increased 
risk of societal intolerance against both majority and minority religions, some of which 
may be a backlash to global terrorism or geopolitical conflicts attributed to religious 
groups, as well as new, more radical forms of secularism in western Europe. And there is 
also the new phenomenon of bullying and physical threats against Christian refugees 
by other asylum seekers.
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AZERBAIYÁN 

	

AZERBAIJAN
RELIGION1

  86.600km2 9.600.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Azerbaijan has built a complex labyrinth of “legal” restrictions covering freedom of reli-
gion and belief. Under the law on religion of 2009, all unregistered religious activity is 
forbidden. The same applies to the teaching of religion, except where authorised by the 
state. The publication and distribution of religious literature is subject to government 
censorship. In order for the Muslim religious communities to operate, they need to be 
part of the Muslim Council of the Caucasus. The council is a Shi‘a organisation, supported 
by central government and the rules state it can only be led by Azeri citizens who have 
received their religious training within Azerbaijan.

On 5th December 2015, President Ilham Aliyev approved a series of laws aimed at tightening 
restrictions on freedom of religion and belief.2 An amendment is also being introduced 
into the penal code, with the addition of article 168.1, which imposes imprisonment or 
a fine for any citizen who, after receiving religious training abroad, conducts any Islamic 
ritual.3 Subsection 2 imposes jail terms of between one and two years for “religious pro-
paganda by foreigners and stateless persons”. 

On that same day in December, a new law on religious extremism was passed. It leaves 
ample margin for the arbitrary use of the term “extremist activity”. In addition, there were 
various amendments to Article 18 of the law on citizenship which deal with the question 
of depriving citizenship to those involved with “extremist” religious groups.

Incidents

The Catholic community, which consists of only a few hundred persons, is able to operate 
without difficulties. From 2011 onwards – the year when an accord between the Vatican 
and the Azeri government was signed – the Catholic mission in the country became 
an apostolic prefecture, the first step towards the creation of a diocese. In March 2015, 
President Aliyev had an audience with Pope Francis, who was reportedly due to visit 
Azerbaijan in autumn 2016. During the meeting, satisfaction was expressed concerning 
the development of bilateral relations.4
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Since June 2015, the only two parishes of the Georgian Orthodox Church that are legally 
permitted to exist in Azerbaijan – St George’s Church in Gakh and the church of Saint Nino 
in Alibeyli – have been without a priest. The Azeri authorities have refused permission for 
Father Demetre Tetruashvili, the priest who had ministered to the two communities for 
the past four years, to re-enter the country.5 In response, a request was submitted for a 
new priest, Father Petre Khumarashvili, to enter the country. However, to date the request 
has remained without result.6 According to the statements of the Georgian Foreign Mini-
stry, the Azeri authorities refused permission because it was impossible for the Georgian 
Orthodox Church to continue to be led by foreign citizens.7 

The various communities of the Jehovah’s Witnesses in the country – none of which has 
succeeded in gaining registration – are frequently raided by the police. What normally 
happens is that there are house searches, confiscation of religious materials, and threats 
and insults directed at those involved. In addition, there are interrogations at the local 
police stations, and a court trial. The court proceedings are frequently arranged on the same 
day as the raid. This means the accused has no chance to obtain legal advice or prepare 
an adequate defence. On 14th November 2015 the community of the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
in Gyanja were raided and nine of them were fined. Two others – Irada Huseynova and 
Rashad Niftaliyev – had to serve brief prison sentences for failing to pay fines incurred 
for earlier offences.8 This incident was the eighth such raid on the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
in Gyanja since 2010. In an earlier raid, in October 2014, three individuals – including 
Rashad Niftaliyev and the owner of the house, Saladdin Mammadov – were also fined.9

In February 2015 two female Jehovah’s Witnesses, Irina Zakharchenko and Valida Jabrayi-
lova, were arrested in the town of Pirallahi. The previous December, the police reportedly 
caught them going from house to house, talking about their faith and distributing religious 
material. For almost a year, they were held in prison on remand while awaiting trial, which 
finally took place on 28th January 2016. Given the lengthy period they had already spent 
in detention, the judge decided against giving them a fine and they were released.10 

Between December 2014 and January 2015 another five Jehovah’s Witnesses – two in 
the town of Zakatala, Matanat Qurbanova and Saadat Muradhasilova, and three in the 
capital, Baku, Rahima Huseynova, Mahluqa Akhmadova and Ismayil Bagirov – were each 
fined about three months’ average wage for talking about their faith in the street with 
other people and distributing religious material. Their appeals against the sentences 
were all rejected.11

In April 2014 Kamran Shikhaliyev, a 20-year-old conscientious objector, was sentenced to 
a year in a disciplinary military unit for refusing to serve in the armed forces. He was sen-
tenced again for the same offence on 18th August 2015 by the military tribunal in Baku.12 

Muslims who worship without the authorisation of the Muslim Council of the Caucusus 
have frequently encountered the hostility of the state and been victims of arrests and 
punishments.

The followers of the teachings of Turkish mullah Said Nursi face persecution. In October 
2015 five brothers, all Muslims – Ismayil and Zakariyya Mammadov, Shahin Hasanov, 
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Eldeniz Hajiyev and Revan Sabzaliyev – were sentenced to prison terms ranging from one 
to five years after the police found them together in an apartment in Baku, studying the 
writings of Nursi. Although their sentences were reduced on appeal, the lawyer for the 
five men announced the brothers’ intention to appeal to the Supreme Court.13 In another 
incident, Sabuhi Mammadov, a Muslim from the Gadabay region, was fined the equivalent 
of three times the average monthly salary for hosting a meeting to study the writings of 
Nursi in his home. Another 13 people present at the gathering were fined smaller sums.14 
Two Turkish citizens, who had arrived in the Azeri capital on 19th September 2015, were 
fined and deported. It happened after the police raided an apartment and found them 
alongside 85 fellow believers, studying the works of Nursi. Another five of those present 
were fined.15

Zohrab Shikhaliyev, a Sunni Muslim, served a six-month prison sentence for illegal pos-
session of arms. However, reports said his real crime had been to make his home in the 
town of Sumgait available for prayer for Sunni Muslims.16 

On 10th March 2015 a Shi‘a Muslim, Jeyhun Jafarov – a noted radio broadcaster and pre-
senter and translator of Islamic texts – was arrested and charged with treason.17

The sale of unauthorised religious texts has also been a source of problems for many 
Muslims. For example, in December 2014 Kamran Abdiyev was fined. 244 Islamic texts 
found in his possession were confiscated.18 Similarly, another five Muslims, including 
the imam Mubariz Qarayev of the Legzin mosque, were arrested in February 2015 for 
having sold sacred texts without the state’s authorisation.19 The following May they were 
sentenced to prison terms of between six and 18 months. All five men were linked to the 
Legzin mosque, which over the the past year had been under pressure to stop carrying 
out religious activities. For example, in April 2015 the authorities requested the mosque 
close its doors before the start of the European games in Baku. 20 The reason it gave was 
the need to carry out structural works. However, reportedly, the real reason was linked 
to the central position of the mosque in the old town of the city of Baku and the large 
number of Muslim believers (often dressed in traditional garb and with long beards) who 
regularly gathered there.

Many mosques have been closed down since 2008 on various pretexts. Alternatively, their 
leaders have been forcibly replaced by individuals seen as more acceptable and loyal to 
the authorities. In the spring of 2014, this happened to the mosque of Mushfiqabad21 and 
in 2015 to the mosque in Qobustan, close to Baku.22 Similarly, the imam of the mosque 
in Juma, Jeyhun Baliyev, stated that he was dismissed because his Friday preaching was 
becoming too popular.23 In December 2015, Mubariz Gurbanli, the president of the state 
commission for religious organisations, announced plans to install security cameras in 
all the country’s mosques in order to monitor the sermons.24 

In November 2015 the police conducted an armed raid in the village of Nardaran, a 
stronghold of Shi‘a Islam. Two policeman and five local people were killed. At least 68 
individuals were arrested and charged with planning “a violent change to the constitu-
tional system of government” in order to establish “a religious state governed by Shari‘a 
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law”.25 Following the raid, four mosques in Nardaran were closed down. Many of those 
arrested were released in January 2016 but around 10 people were still in prison on 
remand. They include the leader of the group, Taleh Bagirov, and the leader of the prayers 
in the mosque, Nuhbala Rahimov.26 A few days before the raid, Bagirov, who in July 2015 
had just finished serving a second prison sentence, was subjected to abuse and torture 
by the security forces. It was a violent attack strongly condemned by his deputy, Elchin 
Qasimov, and other believers. 10 people were jailed for up to 30 days.27 

The situation for Muslims is even more difficult in the exclave of Nakhichevan, an auto-
nomous territory of Azerbaijan, bordered by Armenia, Iran and Turkey. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

The daily life of religious groups, except Catholics, is very difficult, especially since reli-
gious groups started coming under greater surveillance as part of a wider intensification 
of state controls over the nation.

Endnotes
1 Area, population, political system, language: Source: BBC
2 Forum 18 News Service, 16 dicembre 2015
3 Forum 18 News Service, 16 dicembre 2015. Il salario mensile medio in Azerbaijan è pari a 462 Manats 

(circa 400 euro o 440 dollari)
4 Asia News, 6 marzo 2015
5 Forum 18 News Service, 10 luglio 2015
6 Forum 18 News Service, 26 gennaio 2016
7 Forum 18 News Service, 13 luglio 2015
8 Forum 18 News Service, 16 dicembre 2015
9 Forum 18 News Service, 1° ottobre 2015
10 Forum 18 News Service, 29 gennaio 2016
11 Forum 18 News Service, 24 febbraio 2015 e 5 agosto 2015
12 Forum 18 News Service, 19 novembre 2015
13 Forum 18 News Service, 27 aprile 2016
14 Forum 18 News Service, 13 luglio 2015
15 Forum 18 News Service, 29 settembre 2015
16 Forum 18 News Service - 18 novembre 2014 e 23 febbraio 2015
17 Forum 18 News Service, 16 dicembre 2015
18 Forum 18 News Service, 5 agosto 2015
19 Asia News, 12 settembre 2015
20 Forum 18 News Service, 21 aprile 2015
21 Forum 18 News Service, 18 novembre 2014
22 Forum 18 News Service, 24 febbraio 2015
23 Forum 18 News Service, 26 gennaio 2016
24 Human Rights Without Frontiers, 04 aprile 2016
25 Forum 18 News Service, 1° dicembre 2015
26 Forum 18 News Service, 27 gennaio 2016
27 Forum 18 News Service, 9 dicembre 2015
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 zSpiritist: 1,9%

 zOthers: 4,89

THE BAHAMAS
RELIGION

BAHAMAS 

	

  AREA POPULATION1

  13.878km2 353.658

Legal framework on religious freedom and actual implementation

The constitution of The Bahamas affirms that the state has a duty to protect the funda-
mental rights and freedoms of every person, whatever his or her race, place of origin, 
political opinions, colour, creed or sex, but subject to respect for the rights and freedoms 
of others and for the public interest.

The constitution guarantees the protection of freedom of conscience, which includes 
freedom of thought and religion, freedom to change one’s religion or belief, and free-
dom to manifest and propagate one’s religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice and 
observance, either alone or in community with others, in public or in private.

No law shall make any provision that is discriminatory either of itself or in its effect, where 
discriminatory means affording different treatment to different people on the basis of 
their race, place of origin, political opinions, colour or creed.2

Incidents 

In October 2014, an article entitled “We are not a Christian Nation constitutionally” noted 
an alarming level of ignorance among Bahamians about their country’s secular nature, 
as evinced by uninformed opinions aired in the local media. The fact that the preamble 
of the constitution refers to Christianity does not make The Bahamas a Christian nation 
or a theocracy, since the preamble has no legal force.3

In January 2016, Rastafarian leaders expressed concern that prison officials did not allow 
some of their co-religionists to receive religious assistance in prison.4

Prospects for freedom of religion

During this period, acts of discrimination have continued against certain groups, such as 
the Rastafarians. This paints a negative picture of religious freedom. The lack of improve-
ment over time in terms of incidents has reflected deterioration.
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Endnotes
1 Some 90% of the population lives on the islands of New Providence, Grand Bahama and Abaco (2010 

Census).
2 https://www.oas.org/juridico/mla/en/bhs/en_bhs-int-text-const.pdf, accessed on 1 March 2016.
3 Http://www.bahamapundit.com/2014/10/we-are-not-a-christian-nation-constitutionally.html, accessed 

on 3 March 2016.
4 Http://restart.typepad.com/my_weblog/2016/01/religious-freedom-the-bahamas.html, accessed on 

March 3 2016
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BAHRAIN
RELIGION1

BAHRÉIN 

	

  AREA POPULATION2

   717km2 1.400.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Bahrain is a kingdom located in the Persian Gulf and ruled by the Sunni Al Khalifa dynasty. 
According to estimates, up to two thirds of the citizens are Shi’a. The remainder – between 
30 and 35 percent – are Sunni. There are a small number of Christian, Jewish, Baha’i and 
Hindu nationals. Bahrain is thus one of the few Gulf countries to allow non-Muslim citizens. 
Christians with Bahraini citizenship number around 1,000. The majority of these Christians 
were immigrants to Bahrain between 1930 and 1950. They were eventually granted Bahraini 
citizenship. Most of them were originally Arab Christians from the Middle East, although 
there are smaller numbers from India. About 50 percent of Bahrain’s population consist 
of foreign workers. The majority comes primarily from south Asian countries. Almost half 
of the expatriate workers are non-Muslim (approximately 250,000-300,000). Christians 
comprise approximately 104,600 out of which around 80,000 Catholics live in Bahrain.3 
In 2014, King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa granted the Catholic Church permission to build 
its first cathedral, although construction was delayed.

According to article two of the Kingdom’s 2002 constitution, “the religion of the State is 
Islam. The Islamic Shari‘a is a principal source for legislation.” Article 6 states: “The State 
safeguards the Arab and Islamic heritage.” However, article 18 states that “there shall be 
no discrimination among them on the basis of sex, origin, language, religion or creed”. 
Article 22 guarantees that “freedom of conscience is absolute. The State guarantees the 
inviolability of worship, and the freedom to perform religious rites and hold religious 
parades and meetings in accordance with the customs observed in the country”.4

Conversion from Islam to another religion is not explicitly forbidden by law but social and 
also legal consequences would be massive according to local sources. A convert from 
Islam would lose any rights of inheritance and would be cast out of the family. 

Non-Muslim missionary activities amongst Muslims are not allowed. Personal consequen-
ces for the missionary would be severe. 

The Bahraini Penal Code states: “A punishment of imprisonment for a period not exceeding 
one year or a fine not exceeding BD 100 [about US$265] shall be inflicted upon: any person 
who deliberately causes disturbance to the holding of religious rituals by a recognised 
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sect or to a religious ceremony or meeting or obstructing such events or preventing the 
holding thereof with the use of force or threat; any person who destroys, damages or 
desecrates a place of worship or a recognised sect or a symbol or other things having a 
religious inviolability.”5 

A draft law has been discussed criminalising contempt of religion, such as insulting divinity, 
defaming divine books or prophets, or any hate and sectarian speech that undermines 
national unity, and discrimination on grounds of creed or sect.6

In order to operate in the country, non-Muslim religious groups are required to register 
with the Ministry of Social Development (MOSD). Altogether 19 non-Muslim religious 
groups are registered with the MOSD, including Christian churches and a Hindu temple.7

Incidents

King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa of Bahrain said he was willing to help 200 Christian families 
from Mosul by giving them sanctuary in Bahrain. In an interview, Combonian Camillo 
Ballin, the Apostolic Vicar for Northern Arabia, stated: “This shows his generosity towards 
Christians.”8

In 2014 senior Shi’a Bahraini clerics criticised the removal of Ashura banners raised to 
commemorate the anniversary of the death of Prophet Mohammed’s grandson, saying 
the move amounted to an infringement of a tradition dating back hundreds of years. The 
complaint highlights concerns by Bahrain’s large Shi’a community over religious freedom 
in the Gulf Arab state, which is trying to overcome tensions that began with mass protests 
for reforms in 2011.9 Over the following two months, at least 30 Shi‘a religious sites were 
destroyed, dozens of people were killed, and thousands of anti-government protestors – 
the majority of them Shi‘a – were either imprisoned and/or lost their jobs as public officials. 
Military troops from Saudi Arabia were brought in to help quell the uprising and it was 
soon suppressed. Shi‘a-dominated demonstrations against the Sunni monarchy have been 
continuing sporadically for the past four years. The demonstrators were demanding more 
rights and an end to discrimination against the majority Shi‘a community by the Sunni 
royal family. Bahrain denies accusations by Shi’a that they face discrimination in seeking 
jobs and government services. Bahrain’s security chief has said that security forces were 
trying to protect the ceremonies and at the same time ensure that banners were placed 
in designated areas. Bahrain’s chief of security General Tariq Al-Hassan said police had 
taken “legal measures against a number of violations in areas of northern governorates” 
and confronted groups that had attacked police with fire bombs.10 During the Ashura in 
October 2015 there were new reports of a removal of Ashura banners.11

The High Administrative Court issued a judgment on 29th January 2014 ordering the 
dissolution of the Islamic Ulema Council (IUC), the main assembly of Shi‘a clerics in the 
country, and a liquidation of its assets, stating the IUC was unlicensed and “used religion as 
a cover” for political activity, thus finding in favour of the government which filed the suit 
in 2013. In June 2014 the High Administrative Court of Appeals upheld the 29th January 
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judgment, and in July the Ministry of Justice and Islamic Affairs announced that it would 
take steps to dissolve the IUC in accordance with the court ruling. On 17th November 2014, 
the Court of Cassation, the highest court, ruled against the IUC’s request for a suspension 
of the June verdict, on the grounds that the verdict had already been carried out.12

In December 2014, Shi‘a cleric and prominent opposition leader Ali Salman was arrested 
and charged with several security-related crimes that could carry prison terms ranging 
from three years to life. Human rights defenders have said the charges are baseless, and 
UN experts have criticised them as violations of the freedoms of expression, association, 
and religion.13 At the end of the reporting period, Salman remains in detention.14

In March 2015 Bahrain’s public prosecutor charged a high school student and two teachers 
with insulting Islam in connection with a video showing the student reciting verses from 
the Koran to musical accompaniment. The charge was reported on state news agency 
BNA. According to Islamic tradition, tajweed, the recitation of Islam’s holy book, adheres to 
strict rules of intonation which vary according to a number of recognised reading styles. 
BNA reported that footage was posted on social media allegedly showing the student 
reciting Koranic verses while a teacher accompanied him on an instrument. The Ministry 
of Education investigated the video and found that the school had entered a competition 
for Koranic recitation, held for children around the Muslim world. Two teachers and the 
student were subsequently questioned by the public prosecutor. “The public prosecution 
... charged them with violating the Islamic religion and insulting its rituals,” the agency 
said. “It also ordered them detained protectively over the case.”15 

In February 2016 the Bahraini High Criminal Court (Appeals) upheld a sentence to expel 
Sheikh Mohammad Khojasteh, a Bahraini Shi’a cleric and member of Ulema Islamic Coun-
cil, whose nationality had been revoked. Khojasteh was one of the 72 citizens who were 
stripped of their citizenships on the onset of 2015.16 Back in 2014, amendments to the 
citizenship law enabled the Government to revoke the citizenship of any Bahraini who 
“causes harm to the interests of the Kingdom”, fails in his or her duty of “loyalty,” or assists 
“a hostile state”. Those who lose their citizenship are forced to return their passports and 
ID cards and apply for residency permits or alternatively leave the country. Four such 
people have been deported since the beginning of February.17

Prospects for religious freedom

Recently, a diplomat of the Holy See called “the Kingdom of Bahrain, with its constitutio-
nal protections for freedom of conscience, the inviolability of places of worship, and the 
freedom to celebrate religious rites, a beacon for religious pluralism and tolerance in a 
region where such openness is not ubiquitous”.18 

A US commission on religious freedom has concluded that the Bahraini government has 
made demonstrable progress in rebuilding mosques and religious structures it destroyed 
during unrest in the spring of 2011. Nevertheless, more needs to be done to implement 
recommendations from the Bahrain Independent Commission of Inquiry (BICI) to redress 
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past abuses against Shi‘a Muslims and further improve religious freedom conditions. In 
addition, Shi‘a Muslims continued to be detained and arrested arbitrarily throughout the 
year.19 There still remain major grievances for the country’s Shi‘a community. Because 
religion and political affiliation are often closely linked, it is difficult to categorise many 
incidents as being solely based on religious identity. Given the geopolitical tensions in 
the region between Sunni and Shi‘a powers led by Iran and Saudi Arabia, it will not be 
easy to address them.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_18_1.asp
2 http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e4862d6&submit=GO
3 http://www.avona.org/vicariate/vicariate_about.htm#.VvY4hJ0weM8
4 http://www.servat.unibe.ch/icl/ba00000_.html
5 http://alwefaq.net/media/2015/01/Ashura_2014_EN.pdf
6 http://www.bna.bh/portal/en/news/684059
7 U.S. International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
8 http://www.lastampa.it/2014/08/30/vaticaninsider/eng/world-news/bahrain-is-willing-to-welco-

me-christian-families-from-mosul-vJDvv1J6XEIVSC5wB9xgFO/pagina.html
9 http://alwefaq.net/media/2015/01/Ashura_2014_EN.pdf; http://shiapost.com/2015/12/06/viola-

tions-of-religious-freedom-increasing-in-bahrain/
10 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-religion-ashura-bahrain-idUSKCN0SG1TP20151022
11 https://globalvoices.org/2015/10/20/bahrain-government-renews-crackdown-on-religious-rituals/
12 U.S. International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
13 http://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=15541&LangID=E
14 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-33147198; http://english.almanar.com.lb/adetails.

php?fromval=2&cid=27&frid=23&seccatid=27&eid=249665
15 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-bahrain-koran-idUSKBN0M71UL20150311
16 http://en.abna24.com/service/bahrain/archive/2016/02/21/736039/story.html
17 http://ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=17252&LangID=E
18 http://www.holyseemission.org/contents%5C/statements/statements-56d8ae4351d563.55378827.php
19 http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Bahrain%202015.pdf
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BANGLADESH
RELIGION

BANGLADÉS 

	

  AREA POPULATION
  143.998km² 156.600.000

Legal framework on Freedom of Religion and actual application

Historically Bangladesh was regarded as a predominantly Muslim nation where people 
practiced a peaceful and tolerant form of Islam, however recent events have painted a 
very different picture. In the past 18 months, 48   murders have taken place, 28 claimed 
by groups linked to Al-Qaeda or Daesh (ISIS). Those targeted include bloggers defending 
secularism and freedom of expression, free thinkers claiming the right not to profess any 
religion, and university professors. Also attacked were Hindu and Buddhist priests, Christian 
clergymen and lay people, who were singled out because they belong to the country’s 
religious minorities – as well as a Muslim converts to Christianity and Shi’a Muslims. The 
list is long and, despite the promises of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina that the killings “will 
not go unpunished,”2 there is deep concern in the country.

“Initially, we used to consider such attacks as isolated incidents but now it has become a 
matter of grave concern,” the Secretary of the Bangladesh Christian Association said on 
9th June 2016.3 And the Secretary General of the Hindu Buddhist Christian Unity Council 
of Bangladesh said “Entire communities are terrified and feel very insecure. We see no 
intervention of political parties to find solutions to these problems”.4

Religious demography

At 156 million, Bangladesh is one of the most densely populated countries in the world 
(with 1,100 inhabitants per square kilometre). According to the 2011 census, Sunni Muslims 
account for nearly 90 percent of the population – making it third most populous Muslim 
country in the world after Indonesia and Pakistan – whilst the main minority, Hinduism, 
is a little over nine percent (between 9.1 and 9.5 percent depending on the source). The 
remaining 0.5 percent consists of Christians (of which Catholics are the majority) and 
Buddhists. Some numerically smaller groups also live in Bangladesh, with about 100,000 
members each, such as Ahmadis and Shi’a Muslims. Some groups fall between the stati-
stical cracks, most notably the Rohingya, a Muslim minority from Myanmar. Some 32,000 
of them are officially registered as refugees, but the actual number in the south-eastern 
region of Cox’s Bazar is estimated to be between 200,000 and 500,000.5

Secular country or Islamic nation?
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On 28th March 2016, Bangladesh’s High Court confirmed Islam’s status as the state reli-
gion.6 In doing so, the judges settled an old constitutional debate. Their decision came 
in response to a petition filed in the High Court in 1988. At the time, a dozen prominent 
figures had questioned the legitimacy of the constitutional amendment that had made 
Islam the religion of State. They eventually abandoned their pursuit, believing that the 
judges would be unfavourable to them. Their argument was as follows: the recognition of 
Islam as the state religion contradicts the principle of the State’s secularity. Article 2A of 
the Constitution, which states that the “state religion of the Republic is Islam”, contradicts 
Article 12, which defends “Secularism and freedom of religion” by banning the State from 
showing any favouritism to any religion.7 In full, Article 2A says, “The state religion of the 
Republic is Islam, but the State shall ensure equal status and equal right in the practice 
of the Hindu, Buddhist, Christian and other religions.”8

The justices therefore had a weighty issue in their hands, namely deciding Islam’s place in 
Bangladeshi society. At present, with the country torn by religious tensions and the rise 
of an Islamist movement, the justices had to define the role of Islam in society and they 
ruled in favour of its preeminent place in the constitutional charter.

Yet throughout its history Bangladesh, which declared its independence in 1971, has comes 
up against the question of how to define its identity. Is it a secular country or an Islamic 
nation? Sunni Islam certainly occupies a preponderant place in a Bangladesh that takes 
pride in its tolerant and moderate traditions. In 1972, Bangladesh adopted a constitution 
based on a linguistic and secular identity, and it was only in 1988 that the military regime 
led by dictator Hussein Muhammad Ershad decided to amend it to make Islam the state 
religion. Since then, a powerful political and intellectual movement has sought to restore 
the historic principle of national secularism. So far, their efforts have been in vain.

This conflict over identity has crystallised into two opposing ideological camps, the “secu-
larists” versus the “Islamists”. “The relationship between religion and state is central in the 
history of India’s partition from Pakistan in 1947, but also in the history of Bangladesh’s 
nation-building project since its inception in 1971,” said Samuel Berthet, historian at the 
University of Shiv Nadar, India.9 Indeed, Bangladesh was originally East Pakistan, before it 
broke away from the western part in 1971 during an extremely violent war of liberation. 
The human losses from the war for independence range from 300,000 to three million, 
depending on the sources. The pro-Pakistan militia, defending an Islamic-based sense of 
nationhood, tried to crush the secessionists.

“At the time of Bangladesh’s creation, the reference to religion was thus associated with 
Pakistani tutelage, whilst secularism was associated with Bangladeshi nation building,” 
said Berthet. He added:

Gradually, under the influence and growing trade with the Middle East, ideas and per-
ceptions shifted. After the idea of state religion was enshrined in the constitution in 1988 
by an authoritarian regime, the concept of religious majority was used as a justification 
for the idea of   a state religion itself. This influenced a significant part of the population, 
and continues to weigh heavily on a democracy with a majoritarian system. However, 
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the notion of state religion has also had an impact on the status of minorities. For the 
partisans of Bangladesh based on its original blueprint, dropping every reference to a 
state religion is paramount. This demand has become synonymous with freedom of 
expression, as well as the freedom to practice any religion.10

In 2011, there were calls to restore the principle of secularism, but the then ruling Awami 
League did not dare change Islam’s constitutional status. Led by Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina, the centre-left party was afraid of alienating part of its Muslim electorate. On the 
other side, it faces Begum Khaleda Zia, leader of the opposition Bangladesh Nationalist 
Party (BNP), which is allied to the powerful Islamist Jamaat-e-Islami party. In 1991, the 
BNP supported the constitutional status of Islam, defending the idea on the grounds 
that it was the religion of the vast majority of the population. The two women – Hasina 
and Zia – whose fierce rivalry has dragged Bangladesh into an endless cycle of political 
stalemate, embody the two opposing visions of Bangladesh’s history and identity.

Incidents 

Surging Islamist violence in society

The decision of the High Court has been a source of tension and violence however, both 
those in power and ordinary Bangladeshis seem unable to prevent the escalation of 
religiously motivated attacks.

In 2012, Islamists began attacking young human rights and pro-democracy activists whom 
they accused of being “atheists”. The following year, many intellectuals were threatened 
and some were killed. In 2015, five liberal bloggers and a publisher were murdered. 
Every time, the story was more or less the same: men on a motorcycle would apparently 
come out of nowhere to stab or hack defenceless people to death. These bloggers and 
publishers killed in 2015 were part of a small movement among Bangladesh’s youth and 
intellectuals who continue to write “against the country’s extremism and obscurantism”, 
particularly criticising the religious intolerance of a nation whose institutions are officially 
secular. Since the murder in February 2013 of 30-year-old blogger and architect Ahmed 
Rajeeb (Rajib) Haider, who had his throat cut,11 they have become the target of Islamist 
groups, including Jamaat-e Islami. In last two years, courts have sentenced to death many 
of Jamaat’s leaders for their involvement in the massacres carried out during the country’s 
fight for independence in 1971.12 For their part, Islamist circles demand the execution of 
all atheist bloggers and the implementation of anti-blasphemy legislation. The authorities 
have responded to such pressures by making it harder for bloggers, forcing their web 
hosts to erase hundreds of posts regarded as defaming Islam and Muhammad.

Bloggers are not the only target. Extremists have also gone after religious minorities, 
attacking members of the Ahmadi, Shi’a, Hindu, Buddhist and Christian communities. 
They have also murdered homosexuals and foreigners (Cesare Tavella, an Italian involved 
in development work, was killed on 28th September 2015 in Dhaka,13 and Hoshi Kunio, 
from Japan, was shot dead on 3rd October in Rangpur District14). In a short span of 18 
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months, no fewer than 48 people have been murdered. Al-Qaeda or Daesh (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for 28 of them. Yet Bangladeshi authorities have systematically denied 
such claims, insisting instead that international Islamist terrorism has not taken root in 
Bangladesh. Instead, they blame home-grown Islamist groups like Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen. 
For the Bangladeshi government, this group – which had six of its top leaders hanged 
in 2007 and whose members are regularly killed in shootouts with police – is the main 
threat to the country’s internal security.15

The pace of the murders is accelerating. On 10th June 2016, an employee of a Hindu 
temple was hacked to death.16 The previous Sunday, 5th June, a Catholic grocer met the 
same fate.17 On the same day, in another region of the country, the wife of a police officer, 
known to have arrested Islamist militants, was killed, executed by a commando before 
her 6-year-old son.18

The murder of the Catholic grocer occurred in Bonpara, a village in Natore District, about 
170 km northwest of the capital Dhaka. Home to one of the oldest Christian communities 
in the country, the parish of Our Lady of Lourdes is located in the Diocese of Rajshahi. With 
about 4,000 members, it is known for its 10-metre-high statue of Our Lady of Lourdes. 
After Mass, at noon on Sunday, 5th June 2016, Sunil Gomes, 72, was going back to his 
small grocery store, which he had been running for the past three years, when he was 
attacked by several unidentified men who hacked him to death. He died instantly. Daesh 
(ISIS) later claimed responsibility for the murder.

According to Sunil Gomes’s family, he had no enemies. He had worked as a gardener at 
the church for years. One of his brothers, Fr Proshanto Gomes, is a priest in the neigh-
bouring Diocese of Dinajpur. “He was an innocent, simple and pious man. We don’t know 
why he was murdered like this. We are living in fear,” his eldest daughter Sopna Gomes 
told UCAnews.19

In a country where Christians make up less than one percent of the population, the 
murder added one more name to an ever-growing list. On 22nd March 2016, Hossain 
Ali, a Muslim convert to Christianity, had his throat cut by three men. Once again Daesh 
claimed responsibility, saying the murder “was a lesson to others”.20 On 18th November 
2015, an Italian Catholic missionary, Father Piero Parolari, 64, was shot and wounded in 
Dinajpur, in the north.21 On 5th October 2015, a Protestant clergyman, Rev Luke Sarkar, 
was stabbed and seriously wounded,22 apparently by activists of the Jamaat-ul-Mujahi-
deen. Meanwhile, many Catholic priests, Protestant pastors, NGO members and Christian 
charities have received death threats.

Other religious minorities have also been targeted. In early June, a Hindu merchant was 
hacked to death, and a Buddhist doctor was killed the same way. Earlier, in October 2015, 
a grenade attack left one person dead and several wounded at a Shi’a gathering in Huseni 
Dalan, an important Shi’a shrine in Old Dhaka.23 On 5th December 2015, ten people were 
wounded when a bomb exploded at the Kantajew Hindu Temple, in Dinajpur District.24 
On 21st February 2016, one person was killed in another attack against a Hindu temple 
in northern Bangladesh: the temple’s head priest had his throat cut and two others were 
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seriously wounded.25 Finally, on 14th March of this year, Abdur Razzak, a Sunni turned 
Shi’a preacher, was stabbed to death in Kaliganj, in the country’s southwest.26

Prospects for freedom of religion

According to Monsignor Nicephorus D’Cruze, Catholic Bishop of Sylhet and president of 
the Commission for Interreligious Dialogue of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Ban-
gladesh, recent attacks on religious minorities are the indirect consequence of Islam’s 
special constitutional status. “When a state officially accepts a state religion, then it puts 
[up] barricades for communal harmony because it recognises supremacy of a particular 
religion and makes other religions inferior,” the bishop told UCANews. 27 “We hope and 
demand that every religion in Bangladesh is put on an equal footing in terms of status 
and respect,” he added. Hindu community leaders agree. “As the state religion, Islam 
put[s] psychological pressure on minorities, and makes them vulnerable to abuse and 
exploitation,” said Govinda Chadra Pramanik, secretary of Bangladesh National Hindu 
Grand Alliance.28

After a long period of silence, government authorities finally responded. On 11th June 
2016, police launched a four-day crackdown: more than 11,600 people were arrested, 
including 166 suspected Islamists.29 However, the question remains whether the police 
response will be sufficient to stop the recent wave of murders against members of religious 
minorities and secular intellectuals. For Bishop Gervas Rozario of Rajshahi, president of 
the Commission for Justice and Peace of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Bangladesh, 
sudden mass arrests will not be enough to prevent more terrorist acts from occurring 
in the country. Of the 12,000 people arrested, local media noted that more than 2,000 
belong to the Bangladesh Nationalist Party, the main opposition party. “The government 
might have a different agenda, including weakening opposition parties further, because 
this crackdown is not an effective way to eradicate militancy,” Bishop Rozario said.30 For 
the bishop, rather than carry out mass arrests, the authorities should employ the intelli-
gence services and special police force to fight terrorism and protect minorities. Police, 
he noted, are usually far less inclined to carry out arrests when members of minorities 
are the targets of violent actions.

In Dhaka, Rosaline Costa heads the local branch of NGO Hotline Human Rights Trust. She 
believes that these arrests are ineffectual because the real extremists are hiding, espe-
cially in madrasas, i.e. Quranic schools. “Police usually avoid religious places like madrasas 
which are a breeding ground for militancy and militants take shelter there. Police can’t 
curb militancy unless they bust militant dens like madrasas,” she said.31

There is, however, a positive note in this bleak landscape. On 18th June, Jamaiatul Ulema 
(Ulema Council) issued a fatwa denouncing terrorism and militant activities in the name 
of Islam. Terrorism is “contrary to Islam” and is “a crime against humanity,” it said. Titled 
‘Edict of peace for well-being of humanity’, the ruling was backed by about 100,000 Muslim 
leaders, clerics and scholars.32 “The world is plagued with militancy through misinterpre-
tation of Islam,” said Maolana Fariduddin Masoud, a respected religious leader, on 17th 
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June 2016. “In order to eradicate terrorism, we need an awakening of conscience.” Hence, 
“We will conduct seminars in mosques all over the country.” However, “The government 
and media need to support our efforts,” he added.33

According Nirmol Rozario, general secretary of the Bangladesh Christian Association, the 
fatwa is “a positive move”.34 For Theophil Nokrek, secretary of the Commission for Justice 
and Peace of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Bangladesh, “It is good to see Islamic 
clerics reiterate… [that] torturing and killing in the name of religion is un-Islamic”.35
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application 

The constitution guarantees the protection of “the fundamental rights and freedoms of 
the individual”, regardless of “race, place of origin, political opinions, colour, creed or sex, 
but subject to respect for the rights and freedoms of others and for the public interest”. 
It also guarantees freedom of conscience (article 11).

No person may have their freedom of conscience limited, including “freedom of thought, 
and of religion, freedom to change one’s religion or belief, freedom to “manifest and pro-
pagate one’s religion or belief in worship, through teaching, practice and observance” 
individually or collectively, in public or in private. “Each religious community shall be 
entitled, at its own expense, to establish and maintain places of education.”

Moreover, and related to freedom of conscience and religion, the constitution defines 
discrimination as treating people differently on the basis of race, place of origin, political 
opinions, colour and creed. The constitution also states that no person shall be forced 
to receive a religious education, without his or her consent, or that of their guardian if 
under 21, whether in a school, in the military or in prison.4

Incidents 

Questions have been raised with respect to a Muslim-only housing project at Clermont, 
St James, which includes a mosque and community centre. Responding to questions 
about the project, Abdulsamad Pandor said that it would be governed by the same rules 
as nearby residential districts.5

Prospects for freedom of religion

No acts of intolerance have been observed during the period under consideration, except 
for some positive discrimination. Compared to the period covered by the 2014 report, 
prospects for freedom of religion have seen an improvement. 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



BA
RB

AD
OS

83Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

Endnotes
1 www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_20_1.http://www.barstats.gov.bb/census/aspac-

cessed on 7 March 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18723928s accessed on 6 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18723928s accessed on 6 May 2016.
4 http://www.gov.bb/government-main/constitution-of-barbados/ accessed on 1 March 2016.
5 https://barbadosfreepress.wordpress.com/2014/09/21/muslim-only-housing-development-in-barba-

dos-no-christians-or-jews-allowed-to-purchase-homes-in-new-community/ and original story http://
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution grants individuals the freedom to profess any religious beliefs and to 
participate in acts of worship provided they are not prohibited by law. Banned activities 
include those directed “against the sovereignty of the Republic of Belarus, its constitutio-
nal system, and civic harmony”. Others involve a violation of civil rights and liberties or 
offences that “impede the execution of state, public, and family duties” by its citizens, or 
are detrimental to public health and morality. All religious matters are regulated by the 
Office of the Plenipotentiary Representative for Religious and Nationality Affairs (OPRRNA).

The law recognises the “determining role” of the Orthodox Church in the development of 
the traditions of the people. Existing legislation also acknowledges the historical impor-
tance of religious groups commonly referred to as “traditional” faiths: Catholicism, Judaism, 
Islam, and evangelical Lutheranism. Those faith communities which are not recognised 
in this way include newer religious groups, and the priest-less Old Believers and Calvinist 
churches, which have historical roots in the country dating to the 17th century.

All religious activities by unregistered groups are banned by law and its group members 
are subjected to penalties ranging from heavy fines to two years in prison. The activities 
of religious communities and associations are by law confined to areas where they are 
registered. This is connected to complex registration requirements some groups find 
difficult to fulfil, including size minimums and access to facilities designated for religious 
use. The law requires all religious groups to receive prior governmental approval for the 
import and distribution of religious literature. The approval process includes official exa-
mination of the documents under consideration by religious studies experts.

The law establishes three tiers of religious groups: religious communities, religious 
associations, and national religious associations. Religious communities must include at 
least 20 persons over the age of 18 who live in one or several adjoining areas. Religious 
associations must include at least 10 religious communities, one of which must have been 
active in the country for at least 20 years, and may be constituted only by a national-level 
religious association. National religious associations can be formed only when there are 
active religious communities in at least four of the country’s six regions.
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The housing code permits religious groups to register at residential premises provided 
the local authorities grant permission. The local authorities must certify the premises 
comply with a number of regulations, including fire safety, sanitary, and health code 
requirements. Such permission, however, is not granted automatically, and the law does 
not permit religious groups to hold services in private homes or apartments without prior 
permission from local authorities.

The law permits state agencies in charge of registration to issue written warnings to a 
registered religious group for violating any law or undertaking activities outside the scope 
of responsibilities in the group’s charter. The government may apply to a relevant court, 
depending upon jurisdiction, to shut down the group if it has not ceased the illegal acti-
vity outlined in the written warning within six months or if the activity is repeated within 
one year of the warning. Pending the court’s decision, the government can suspend the 
activities of the religious group. The law contains no provision for appeal of the warning 
or suspension.

Only registered national religious associations may apply to OPRRNA for permission to 
invite foreign clergy to the country. OPRRNA must grant permission before foreign reli-
gious workers may serve in local congregations, teach or study at local institutions, or 
participate in charitable work for a period of one year, which can be reduced or extended. 
OPRRNA may deny requests without explanation. There is no provision for appeals. By 
law, the government does not permit foreign missionaries to engage in religious acti-
vity outside their host institutions. Transfers of foreign clergy between religious groups, 
including parishes, require prior state permission. Foreigners may not lead religious 
groups. The authorities may reprimand or expel foreign citizens officially in the country 
for non-religious work if they participate in religious activities. Law enforcement agencies 
may compel the departure of foreign clergy. In such cases, authorities may act indepen-
dently or in response to recommendations from other government entities, such as the 
security service. The law does not permit religious communities to establish schools to 
train clergy, although associations and national associations may do so. The law prohibits 
religious groups from conducting activities anonymously in schools. It also prohibits 
visits from representatives of foreign religious groups; missionary activities; collections 
of donations or fees from students for religious groups or any charity; distribution of 
religious literature, audio, video, and other religious materials; holding prayer services, 
religious rituals, rites, or ceremonies; and placing religious symbols or paraphernalia at 
educational institutions.

A 2003 concordat between the Belarusian Orthodox Church (BOC) and the government 
provides the BOC with autonomy in its internal affairs, freedom to perform religious rites 
and other activities, and a special relationship with the state. The concordat recognises 
the BOC’s “influence on the formation of spiritual, cultural, and national traditions of the 
Belarusian people.” Even though it is stated in the concordat that the agreement does 
not limit the religious freedom of other religious groups, it calls for the government 
and the BOC to combat unnamed “pseudo-religious structures that present a danger to 
individuals and society.”
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The government continued to deny registration to minority religious groups, detained 
and fined religious leaders for engaging in unregistered religious activities, and haras-
sed members of minority and unregistered religious groups. Except for the BOC and the 
Roman Catholic Church, religious groups had difficulties obtaining buildings for worship, 
distributing religious literature, and proselytizing. The government failed to provide access 
to prisoners for clergy of some religious groups. Authorities used visa regulations to limit 
the number and length of stay of foreign missionaries.

Authorities continued to delay granting clergy permission to visit members of the demo-
cratic opposition and human rights and civil society groups incarcerated for political 
reasons. When such visits were granted, prison authorities closely monitored meetings, 
private conversations, and religious confessions. According to the religious monitoring 
group Forum 18, Protestant pastors reported difficulties in accessing prisoners, and 
imams were never allowed to visit Muslim prisoners. A senior official in charge of prison 
management told Forum 18 access was “only possible for Orthodox and Catholic priests” 
as other religions had “a negative influence over the inmates”.

Some Christian groups stated the registration requirements for religious groups severely 
restricted their activities, suppressed freedom of religion, and legalised criminal prose-
cution of individuals for their religious beliefs. A number of local authorities continued 
to refuse to negotiate registration agreements with Jehovah’s Witnesses, particularly in 
Pinsk, Barysau, Navalukaml, and Lida. Authorities also continued to refuse registration 
to several Buddhist communities.

Non-traditional religious groups said the procedure for registering residential premises 
remained cumbersome and arbitrary in practice. The government continued to charge 
religious group leaders with violating the legal prohibition on organising or hosting 
unauthorised meetings, especially in private homes. Authorities fined or issued written 
warnings to Protestant and non-BOC Orthodox congregations for operating illegally.

Government “ideology officers” charged with promoting official policies and views con-
tinued to target and harass unregistered religious groups, including by monitoring the 
activities of members in their workplaces.

While there were few reports of fines against unregistered religious groups, many such 
communities stated they kept out of public sight because of what they believed to be 
government hostility and because they could face criminal liability and their leaders could 
be imprisoned for up to two years.

The government had refused permission to Polish priest Father Roman Schulz to continue 
to work in a Mahilyou parish after he had been there for seven years, and denied permis-
sion to a Franciscan Order priest who had been invited to serve in Ivianets. After protests 
by parishioners, the government did a U-turn and extended the visa for Father Schulz.2 

The authorities criticise the Catholic Church in Belarus for reportedly preferring to invite 
foreign priests, mostly Polish, rather than developing local Belarusian structures. The Bishop 
of Vitebsk defends this practice, pointing to the difficulties of making progress in a mostly 
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hostile environment. Besides, the calling to priesthood is not a simple job decision which 
can be significantly influenced by offering vacant posts. However compared to the years 
after 1989, there is a remarkable increase in the number of Belarusian Catholic priests.3 

Incidents

There were reports of anti-Semitic graffiti or vandalism. On 14th August 2014, a priest in 
Hrodna reported that vandals had painted swastikas on several plaques commemora-
ting Jews. On 28th December 2014, a rabbi in Homyel reported that vandals had painted 
swastikas and anti-Semitic slogans on a Jewish religious and a secular community centre. 
However, Jewish religious leaders stated anti-Semitism and negative attitudes towards 
minority religious groups continued to decline.

Jehovah’s Witnesses reported three cases of law enforcement officials interrupting religious 
meetings without bringing charges against any congregation members. Furthermore 
they reported eight cases where police detained members of the community who were 
proselytizing. In one of these cases, police detained two foreign Witnesses, both women, 
in Dragichyn on 7th August 2014, and a day later a local district court ruled that they had 
violated the law on mass gatherings and pickets. On 9th October the regional court upheld 
this decision and ruled foreign citizens did not “have the right to express their religious 
beliefs in public” without prior permission from authorities.

Jehovah’s Witnesses, who are conscientious objectors to military service, have been 
persistently targeted. Their alleged attempts at illegally distributing religious literature 
were also criticised by the authorities. Pavel Yadlovsky of the Jehovah’s Witnesses noted 
that officials often failed to understand how religious literature is distributed. Yadlovsky 
said: “Literature is given away by individuals not by a legal entity.” 

In the town of Gorki in Mogilev Region, Council of Churches Baptist Liliya Shulgan was 
fined for hosting a religious meeting in her home on 22nd December 2015. She was charged 
under Article 21.16, Part 1 of the Administrative Code for not using living premises for 
their designated purpose. During the trial on 8th February 2016, Judge Yelena Vorobyeva 
of Gorki District Court found Liliya Shulgan guilty and fined her 10 base units, 2,100,000 
Belarusian Roubles (about 90 Euros).4 

Prospects for freedom of religion

In February 2016, Commissioner for Religious and Ethnic Affairs of Belarus Lieanid Huliaka 
criticised the Catholic Church for “insufficient active cadre training” and “the destructive 
activities of some Belarusian priests among the population”. Two days later the Confe-
rence of Catholic Bishops in Belarus in an official statement declared that these issues 
were “exclusively the internal affairs of the Church”. The bishops suggested that all such 
questions “may be discussed in person”. 
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In recent years the Commissioner has become in effect a spokesman for the authorities 
regarding the country’s Catholics. He raised identical objections to “cadre training” and 
activities among the population in 2014 and 2015. On the other hand, Belarusian diplo-
macy sees good relations with the Vatican as a means of establishing links in the West. 
Officials and state media speak only in a positive way about the Church.5 In February 2016 
Father Sanko of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference commented on the accusations against 
the Catholic Church. He said it made no sense to react aggressively, as such statements 
from the authorities were now commonplace and had not made the situation worse.6

The situation of the Greek Catholic Church has improved slightly. On 13th February 2016 
a 25-minute broadcast portraying the Greek Catholic Church in a positive light was aired 
on Belarusian state television. This is in stark contrast to previous treatment of this reli-
gious group, which in recent years has been viewed with suspicion by the authorities.7 

Relations between the BOC and the Catholic Church continued to improve, according 
to members of both groups. Examples of increased cooperation included joint religious 
services and international conferences. On 13th May 2014, Metropolitan Pavel said there 
were “friendly and warm” relations between the two Churches.

Problems of religious freedom in Belarus primarily concern the question of registration 
for religious organisations. A lack of registration can often lead to criminalisation. Local 
authorities often create deliberate obstacles to the registration of new communities, 
especially if they are hitherto unknown in Belarus. Connected to this is the government’s 
hostility towards foreign clergy invited to Belarus. The Russian Orthodox Church, which 
is given preferential treatment by the authorities, has no such difficulties.8

Endnotes
1 There are no authoritative statistics on religious affiliation. According to a March-April 2013 survey by 

the private Zerkalo-Info Sociological Center, approximately 68 percent of citizens belong to the BOC, 14 
percent to the Roman Catholic Church, and 3 percent to other religious groups. http://www.state.gov/j/
drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238358#wrapper

2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238358#wrapper
3 http://www.deon.pl/religia/kosciol-i-swiat/z-zycia-kosciola/art,24937,bialorus-biskup-o-dzialaniach-wladz-wobec-kosciola.html

4 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2157
5 http://en.eurobelarus.info/news/society/2016/02/24/catholic-status-quo-in-belarusian-politics.html

6 http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2157
7 http://belarusdigest.com/story/greek-catholics-belarus-%E2%80%93-struggle-margins-24751
8 http://en.eurobelarus.info/news/society/2016/02/18/does-belarus-have-problems-with-the-free-

dom-of-religion.html
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 zChristian: 51%
(Christian: 50% –  Protestant: 1%)

 z Jewish: 0,4%

 zMuslim: 5%

 zOthers: 43,3

BELGIUM
RELIGION1

BÉLGICA 

	

  AREA2 POPULATION3

    30.528km2 10.800.000

Other: 43.3% Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Belgian constitution guarantees fundamental human rights for all citizens, including 
freedom of religion or belief, and the protection of religious or belief communities from 
State interference into their internal affairs. Although the law prohibits discrimination 
based on religious or philosophical (e.g. non-confessional) outlook, there have been 
reports of problems enforcing this legislation, with accusations of State bias. 

State recognition of religions 

Relationships between the State and the various religions in Belgium are historically 
rooted in a specific system of hierarchy of religious and belief communities. The State 
only finances recognised religious or belief communities. These are: Catholicism, Pro-
testantism, Anglicanism, Judaism, Islam, Orthodoxy and Secular Humanism. Buddhism 
is currently in the process of being recognised,4 and applications for Hinduism and the 
Syriac Orthodox Church are pending. 

State subsidies are provided by all taxpayers, including those who profess a non-recogni-
sed religion and those who do not follow any religion or belief system.5 

State recognition opens the door to the financing of religions and worldviews, providing 
funds for clergy salaries and pensions, maintenance of places of worship, chaplaincies 
and religious education, and other aspects of religious life. The State does not subsidise 
the wages and pensions of clergy belonging to non-recognised faith groups. Nor are they 
eligible to receive State subsidies for clergy wages and pensions. In addition, they are not 
entitled to have officially accredited chaplains in prisons, detention centres for asylum 
seekers, hospitals, the armed forces and homes for elderly or people with disabilities. 
Furthermore, they are not permitted to teach their religion in public schools and are not 
given equal treatment by the tax authorities. 

While there are discrepancies in the treatment of recognised and unrecognised religions, 
there are no legal or constitutional criteria for granting state recognition. In 1985, Minister 
of Justice Jean Gol said in an answer to a parliamentary question that the following criteria 
should be taken into consideration: the membership of the religious community (several 
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tens of thousands), its history, and its contribution to the good of society. However, his 
understanding of the necessary criteria was never enshrined in the constitution, decrees, 
or laws. The income of all taxpayers, whatever their religious outlook, is the main source 
of the financial support for the few state-recognised religions or worldviews. 

The religious and belief communities which are not recognised by the State can be legally 
registered as non-profit associations and fully enjoy freedom of religion or belief. 

Relations between the State and religious groups are regulated by the Ministry of Justice. 

In 1997, following the publication of a parliamentary report and a list of 189 religious 
or belief communities identified as “sectes” and suspected to be harmful, many cases of 
intolerance and discrimination in the public and private sectors were reported to human 
rights organisations. They included: libel and slander; victimisation in the neighbourhood, 
at the workplace and at school; damage to individuals’ reputation; loss of jobs or promo-
tions; dismissal, loss of visitation rights or child custody in divorce settlements; inability 
to rent public or private facilities for religious meetings, and so on.

Legislation on religious attire

On 29th April 2010 the Belgian Chamber of Representatives adopted a security law prohi-
biting people from wearing “attire and clothing masking the face in such a way that makes 
it difficult for them to be recognised”. The penalty for violating this law can extend to 14 
days imprisonment and a 250 EUR fine. Thus, the burqa or niqab are not allowed in public 
spaces, restrictions which sparked protests from members of the Muslim community.

There is also a ban on Muslim women and girls wearing the headscarf in many schools 
and public sector jobs.6

Religious and moral instruction in public schools

In a revision of the constitution dated 15th July 1988, school education was transferred 
to the Flemish, French and German-speaking communities of Belgium. Classes in philo-
sophy are obligatory in all three linguistic communities but specific details are left to the 
discretion of each respective language group. 

Religious or “moral” instruction is mandatory in public schools and is provided according 
to the parents’ preference. The public education system requires neutrality in the pre-
sentation of religious views outside of religion classes. Religion teachers are permitted 
to express their views in religion classes. All public schools provide teachers for each of 
the seven recognised religious groups, as well as for secular humanism. Public school 
religion teachers are nominated by their respective faith group and are appointed by the 
linguistic community government’s education minister. Faith-based schools, following the 
same curriculum as public schools, receive government subsidies for operating expenses, 
including building maintenance and utilities.

However, the refusal by the Orthodox Jewish community to teach certain subjects, 
such as evolution and sexual education, could lead to the imposition of economic and 
criminal penalties against their schools. The Belgian Department of Education requires 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



BE
LG

IU
M

91Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

that all students follow the state education programme. Education officials have begun 
to impose sanctions against haredi schools, without exemptions, for students receiving 
home-schooling. Also, private Jewish schools not receiving full government funding will 
be forced to comply with the education ministry’s standards.7

In a 12th March 2015 judgement, the Belgian Constitutional Court ruled that “the French 
community allows ethics classes to be ideologically oriented and the teachers to adhere 
to a particular philosophical system. This implies that the French community does not 
guarantee that the courses of religion and non-confessional ethics, which are offered with 
parental permission, disseminate information or knowledge that is ‘objective, critical and 
pluralistic’ in conformity with the case law of the European Court of Human Rights on 
which the Constitutional Court depends. In order to ensure the right of parents that their 
children do not experience conflict between religious or ethical education given by the 
school and the religious or philosophical beliefs of parents, students should be allowed 
to opt out from attending religion or ethics classes. Moreover, in order to protect their 
right not to disclose their religious or philosophical beliefs (...) the approach for obtaining 
this exemption must not impose upon the parents the obligation to reveal their own 
religious or philosophical convictions.”

As for the Flemish community, the question of exemption was settled on 8th July 1992 
by the Education Department of the Ministry of the Flemish community, with a circular 
which reads: “Each school shall ensure that students who opt out use the time to study 
their own religion, philosophy or ethical values.”8 In the French community, opting out 
was not possible. The law prohibits discrimination based on religious orientation and 
public statements inciting religious hatred, including Holocaust denial.

There has never been any judgment of the European Court of Human Rights against 
Belgium on religious freedom issues (Article 9 of the European Convention).

Incidents

Related to Islam

Ban on religious attire

Public schools have the right to decide whether to impose a ban on religious attire and 
symbols, such as headscarves. At least 90 percent of public schools sponsored by the 
French community of Belgium and virtually all Flemish public schools have banned 
headscarves. Private employers can prohibit the headscarf, or other religious attire, if 
they believe it interferes with the performance of an employee’s duties.

On 31st May 2016, the Court of Justice in Luxembourg ruled that there was no religious 
discrimination in a case where a female employee appealed against the company she 
worked for after it laid her off for wearing a veil. It did so on the basis that there was a 
ban on visible political, philosophical and religious symbols, as stated on the website.9 
It is expected that more private businesses will include statements of this nature in their 
internal work regulations.
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In 2013, police filed 16 reports on violations of the law banning burqas. Women who wore 
the full face veil in public faced a maximum fine of 137.50 EUR. 

Mosques

There are about 300 mosques in the whole of Belgium for a population of around 700-
800,000 Muslims. According to research by Jan Hertogen, sociologist at the Catholic 
University of Leuven, seven percent of the Belgian population is Muslim:10 4.9 percent in 
Wallonia, 23.6 percent in Brussels, and the rest in Flanders.11

In Brussels, where the Muslim population is about 300,000, only 14 out of 80 mosques 
are recognised by the regional authorities; only four more than in 2012. Flanders and 
Wallonia recognise 32 and 39 mosques respectively, and 49 applications are currently 
being examined in the Flemish region. Despite the efforts of the Executive of Belgium’s 
Muslims (the official interlocutor of the community recognised by the Belgian authori-
ties), it would seem that many Muslim communities do not want to be recognised by 
the public authorities.

State recognition offers two main advantages: the Regional Government provides financial 
help, especially in case of deficit, and the Federal Government pays the salaries of the 
imams. In return, Muslim communities must keep strict accounting records and accept 
the appointment of the imams by the Executive of Belgium’s Muslims.

In Molenbeek (a municipality or borough of Brussels), four out of 24 mosques are reco-
gnised by the Brussels Region. However, 16 others affiliated with the Consultative Council 
of the Mosques received 45,000 EUR from the municipality last year.

In 2016, lack of support from the Walloon Regional government led backers of a plan to 
build for a mosque in Namur to abandon the project. Construction of a mosque began 
in Liège, and another went ahead in Malmedy.

In the aftermath of the 13th November 2015 attacks in Paris, associations fighting Isla-
mophobia and Muslim citizens in Belgium condemned the increasing hostility towards 
their community: 47 Islamophobic acts were recorded and/or received by the Collective 
Against Islamophobia in Belgium (CCIB) during the post-Paris attacks period.

Patrick Charlier, Director of the Inter-federal Centre for Equal Opportunities, noted that 
“Islamophobic comments on the web now take the form of actual incitement to murder. 
Moreover, young women wearing veils who were previously insulted in the streets are 
now attacked. The facts are much more concerning.” In addition, many Muslims voice their 
concerns about the behaviour of some members of the police; a number have highlighted 
“ethnic profiling” by some police officers. 

Related to Judaism 

On 24th May 2014, four individuals were shot and killed at the Brussels Jewish Museum. 
As the key suspect in the shooting, Mehdi Nemmouche, a French-Algerian dual national, 
was arrested a few days later near Marseille. He was extradited to Belgium and remains 
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in prison awaiting trial. The Belgian government issued a strong statement condemning 
the attack.

According to the U.S. State Department 2014 International Religious Freedom Report, 
during anti-Israeli marches on 8th July 2014 in Brussels and Antwerp, people shouted 
anti-Semitic comments and some shop and restaurant owners refused to serve Jews. 
No-one was accused of hate crimes. On 14th September 2014 stones were thrown at 
visitors to the Jewish Martyrs’ Memorial, in the Brussels suburb of Anderlecht. After two 
days, an arson attack took place on an apartment above a synagogue in the same district 
of the capital.

In April 2016, a 12-year old boy left his school in Brussels, and took up a place at a Jewish 
School. According to a report by the Belgian television station RTBF, the boy made the 
move following numerous anti-Semitic comments. The boy’s mother complained to 
the police about the school. Having broadcast the police report, RTBF stated that the 
school was accused of “inciting discrimination, hate or violence with respect to a group 
or community”…

Related to Christianity

In April 2013, four topless activists from the controversial feminist movement FEMEN tar-
geted the Catholic Church, drenching Belgian Archbishop André-Jozef Léonard during a 
debate at the ULB University in Brussels. They entered the auditorium, holding signs that 
said “Stop Homophobia” and “Anus Dei Is Coming,” and poured water over the archbishop’s 
head. The Belgian Catholic Bishops’ Conference condemned the actions of the activists 
but said it would not press charges against them. 

In March 2014, the City of Brussels installed public urinals on an exterior wall of the 
Catholic Church of Saint Catherine in Brussels. A petition to remove them was set up by 
those viewing them as an insult to a place of worship.12 According to the “Friends of Saint 
Catherine”, who started a petition against plans to close Brussels’ St Catherine’s Church, 
the State wishes to turn the historical building into a marketplace. However, Catholic 
Archbishop A-J Léonard of Malines-Bruxelles, decided that the church would continue 
to be a sacred place.13

The Saint-Pierre Church in Liege was vandalised on 26th August 2014. Parish priest Father 
Teheux, who filed a complaint with the police, confirmed that his church is frequently 
vandalised. Often, he finds human excrements in the confessional and even on the altar.14

In April 2015 a judicial inquiry into a network of Islamic terrorists found that one suspect 
was willing to carry out a suicide-attack on a Christian place of worship in Belgium.15

Acts of vandalism continued in 2015. During the week of 3rd August 2015, the small cha-
pel of Notre-Dame de Walcourt was covered with spray paint.16 On 8th August, thieves 
dismantled and carried away the metal roof of the Chapel of Saint-Joseph de Charleroi.17

On the night of 13th December 2015, three young men were arrested after they vandalised 
the Christmas nativity manger in the Grand-Place. In addition to damaging the structure, 
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they stole the figure of the baby Jesus and threw it on the ground, breaking two other 
statues in the manger. They were required to repair the damage and were released.18

On the same day, in Verviers, in the province of Liege, the Church of Sainte-Julienne, which 
had previously been spray painted, was targeted a second time when vandals smashed 
a window by throwing rocks at it.19

On 3rd January 2016, some young men set fire to a Christmas tree in a public square in 
Brussels and yelled “Allahu Akbar”.20 

The issue of religious and moral instruction in public schools

In the Flemish community, children can opt out of religious or ethics classes. In the Fren-
ch-speaking community, opting out is not allowed. The opt-out option is particularly 
important for families whose religion is not recognised by the state: Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
Mormons or new and foreign religious movements. 

In 2014, a couple from Brussels brought the issue of obligatory religion or ethics lessons 
to the Constitutional Court on the grounds that it was a violation of religious freedom. 
The Constitutional Court supported their claim and ruled in 2015 that religious or ethics 
studies should no longer be a mandatory part of the curriculum used in primary and 
secondary schools. 

After lively debates involving the French community of Belgium in 2015, a law reducing 
the number of religious and ethics classes by half was adopted. It was due to be implemen-
ted in primary schools in the French community in September 2016, and for secondary 
schools in 2017-2018. The missing class will be replaced by a course on citizenship. The 
suppression of all religious or ethics classes is planned for 2021. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Freedom of religion or belief is a fundamental value within Belgian society. The system 
of recognition of religions and worldviews by the State leads to a discriminatory tiered 
system, the negative effects of which still need to be corrected. 

Although there is political consensus about the need to fight anti-Semitism, vigilance is 
necessary to curb its resurgence. 

The arrival of Islam through immigration and new religious movements has aroused 
various forms of social hostility that still need to be eradicated through education, while 
at the same time religion classes are only optional at school. 

Despite efforts to integrate migrants and a particular attention to the Muslim community,21 
Belgium has been producing more jihadists than any other Western country (relative to 
its population) over the last few decades.22 The Belgian government has stated that 200 
Belgian fighters are still in Syria and could return to Europe to carry out terrorist attacks.23 
The fear of violence could threaten not only security, but also put at risk the spirit of 
tolerance and social peace.
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  AREA2 POPULATION3

 z  Christian: 91,1%
(Christian: 49,5% –  Protestant: 41,6%1)

 z  Hindus: 2%

 z Jewish: 1,1%

 z  Ethnoreligionist: 1%

 z  Muslim: 0,5%

 z  Others: 4,3%

BELICE 

	

BELIZE
RELIGION

    22.965km² 324.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The preamble of the constitution of Belize recognises the “supremacy of God” and faith 
in human rights and fundamental freedoms. This constitution is the supreme law of the 
State. The country has no official religion. The constitution recognises the dignity of the 
human person, stating that each individual has equal rights and that they are inalienable. 

The constitution guarantees respect for fundamental rights and freedoms, regardless of 
race, place of origin, political opinions, colour, creed or sex.

Freedom of conscience is protected, including “freedom of thought and religion, free-
dom to change one’s religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with 
others, and both in public and in private, to manifest and propagate his religion or belief 
in worship, teaching, practice and observance.” No one can be forced to take an oath 
contrary to their religion.

Religious communities are allowed to establish and manage their own educational insti-
tutions, provided they maintain them themselves. 

In order to be recognised by the State, religious groups must register, subject to a fee. 
However, churches and other places of worship are exempt from property taxes.4

Incidents

According to the International Religious Freedom Report for 2014 released by the United 
States Department of State, there were no cases of discrimination, persecution or intole-
rance in Belize during this period.5 

Prospects for freedom of religion

In Belize, religious freedom is constitutionally protected. As in the previous period, no 
incidents of intolerance or discrimination were recorded between 2014 and 2016. Pro-
spects for freedom of religion remain positive.
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Endnotes
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4 http://www.cdn.gov.bz/belize.gov.bz/images/documents/Belize%20Constitution%20Act%20

Chap%204.pdf accessed on 2 March 2016.
5 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238734.pdf accessed on 3 March 2016.
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BENÍN 

	

BENIN

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 43,77%
(Christian: 10,57% – Protestant: 33,2%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 30,38%1

 zMuslim: 25,46%
(Sunni: 25,4% – Shia: 0,06%)

 zOthers: 0,39%

RELIGION

   112.622km 10.448.647

Legal framework on freedom of religion and its application 

Benin, a relatively small nation in West Africa, has for some years now been under increasing 
threat from Islamist jihadism. Such extremism has already caused a spiral of violence in a 
number of neighbouring countries. Not without reason therefore, Benin is involved in the 
8,000-strong international African intervention force trying to drive out the Islamist terror 
group Boko Haram in northern Nigeria, Benin’s eastern neighbour. Benin also supports 
the UN military intervention force stationed due north in Mali, which has been set up to 
combat Islamist terrorism.3 

Benin’s clear stance against Islamist violence suggests that the country will increasingly 
be targeted by jihadist organisations in West Africa, although at the time of writing no 
major acts of violence have been reported.

There has never been a tradition of religious fundamentalism in Benin, be it in the field of 
the legislature or in the people’s practice of their faith. Religious freedom is enshrined in 
the constitution as a fundamental human right, and at the same time is upheld as a core 
principle concerning inter-religious interaction. Benin has perhaps the widest variety of 
religious faiths in the region. The state respects and promotes this pluralism and grants 
the equivalent of around US$1 million in state funds, which is available to all the major 
religious communities.4 By Western standards, this is not a large sum, but for a country as 
poor as Benin it is certainly significant and indicates that inter-faith relations are peaceful. 

That 17 percent of Benin’s population still practise Voodoo is indicative of a religious practice 
that is widespread in West Africa. Meanwhile, Muslims and Catholics are of comparable 
number. A small proportion of people belong to the Église du Christianisme Céleste, the 
‘Celestial Christians’, a strictly Bible-based Christian community. It was founded in Benin 
in 1947, and is also present in a few other West African countries.

There is a broad overlap of different religious denominations in practice, with some 
Christians and Muslims also practising voodoo – although not always openly.5 In Benin 
this kind of syncretism is widespread among all social groups, and in all regions of the 
country, and perhaps for this reason is broadly accepted. It can even occur within families, 
without seemingly leading to major tensions or conflicts.
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Incidents

Benin’s tradition of peaceful inter-religious relations has not changed during the period 
under review. As mentioned above, in 2015 the country showed its commitment to reli-
gious tolerance and harmonious coexistence by sending soldiers to neighbouring Nigeria 
to join the fight against Boko Haram.6

Prospects for freedom of religion

The parliamentary elections of 26th April 2015 again confirmed Benin as one of the more 
stable nations of West Africa. The governing party of President Thomas Boni Yayi, Force 
Cauris pour un Bénin Emergent (FCBE) – Amana Alliance, had success, gaining 30.2 percent 
of the vote, thus securing 33 (-10) of the 83 seats in parliament. 

For the Catholic Church in Benin, problems today are less to do with external forces and 
more an in issue of superficial practice of the faith. Although Catholicism continues to 
spread, Pope Francis said during the Benin bishops’ ad limina visit in April 2015 that 
the country’s faith was “often only superficial” and lacking in “stability”. He said a “clear 
understanding of the Christian mystery” should not be “the privilege of an elite” but must 
be accessible to all the faithful. This was all the more important given that people in 
Benin were “exposed to many different ideological and media driven attacks”. Of crucial 
importance was the need for a sound marriage and family life. Pope Francis said: “I know 
that this is difficult, given the current social and cultural situation of your people.” But 
he urged the bishops not to lose courage. He said: “The family, as it is defended by the 
Catholic Church, is an institution willed by God.”

The Catholic Church in Benin is respected as a moral authority, not only in theological 
matters, but also in the social and political fields. Many people in Benin have a strong 
memory of Pope Francis’ predecessor, Benedict XVI, visiting Benin in 2011. Many non-Ca-
tholics saw the visit positively, looking on it as a new beginning of religious consciousness.

Endnotes
1 U.S. Department of State 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
2 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015
3 https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/sid_E3E699E545F4DD1F4F162A52B3202DEE/DE/Laenderinforma-

tionen/00-SiHi/BeninSicherheit.html?nn=354026#doc353994bodyText1
http://www.zeit.de/news/2015-08/02/benin-benin-will-800-soldaten-fuer-kampf-gegen-boko-haram-stel-
len-02065609
4 U.S. Department of State 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
5 ibid.
6 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/06/16/nigeria_armut_gibt_boko_haram_auftrieb/1151428
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BUTÁN 

	

BHUTAN

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 0,88%

 zHindus: 22,1%1

 zBuddhist: 75,3%

 zMuslim: 0,22%

 zOthers: 1,5%

RELIGION

  38.364km2 750.000

Legal framework on religious freedom and actual application

The path towards democracy is continuing in Bhutan. After becoming a constitutional 
monarchy in 2008, the kingdom has seen the second legislative elections of its history 
pass off peacefully. After two rounds of voting, on 31st May 2013 and 13th July 2013, the 
democrats emerged with a majority over the monarchists. In the National Assembly, the 
People’s Democratic Party (PDP) won 31 seats and 54.9 percent of the vote, as against 
15 seats and 45.1 percent for the Druk Phuensum Tshogpa (DPT), the party which until 
then had held power.2

With this development, the “country of the Dragon Thunder” took a decisive step towards 
democracy. The process began in 2001 at the instigation of King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, 
who abdicated in December 2006 in favour of his son, Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck, 
a former Oxford scholar. However, although the elections were conducted in accordance 
with the July 2008 constitution, the vote entrenched the political marginalisation of the 
country’s ethnic and religious minorities.3

Turning Bhutan into a “country of gross national happiness” is not exactly an easy task, 
given the extent to which the local economy is dominated by India. The infrastructure and 
practically all the industry has been supplied and established on site by India. The private 
sector in Bhutan is non-existent; 70 percent of the society is rural. “Democratic changes” 
are in reality happening essentially in Thimphu, the capital, where the expectations are 
very different from in the rest of the country.

For Matthew Joseph C, who teaches at the Academy of International Studies in New 
Delhi, the elections and the march towards democracy should not hide the fact that 
the country is in reality “completely controlled by the monarchy and the Ngalong ruling 
elite” (the name of one of the principal ethnic groups in Bhutan, from which the ruling 
dynasty has emerged).4 According to Matthew Joseph C, the electoral process is far from 
being truly democratic. The candidates are totally unrepresentative of the country as a 
whole – they must hold university diplomas, whereas the literacy rate in Bhutan is low 
compared to other countries. Furthermore, the severe discrimination against minorities 
such as the Lhotshampas – an ethnic group of Nepalese origin and Hindu religion living 
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in the south of the country – prevented a considerable number of Bhutan’s inhabitants 
from going to the polls. 

The case of the Lhotshampas is typical of the “conditional democracy” that is being 
established in Bhutan. The members of the Ngalong are making every effort to keep 
such ethnic groups in a position of sub-citizenship, the administration treating them as 
though they were illegal immigrants or foreigners, and thereby depriving them of most 
of their rights, including the right to vote.

In this country where Vajrayana Buddhism – a variant of Tibetan Tantric Buddhism – is 
the state religion, one of the principal issues in question, apart from the questions of 
economic development, is the place that should be reserved for Buddhism and its clergy 
(around 3,500 monks in a total of 742,000 inhabitants). The 2008 constitution shows a 
contradiction between the desire to modernise the country while preserving it from 
foreign influence. Thus, arguably the most extraordinary of the many paradoxes of the 
Bhutanese constitution is that, while basing itself on Buddhist culture and religion and 
declaring itself “bound to defend this heritage”, it establishes the basis for separation of 
religion and state, thus breaking with centuries of civil and religious government. During 
the elections, the electoral commission stated that “the religions should be above the 
political debate”, and hence the monks do not have the right to vote. However, this view 
is very far from being shared by the great majority of the Buddhist clergy themselves. 
The clergy seem convinced that the constitution’s secular foundations run counter to the 
predominant influence of Buddhism which they say should continue to exercise authority 
over the country and the state.

In practice, even though religious freedom is enshrined in the constitution, all proselytism 
“coming from a foreign religion” is offically banned in the country. The influence of clergy 
and other religious personnel except for Buddhist ones is likewise banned. All religions 
other than Buddhism may be practised only within the private sphere. In the case of 
Christianity, which is viewed as “the advance guard of the West”, there is great mistrust. 
Christians are regarded as a threat to “Bhutanese national identity”. which is seen as inse-
parable from Buddhism. Even though Christians number no more than a few thousand 
(and Catholics just a few hundred), proselytism, disseminating bibles, building churches, 
schools or other Christian institutions are all strictly prohibited. 

All these prohibitions confronting non-Buddhists are directly linked to this desire to 
preserve “the national heritage”. To give but one example, the local Buddhists regard the 
mountains as sacred territories, and hence the government forbids Christians from burying 
their dead there. Those who flout this ban are likely to see their graves desecrated – a 
situation which has sparked repeated problems. 

Incidents

In March 2014 two Protestant pastors were arrested while travelling to the village of 
Khapdani, in the Samtse district in the south-west of the country. Their purpose had been 
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to organise a three-day seminar there at the request of a group of 30 or so Christians in 
the area. They were charged and imprisoned for having attempted to “organise a religious 
gathering without previous authorisation”, for having intended to “show a film without 
the official certificate of approval of the ministry concerned” and for having “illegally 
collected funds for an activity in contravention to the laws of the country”.5

Following a number of hearings, on 10th September 2014 the court in Dorokha (Samtse 
district) sentenced Pastor Tandin Wangyal to a mandatory term of four years’ imprisonment 
for a breach of Article 71 of the penal code. Article 71 bans the collection of funds without 
the prior approval of the authorities. Mr Wangyal’s colleague, Pastor Mon B. Thapa, was 
sentenced to two years and four months’ imprisonment for having been his accomplice 
in organising “an unauthorised gathering”.

It was only after his most recent appeal, in November 2014, that Pastor Wangyal succeeded 
in having his sentence reduced to two years and four months. The concession took place 
after authorities dropped charges against him of having “practised forced conversions”, 
a crime punishable by three years minimum. This followed the approval in 2010 of an 
anti-conversion law which bans all “attempts at conversion by force or by any kind of 
fraudulent means whatever”.6

Since then, Pastor Mon Thapa has been released on payment of a fine of 98,800 ngultrums 
(a little over 1,000 Euros). In January 2015 Pastor Wangyal was likewise set free in return for 
payment of a fine of 100,000 ngultrums, the judges announcing that “all charges against 
him” had been dropped.7 It appears that the matter was discussed at the highest levels of 
government. Damcho Dorji, Minister for the Interior and for Cultural Affairs, had sought 
to justify the arrest of the two Christians during a press conference in which he claimed 
that they had attempted to “engage in proselytising activities” without the authorities’ 
permission and “in complete violation of the law of Bhutan”. However, the sentencing of 
the two pastors had been reported by a number of the foreign media,8 and it is thought 
that the government set them free to avoid undue negative publicity.

Prospects for religious freedom

While non-Buddhists have limited access to religious freedom, there are hopes of change 
for the better in the not too distant future. According to the 2007 law on religious organisa-
tions, a specific administration has been established, the Chhoedey Lhentshog, to supervise 
religious organisations. To date, only Buddhist organisations have been recognised. The 
one exception is the Bhutan Hindu Dharma Samudaya (the Hindu religious community 
in Bhutan) – Hindus represent about 22 percent of the population.

In summer 2013 the Student Christian Movement of India (SCMI), an Indian Christian 
organisation, was launched in the capital, Thimphu, taking the name the Bhutan Student 
Movement. The word “Christian” had been deliberately omitted in order to stay within 
the law, which bans all proselytism.9 At the time of writing, this movement is the only 
“Christian” body believed to be up and running in the Bhutanese capital. The fact that 
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so far it has not been dissolved or banned may be indicative of the government’s desire 
for greater openness. 

Endnotes
1 Ethnic Nepalese.
2 BBC News: « Bhutan PDP opposition party wins election », 13 July 2013 (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-a-

sia-23302048 )
3 The Guardian  : « Gross national happiness in Bhutan: the big idea from a tiny state that could change 

the world  », 1 December 2012 (http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/dec/01/bhutan-wealth-hap-
piness-counts)

4 Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies (IPCS) : « Bhutan Elections 2013: A Difficult Road Ahead? », 24 April 
2013 (http://www.ipcs.org/article/bhutan/bhutan-elections-2013-a-difficult-road-ahead-3894.html )

5 Eglises d’Asie : « Deux pasteurs condamnés à la prison pour tentatives d›« évangélisation », 18 Septem-
ber 2014 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud/bhoutan/2014-09-18-condamnation-de-deux-pasteu-
rs-a-des-peines-de-prison-pour-tentatives-ab-d2019evangelisation-bb )

6 WorldWatch Monitor  : «  Buddhist Bhutan Proposes ‘Anti-Conversion’ Law » 21 July 2010 (https://
www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2010/07-July/23018 )

7 Eglises d’Asie : « Le pasteur protestant accusé de « prosélytisme chrétien » a été libéré de prison », 6 Fe-
bruary 2015 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud/bhoutan/2015-02-06-le-pasteur-protestant-accu-
se-de-ab-proselytisme-chretien-bb-a-ete-libere-de-prison )

8 Portes Ouvertes : « Bhutan: Rebuttal to Tandin›s appeal », 27 October 2014 (http://www.opendoor-
suk.org/news/stories/bhutan_140911.php )

9 Eglises d’Asie  : « Création d’un mouvement de jeunes étudiants chrétiens à Timphu », 15 October 2013 
(http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud/bhoutan/2013-10-15-creation-d2019un-mouvement-de-jeu-
nes-etudiants-chretiens-a-timphu )
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BOLIVIA 

	

BOLIVIA

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian: 92,46%
(Christian: 78% – Protestant: 14,46%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 3,15%

 zOthers: 4,39%

RELIGION1

    1.100.000km² 10.200.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Constitution of the Plurinational State of Bolivia (Article 4) notes that the State 
respects and guarantees freedom of religion and spiritual beliefs in accordance with 
its worldviews. The State is independent of religion. The State prohibits and punishes 
all forms of discrimination based on sex, colour, age, origin, culture, religion, ideology, 
political or philosophical affiliation. (Article 14). The constitution guarantees the right 
to freedom of thought, spirituality, religion and worship, individually or collectively, in 
public and in private, for lawful purposes (Article 21). The right of indigenous nations and 
peoples to their cultural identity, religious beliefs, spirituality, practices and customs and 
their own worldview is expressly protected. Protection is given to sacred sites, traditional 
learning and knowledge, traditional medicine, rituals and symbols (Article 30). Schools 
must recognise and guarantee freedom of conscience and faith, as well as the freedom 
to teach religion and the spirituality of indigenous nations and peoples. They should 
promote respect and coexistence between people from different religious backgrounds. 
There shall be no discrimination on the basis of religious choice with respect to admis-
sion and presence in school (Article 86). The management of educational institutions by 
religious bodies is recognised and respected (Article 87). The wealth inherent in religious 
worship and folklore is part of the cultural heritage of the Bolivian people (Article 99). No 
minister of religion can exercise any elected public office unless he has resigned three 
months prior to the day of the election.4 In 1986, the Holy See and the Republic of Bolivia 
signed an agreement on the provision of religious assistance to the Armed Forces and 
the National Police Forces.5 

Incidents

As part of an ongoing national debate, in July 2014 Catholic priest Father Miguel Manzanera 
came out against abortion as promoted by ideologies that do not consider the embryo 
as a complete human being.6 In September 2014, several evangelical leaders expressed 
concern regarding Law 351 (2013) on Granting Legal Personality and its Regulations 
(Supreme Decree 1597 of 30th April 2014) regarding the legal status and registration of 
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churches, religious groups and spiritual beliefs “whose objectives do not involve profit”. 
The issue stems from the fact that organisations must register again and that such rules 
impose limits on the work of various religious and non-governmental organisations. An 
appeal to the Constitutional Plurinational Court is pending.7

During his visit to Bolivia, Pope Francis took part in the Second World Meeting of Popular 
Movements. In his address, he apologised for the Church’s offences and crimes against 
indigenous peoples during the “so-called conquest of America”.8 In February 2016, the 
Vice President of Bolivia, Garcia Linera, said on the TV programme, La Verdad nos hace 
libres (The Truth makes us free), that the constitution of Bolivia guarantees that no reli-
gious practice can be discriminated against in the country, since it is a secular state and 
as such a guarantor of all beliefs. Linera added that for several years there were plans to 
pass a law on religious freedom regulating the activity of religions and allowing them to 
obtain an “identity”. That said, he noted that people must be patient in waiting for the 
law to be approved, recognising that everyone wants to reach a consensus, especially 
the various religions.9

Also in February 2016, the Ministry of Communication announced that Evo Morales, Pre-
sident of Bolivia, planned to invite representatives of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of 
Bolivia to coordinate Pope Francis’ visit the following July. Morales added that the Pope’s 
visit was meant to be entirely pastoral and intended to strengthen religions, especially 
the Catholic Church. He also noted that it would be inconceivable for him as well as 
discriminatory for representatives of the Catholic Church not to be present at inter-faith 
ceremonies celebrating anniversaries in the country’s departments (regions). In addition, 
he said that every international institution or figure was free to speak on matters they 
deem unjust.10

Prospects for freedom of religion

Bolivia’s social and political conflict has had an impact on the country’s complex social 
environment. This in turn has affected religious organisations in some ways, such as 
whether their legal status safeguards their freedom and autonomy to fulfil their mission.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_27_1.asp accessed on 16 March 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18727507 accessed on 6 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18727507 accessed on 6 May 2016.
4 http://www.comunicacion.gob.bo/sites/default/files/docs/Nueva_Constitucion_Politica_del_Estado_

Boliviano_0.pdf accessed on 1 March 2016.
5 http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/secretariat_state/archivio/documents/rc_seg-st_19861201_san-

ta-sede-bolivia_sp.html accessed on el 18/03/16.
6 http://www.celir.cl/v2/Boletines/bjjulIX.pdf accessed on 3 March 2016.
7 http://www.bpnews.net/43293/las-leyes-bolivianas-amenazan--seriamente-la-libertad-religiosa acces-

sed on 18 March 2016.
8 http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/es/speeches/2015/july/documents/papa-francesco_20150709_
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bolivia-movimenti-popolari.html accessed on 18 March 2016.
9 http://www.vicepresidencia.gob.bo/El-vicepresidente-afirmo-que-la-CPE-garantiza-que-ningu-

na-practica-religiosa accessed on 3 March 2016.
10 http://www.comunicacion.gob.bo/?q=20150210/17647 accessed on 3 March 2016.
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BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 48,32%
(Christian: 14% – Protestant: 1% – 
Orthodox1: 33,32%)

 z Jewish: 3%

 zMuslim2: 47,51%

 zOthers: 1,17%

RELIGION

    51.197km2 3.790.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The 1995 Dayton peace agreement brought an end to the 1992-95 war but cemented the 
results of the “ethnic cleansing” which, through displacement and migration, segregated 
the population into separate ethnoreligious areas. Two separate entities were established, 
effectively along ethnoreligious lines: the Bosniak -Croat Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
occupying the western and central areas and the Republika Srpska, located in the north 
and east. Both entities have their own president, government, parliament and police. 
Overarching these entities is a state government and rotating three-member presidency. 
In addition, there is a district of Brcko, a self-governing administrative unit. Annex 4 of 
the Dayton accord contains the Constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

In post-war Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), the increased presence of religion in public life 
is evident. Some welcomed the religious revival as healthy assertion of identity after the 
decades-long secularisation during the Communist period, while others see it as rising 
threat to the politically fragile state. The country is still healing from its many wounds, 
and religious and cultural tensions still simmer. 

By law, Bosnia and Herzegovina is a secular state with no official religion. The “Law on 
Freedom of the Religion and the Legal Position of the Churches and Religious Commu-
nities in Bosnia and Herzegovina” was adopted in 2004. This law provides for freedom of 
religion, ensures the legal status of churches and religious communities, and prohibits 
any form of discrimination against any religious community. The law also provides the 
basis for the establishment of relations between the state and religious communities.

The above mentioned law also mandated a register for all religious groups to be kept at 
the Ministry of Justice, while the Ministry of Human Rights and Refugees is tasked with 
documenting violations of religious freedom.

The law recognises four traditional religious communities and churches: the Islamic 
Community, the Serbian Orthodox Church, the Roman Catholic Church and the Jewish 
Community.
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According to the above mentioned law, any group of 300 adult citizens may apply to 
form a new church or religious community with a written application to the Ministry of 
Justice. The Ministry of Justice will issue a decision within 30 days of the application, and 
an appeal may be made to the Council of Ministers. The law allows minority religious 
organisations to register legally and operate without unwarranted restrictions.

The law reaffirms the right of every citizen to religious education. It calls for an official repre-
sentative of the various churches or religious communities to be responsible for teaching 
religious studies in all public and private preschools, primary schools, and universities. 

The “Basic Agreement between the Holy See and Bosnia-Herzegovina” was signed on 19th 
April 2006. In April 2010 an agreement was signed regarding pastoral care for Catholic 
members of the BiH armed forces. The Basic Agreement between BiH and the Serbian 
Orthodox Church was signed on 3rd December 2007. On 6th January 2010, the Islamic 
Community submitted its draft proposal to the BiH Presidency for its own agreement 
with the State. The content was still under negotiation at time of writing.

Bosnian Muslims or Bosniaks have traditionally had a secular and European outlook. During 
the pre-war period it was mostly the elderly from rural areas who attended mosques. 
However, the post-war period was characterised by an increase in the number of young, 
educated and urban Bosnian Muslims regularly attending the mosque. Such large scale 
attendance of mosques is noticeable mostly on the weekly Friday prayers (jumu’a) and 
on the annual Bayram prayers (‘Eid). 

Today in Bosnia and Herzegovina almost every Islamic group is represented from the fol-
lowers of Said Nursî to Salafis, Islamic Revivalists and supporters of Abu Hamza al-Masri, at 
least on the internet.43 Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Indonesia, etc. have had mosques 
constructed in Sarajevo and other cities. Qatar and UAE assisted with the reconstruction 
of the buildings of the University of Sarajevo’s Faculty of Islamic Studies and Gazi Husrev 
Bey’s Library. The King Fahd mosque, built by the Saudis in 2000, is the largest Muslim 
holy place in the Balkans. Most of the new construction contrasts sharply with traditional 
Ottoman stone mosques, with low, rounded domes and a single monumental minaret. 

The influence of Wahhabi Islam originates with foreign fighters who arrived during the 
war in the 1990s to fight alongside the Bosnian Muslims and never left.5 They are financed 
by Saudi charitable foundations. 

Husein Bosnic, the leader of the country’s Wahhabi movement, was sentenced to seven 
years in jail in November 2015 for recruiting fighters to join Daesh (ISIS) in Syria and 
Iraq. At least six BiH citizens, who attended Bosnic’s lectures which were held in Salafi 
strongholds in the western and northern parts of the country, were killed in Syria.6 Police 
estimate about 200 BiH citizens, including women and children, have left to join fighters 
in Syria’s war over the past three years, of whom more than 50 have returned and about 
30 have been killed.
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Incidents

Over the last 15 years, there have been clashes between the moderate local community 
and outsiders with more radical assumptions about Islam and its role in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina. Extremists repeatedly targeted Selvedin Beganovic, an imam in the small village 
of Trnovi in north-west of BiH, after he wrote an open letter stating his opposition to the 
recruitment of young Muslim men to fight in Syria and Iraq. The current head of the Islamic 
community in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Husein Kavazovic, was placed under police protection 
after receiving a death threat from a member of the Daesh (ISIS) terrorist organisation.

In mid-January 2016 the Riyasat, the main body representing the Islamic Community, 
called for the dissolution of parallel Muslim communities illegally established in the 
country. It called on members of those communities to integrate into the legal structures 
in line with Bosnian legislation on religious communities. An estimated 64 illegal Islamic 
communities are active in BiH and are regarded as hotbeds of radicalism and extremism. 
The Riyasat distanced itself from these communities, stating that it has no insight into 
their activities and cannot be held responsible for them. 

In November 2015 an Islamist killed two soldiers in a Sarajevo suburb. A Bosnian Serb 
police officer was killed in an attack on the Zvornik police station in April 2015 by Nerdin 
Ibric, a member of the Wahhabi movement. It followed another attack on a police station 
in Bugojno in 2010 in which a police officer was killed, and a shooting incident at the US 
embassy building in Sarajevo a year later. 

In December 2015 leaders of the largest Bosniak (Muslim) political parties and the Islamic 
Community met in Sarajevo and adopted a declaration condemning violence perpetrated 
in the name of Muslims and calling on the Bosniaks in the country to oppose such actions. 
They stated that Bosnia and Herzegovina is seriously threatened by increasingly stronger 
Islamic radicalism and terrorism which has found a foothold in isolated communities led 
by self-styled interpreters of the Islamic faith. They explicitly mentioned promoters of the 
Takfir strand of Islam who consider almost all Muslim-populated countries today to be 
infidels and who advocate a return to “original Islam”.

While dozens of mosques were built in the capital Sarajevo, no building permissions were 
given for Christian churches. Authorities have so far refused to return hundreds of nationa-
lised Church buildings, despite a ruling by the European Court of Human Rights to do so.

The Diocese of Banja Luka in Republika Srpska, has fewer than 10,000 Catholics, most of 
whom are elderly, compared to 200,000 before the war. Today the lack of employment 
opportunities, a sense of political inaction and rising Islamic radicalism have triggered 
another exodus, especially among young Catholics. 

According to Bishop Franjo Komarica, the head of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, for a number of years the Catholic Croats have not received 
any support from the funds provided by the international community to enable former 
refugees to return.
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Cardinal Vinko Puljic, the Archbishop of Sarajevo, stated in a letter to Patriarch Irinej of the 
Serbian Orthodox Church in February 2016 that the statements in which he glorified the 
creation of Republika Srpska, caused “disbelief, shock and disappointment,” notably his 
claim that it was founded on “God’s truth and justice.”7 The letter reminded the Serbian 
patriarch that more than 140,000 Catholics were driven out of their homes on the territory 
which makes up present-day Republika Srpska. 

Due to more than 50 years of Communism and a devastating war which included inte-
rethnic and interreligious tensions, interreligious tolerance is fragile and complex today. 
Religion has played role in the conflict in BiH but mostly indirectly and its dimension is 
often exaggerated. 

Weak and marginalised during Communism, religion became vulnerable to manipulation 
by communists-turned-nationalists who sought a new ground of legitimacy. Hundreds of 
churches and mosques were intentionally destroyed. In many places religious communities 
were divided along the conflict lines. Where links between the Orthodox, Catholic and 
Muslim communities had existed, after the war in the 1990s they were heavily damaged.

Throughout the war, both the Vatican and the Catholic bishops in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
supported a united, multi-ethnic state and opposed proposals to partition along ethnic 
and religious lines. As the situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina did not improve and became 
more desperate, some Muslims began to speak in terms of a jihad. Unlike many of their 
Catholic and Muslim counterparts who stayed in Serb-held areas until they were forced 
out by “ethnic cleansing,” most Orthodox bishops and priests fled areas under Croatian 
and Bosnian control early in the war. 

One of the pioneers in interfaith dialogue in BiH is the Franciscan priest Marko Orsolic 
who founded the International Centre for the Promotion of Interreligious Dialogue in 
Sarajevo before the war. This centre involved priests, an imam, the President of the Jewish 
community, and numerous atheists. The Franciscans have been working in the region 
since at least the 14th century and have a long tradition of promoting interfaith tolerance. 

The subsequent foundation of an Interreligious Council in 1997 has been a turning point 
in the history of religion in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Its task is to provide an authentic basis 
for mutual esteem, cooperation and living together peaceably in Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
During his visit on 6th June 2015 to Sarajevo, Pope Francis emphasised the importance 
of dialogue during an ecumenical and interreligious meeting of representatives from 
the different faith communities. The Pope encouraged all citizens to work in solidarity 
with all ethnic and religious groups in the country to create lasting peace. He suggested 
interreligious dialogue should not be left to religious leaders alone, but should “extend 
as far as possible to all believers, engaging the different sectors of civil society.”8

Prospects for freedom of religion

Bosnia and Herzegovina lacks a common narrative, but her people and leaders agree on 
one point: the State in its current form is unsustainable. After billions of dollars in foreign 
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aid and intrusive international administration, it is nevertheless slowly leaning toward 
disintegration. Neither the country’s survival nor its integration into the EU and NATO 
are guaranteed.

BiH might reform sufficiently to complete EU accession but split peacefully. It might hold 
together but stagnate and never join the EU. Worst, it could split into parts along ethno-
religious lines and, unable to survive individually this could open the door to corruption 
and conflict. 

For the time being there is not a significant Muslim group in BiH that advocates the 
establishment of an Islamic state or the application of Shari‘a. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia’s 
emerging rival, the Turkish government, also sees an opening to influence the future of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. This is the main field of competition between Turkey and Saudi 
Arabia in terms of shaping the future of Islam. 

Freed from the fear of war, violence and intimidation, people of various faith traditions 
in BiH should live together in peace in a multi-ethnic and multi-religious society. But ini-
tiatives to promote interreligious dialogue in post-war BiH remain distant from the lives 
of ordinary people. They have mainly focused on small circles of intellectuals and have 
not affected wider parts of society.

There is hope that, since religion has been a key divider of identity in BiH, interreligious 
dialogue could contribute to the multi-ethnic and multi-national tolerance. Religious 
leaders seem to agree on the need to renew genuine dialogue, and for reconciliation 
between the religious bodies and between the three communities. The Interreligious 
Council of Bosnia and Herzegovina, founded by Catholic Cardinal Vinko Puljic, Archbishop 
of Sarajevo, has an important moral weight and strong symbolic value.

The challenge for the Bosnia and Herzegovina would be to show that religion can coun-
ter extreme nationalism and can be a source of peace because of the close link between 
culture and national identity.

Endnotes
1 Serbian Orthodox Church.
2 The majority of Muslims by nationality today declare themselves Bosniaks.
3 The results of the first after-war census held in October 2013 were not available at the time of this writing. 

Members of the three statistical agencies have been unable to agree on the methodology to elaborate 
the results. The legal deadline for publication is 1st July 2016.

4 Ahmet Alibasic, “Globalization and its impact on Bosnian Muslims practices”, Democracy and Global Islam 
Conference, UC Berkeley, 22nd April 2005, http://www.bosanskialim.com/rubrike/tekstovi/000355R021.
PDF

5 Wahhabi Islam is an 18th-century development of Sunni Islam practiced today mainly in Saudi Arabia.
6 Amela Huskic, the chairman of the court council, citing witness testimonies on 5th November 2015.
7 The letter on behalf of all Bosnian bishops on 8th February, prompted by Irinej’s statements on the occa-

sion of Republika Srpska Day, observed on 9th January. The BiH Constitutional Court declared the holiday 
unconstitutional because it reflects the wishes of only one nation.

8 Radio Vatican, 6th June 2016 http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/06/06/pope_says_interfaith_dialo-
gue_is_a_duty_for_all_in_bosnia/1149623
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  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 68,7%
(Christian: 5,6% – Protestant: 63,1%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 29,84%

 zMuslim: 0,3%

 zOthers: 1,16%

BOTSUANA 

	

BOTSWANA
RELIGION1

1 581.730km2 2.560.100

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Constitution of the Republic of Botswana, from 1966, reformed in 1994 and 1997, 
guarantees the “freedom of conscience”, which includes “freedom of thought and of 
religion, freedom to change his or her religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in 
community with others, and both in public and in private, to manifest and propagate 
his or her religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice and observance” (article 11). 
It further adds that “Every religious community shall be entitled, at its own expense, to 
establish and maintain places of education and to manage any place of education which 
it wholly maintains; and no such community shall be prevented from providing religious 
instruction for persons of that community in the course of any education provided at 
any place of education which it wholly maintains or in the course of education which 
it otherwise provides”. It finally states that “except with his or her own consent (or, if he 
or she is a minor, the consent of his or her guardian) no person attending any place of 
education shall be required to receive religious instruction or to take part in or attend any 
religious ceremony or observance if that instruction, ceremony or observance relates to 
a religion other than his or her own”.

Religious groups must register with the Registrar of Societies at the Ministry of Labour 
and Home Affairs, but the process is usually simple and does not take more than a few 
months. There are no legal benefits for registered organizations, although without this 
registration, religious groups cannot sign valid contracts, conduct business or open a 
bank account.

The government observes the following religious feasts as national holidays: Good Fri-
day, Easter Monday, Ascension Day, and Christmas. In the country there are significant 
religious minorities, including Muslims and Hindus, who are usually migrant foreign 
workers. Although the country only recognizes Christian holidays, members of other 
religious groups are allowed to observe their feasts without any government interference.
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Incidents

During the period covered by this report, there were no incidents of inter-religious ten-
sions, or of intolerance, discrimination or persecution against any religious group.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Botswana is predominantly Christian, but with the presence of strong religious minori-
ties such as the Baha‘i, Muslims (mostly from South Asian origin) and Hindus. A growing 
percentage of its nominally Christian population has no religious beliefs. The govern-
ment acknowledges religious pluralism and it encourages inter-religious dialogue and 
cooperation.

(Endnotes)
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_29_2.asp
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BRASIL 

	

BRAZIL

  AREA4 POPULATION5

RELIGION1

      8.514.900km2 204.450.649

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application 

The Brazilian Constitution, promulgated in 1988, guarantees freedom of belief and worship 
(Articles 5 and 19). Article 210, paragraph 1, considers religious education as an optional 
subject to be administered by elementary level public schools. Law No. 7716 (1989) crimina-
lizes discrimination based on race, colour, ethnicity, religion or nationality.

Perception and rejection of discrimination is growing in Brazil. The campaign against discri-
mination began with race, and was followed by gender and more recently with religion. 
Since 1989 a federal agency has been responsible for implementing public policies against 
discrimination (initially Secretariat for Human Rights, now Ministry of Women, Racial Equality 
and Human Rights). However, only recently was an agency specifically dedicated to religious 
discrimination created, called the Religious Diversity and Human Rights Advisory.

Despite the government’s concern about tackling all forms of discrimination – including reli-
gious – Brazil has conflicts at governmental level regarding the concept of secularism and its 
application in public policy. The dispute is similar to that found in other Western countries and 
is mainly about topics such as abortion, gay marriage and confessional religious education. 

On the subject of abortion and gay marriage, pro-life campaigners are associated with religious 
fundamentalism6. Religious groups and pro-life activists claim the allegations of fundamentalism 
and confessionalism are used to inhibit their freedom of speech in defence of human rights.

In the period covered by this report, controversy surrounded the right of doctors and public 
officials7 to conscientious objection, and on possible legal changes concerning abortion8. 
Another polemic issue was the inclusion of gender theory within the official core mandatory 
school curriculum. This generated controversy in several Brazilian cities, with the declared 
involvement of priests and pastors from various Christian denominations.9

Religious education in Brazilian public schools is strongly opposed, despite receiving backing 
in the constitution. The Catholic Church argues that such education is essential for religious 
formation and that all faiths have a place in public schools. Opponents argue that this posi-
tion undermines the principle that the state is secular.10 At stake is the possibility of a ban on 

 zChristian: 88,6%
(Christian: 68,43% – Protestant: 20,23%2)

 zEthnoreligionist: 0,35%3

 zSpiritist: 1,59%

 zOthers: 9,4%
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religious education in schools or the state taking control of religious education, which has 
ramifications regarding belief and practice. 

Incidents 

There have been many attempts recently to quantify cases of religious intolerance11. The 
Religious Diversity and Human Rights Advisory is planning a national study12. Meanwhile, 
available data refers to complaints sent to competent agencies by Dial 100, a national system 
that receives telephone complaints, and newspaper news compilations.

Dial 100 recorded 543 complaints of rights violations of a religious nature between 2011 and 
2014. Of these, 216 cases concerned the victim’s religion including 35 percent African-Ameri-
cans religions, 27 percent evangelicals, 12 percent spiritualists, 10 percent Catholic, 4 percent 
atheists, 3 percent Jewish, 2 percent Muslim and 7 percent other.13 Allegations involving 
African-American religions and Muslims were disproportionately high given that the former 
are only 0.35 percent of the total population, and the latter 0.01 percent. 

The numbers vary slightly between 2012-2013 (340 occurrences) and 2014-2015 (372 occur-
rences). Rio de Janeiro and the Federal District were the states with the largest number of 
registered cases14. Rio de Janeiro is also the state with greatest religious diversity, with the 
highest percentage of followers of African-American religions.15

The organization KOINONIA Ecumenical Presence and Service keeps a survey of religious into-
lerance with data compiled from newspaper reports. Occurrences are placed on a map16. For 
the period 2014-2015, KOINONIA listed 30 web news items regarding the issue in question. In 
these cases, the report recorded the victim’s religion in 26 cases and the perpetrators’ religion 
in 7 cases. Among the victims, 61 percent were of African-American religions, 23 percent were 
Catholic and 11 percent Muslim. Especially given their small numbers in relative terms, there 
was again the preponderance of attacks against African-American religions and Muslims. In the 
case of the perpetrators, where the registration of the religion was more difficult, 86 percent 
of cases were attributed to evangelicals or Pentecostals (in Brazil, often the term ‘evangelical’ 
is used to refer specifically to the Pentecostals, although it can be used for all Protestants).

The documented incidents generally concern situations involving visible symbols or places 
of worship or other such enclosed spaces designated for religious practices. People who use 
religious ornaments and veils, “terreiros” (“backyard”, denomination of ritual place) of Afri-
can-American religions or Catholic monuments are among the most common targets.

In Salvador, capital of Bahia state, a young man was denied entry into a courthouse because 
he wore a cap typical of the Candomblés, an African-American religion. 17In Rio de Janeiro, 
a group threw a stone which hit the head of an 11-year-old girl wearing a costume from the 
Candomblé. The incident took place as she walked along the street with friends and family. 
The group shouted: “Come out, Satan, burning! You go to hell”.18 

Other women wearing head veils were attacked. The Muslim Beneficent Society of Rio de 
Janeiro reported several cases19. In one case, a man scolded and beat a flight attendant on a 
busy street during the day. In another, a bus driver forced a passenger off the vehicle accusing 
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her of being a suicide bomber. In another instance, a teacher was threatened with dismissal 
after parents said they did not want “Bin Laden’s wife” teaching their children.

Attacks on “terreiros” can range from verbal abuse and bottles thrown, as occurred in Paraíba 
state, 20 to their total destruction, as happened in Ceará state. 21 Even the Catholic Church 
suffers from attacks on buildings. In Rio Grande do Norte state, a man used an iron bar to 
break into a chapel, smashing items inside and destroying an image of the chapel’s patron, 
Saint Expeditus. 22

A different case, in São Paulo, involved a judge who ruled in favor of followers of traditional 
African religions who were offended by programs produced by two television broadcasters. 
The judge ruled that the broadcasters create television programs giving the aggrieved right 
of reply.23

Prospects for freedom of religion 

Brazil’s population is largely Catholic, even though the proportion of Catholics has greatly 
declined in recent decades. This decrease is proportional to the increase of Pentecostal 
Protestants. Hence, there was a minimal proportionate decline in the number of Christians 
across the country. 

More significant than people abandoning the Catholic Church is Brazil’s increasing religious 
diversity. Most of its population professed a “popular Catholicism” with little reference to the 
institutional Catholic Church. This population is gravitating to other Christian denominations, 
and in some cases different religions altogether.24 Buddhism is the main oriental religion, 
mainly as a result of Japanese immigration. The Muslim population is very small, although 
the recent immigration of Syrians means it has increased recently.25

Growing religious diversity has caused intolerance and in some cases conflict. That said, Bra-
zilians themselves are becoming more aware of religious intolerance and hence the increase 
in cases may reflect an increasing tendency to report incidents rather than an upsurge in the 
actual number of alleged religious freedom violations per se. 

The situation of the followers of African-American religions is the most precarious. They are 
victims of racism, relating back to Brazil’s period of slavery. 

Prejudice against Muslims has risen in response to the perceived link between Islam and 
terrorism. 

Pentecostals suffer prejudice from the secularist mindset that accuses them of fundamentalism. 
Pentecostal condemnation of behaviours and attitudes that differ from their own has tended 
to cause some followers to be violent towards others. However, this aggressive behaviour of 
few members cannot be attributed to all, as with the Muslims.

Religious intolerance in Brazil has reached a delicate moment. Traditional forms of intolerance, 
concealed beneath the image of an integrated society, are denounced with a desire to over-
come it. However, new situations have emerged resulting from religious diversification and 
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the influence of international conflicts. In this context, interreligious dialogue is particularly 
important as a means of overcoming prejudices and enabling social cohesion.

Endnotes
1 Francisco Borba Ribeiro Neto, Núcleo Fé e Cultura – Pontifical Catholic University of São Paulo
2 Includin 12.76 ofPentecostals
3 African-American religions
4 Source http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=Brazil.
5 Estimated 2015, in http://pesquisa.in.gov.br/imprensa/jsp/visualiza/index.jsp?jornal=1&pagina=98&da-

ta=28/08/2015.
6 http://www.ariquemesonline.com.br/noticia.asp?cod=294422&codDep=30.
7 http://g1.globo.com/rio-de-janeiro/noticia/2015/05/alerj-derruba-veto-projeto-de-lei-e-aborto-legal-pode-

ser-negado.html.
8 http://www.regiaonoroeste.com/portal/materias.php?id=128845.
9 http://alias.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,falsa-ameaca,1727566.
10 http://www.paulopes.com.br/2015/06/ensino-religioso-confissional-esta-no-fim-indica-audiencia.html#.

Vp-LNyorLIU.
11 The surveys found not distinguishes between episodes of intolerance, discrimination and persecution. Most of 

the reported cases refers to situations of intolerance or discrimination, according to the nomenclature used in 
this report, but there are also cases of persecution with physical threats to victims.

12 Religious Diversity and Human Rights Advisory, personal information.
13 http://www.sdh.gov.br/noticias/2015/agosto/sdh-participa-de-audiencia-publica-sobre-diversidade-religio-

sa-e-laicidade-do-estado.
14 Source: Religious Diversity and Human Rights Advisory.
15 http://www.cps.fgv.br/cps/bd/rel3/REN_texto_FGV_CPS_Neri.pdf.
16 .https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?t=m&msa=0&z=4&source=embed&ie=UTF8&mid=zUsVg4t0Wm-

dU.kP1o9jlDJhhU
17 http://www.correio24horas.com.br/detalhe/noticia/estudante-e-expulso-de-forum-por-se-recusar-a-tirar-a-

dereco-do-candomble/?cHash=a282d57487cbfca98dae5d7f88dd4d5b.
18 http://extra.globo.com/casos-de-policia/vitima-de-intolerancia-religiosa-menina-de-11-anos-apedreja-

da-na-cabeca-apos-festa-de-candomble-16456208.html.
19 http://www.ebc.com.br/cidadania/2015/08/muculmanos-estao-entre-principais-vitimas-de-intolerancia-reli-

giosa-no-rio.
20 http://www.jornaldaparaiba.com.br/policial/noticia/154872_terreiro-de-candomble-e-atacado-e-vitimas-su-

speitam-de-intolerancia.
21 http://tablet.opovo.com.br/app/opovo/destaque/index/2015/06/25/5095131/terreiro-de-candomble-e-de-

struido-praticantes-recorrem-a-assembleia.shtml.
22 http://noticias.uol.com.br/cotidiano/ultimas-noticias/2015/03/31/homem-surta-e-quebra-imagens-de-i-

greja-em-sao-goncalo-do-amarante-rn.htm.
23 http://gente.ig.com.br/2015-05-12/record-e-rede-mulher-sao-condenadas-por-ofender-religioes-afro-brasi-

leiras.html.
24 http://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?pid=S0103-40142004000300003&script=sci_arttext.
25 http://www.bbc.com/portuguese/noticias/2015/09/150904_brasil_refugiados_sirios_comparacao_ interna-

cional_lgb.
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BRUNÉI 

	

BRUNEI

  AREA POPULATION

RELIGION1

  5.765km2 413.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The sovereign state of the Nation of Brunei is located on the north coast of the island of 
Borneo in south-east Asia. Separated into two parts by the Sarawak district of Limbang, 
Brunei is the only sovereign state on the island of Borneo. The rest of the island is divided 
between the nations of Malaysia and Indonesia. The Bruneian Empire declined during the 
nineteenth century and became a British protectorate in 1888. A new constitution was 
written in 1959 after the Japanese occupation during the Second World War and Brunei 
became independent from the UK in 1984. 

The estimated total population is 420,000, with the majority of citizens following Islam. 
Individuals’ religious identities vary depending on their ethnic group. Official statistics show 
that Malay Bruneians, who make up 66 percent of the population, identify as Muslim. Of 
the Chinese community, which contributes 11 percent of the total population, 65 percent 
is Buddhist and 20 percent is Christian. Indigenous communities make up 4 percent of 
the total population and are approximately 50 percent Muslim, 15 percent Christian with 
the remainder following other religious beliefs, including the more traditional groups. 
Foreign workers from countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines make up 
the rest of the population. Statistics in 2011 stated that about half identified as Muslim, 
more than 25 percent as Christian and 15 percent as Buddhist.

The constitution declares the Shafi’i school of Sunni Islam as the state religion and the law 
restricts the practice of other religions although it does not totally prohibit them. Such 
laws tend to restrict non-Muslim groups from holding public gatherings and limit their 
access to religious literature. Regulations and legislation also require all organisations to 
register and provide the details of their members. Applicants are subject to background 
checks and can be refused approval for any reason. The registrar of societies supervises the 
application process and unregistered organisations can face fines or charges of unlawful 
assembly while members of unregistered groups may face fines, arrest or imprisonment if 
they participate. The government recognises the Catholic and Anglican Churches. There 
are seven Christian churches, several Chinese Buddhist or Daoist temples and two Hindu 
temples. House churches and gatherings in private homes are subject to regulation and 
unregistered churches are considered illegal sects. 

 zChristian: 8,7%

 zBuddhist: 7,8%

 zMuslim: 78,8%

 zOthers: 4,7%
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In May 2014, the Sultan of Brunei announced the introduction of the first of three phases 
of the Shari’a Penal Code (SPC) to be imposed in conjunction with the existing criminal 
law system based on common law. The government planned to have all three phases 
implemented by 2016. In a royal decree, the absolute monarch also promised the imple-
mentation of further phases, making Brunei the first country in east or south-east Asia 
to introduce a Shari‘a penal code on a national level.2 Phase one of the SPC involves fines 
or prison sentences for violations including indecent behaviour, failure to attend prayers 
on Fridays, and pregnancies outside of marriage and is applicable to both Muslims and 
non-Muslims. Brunei’s decision to introduce Shari‘a law drew widespread condemnation 
from international human rights groups and ignited a boycott by Hollywood celebrities of 
hotels owned by the government. The government did not specify when the next phase 
is to be introduced but noted that it would include offences in Division IV, Chapter I such 
as theft, adultery and apostasy, and Chapter II – murder, except for offences that could 
lead to the death penalty.

One of the agencies related to the inspection of religious practices is the Religious Enfor-
cement Division under the Ministry of Religious Affairs (MORA) which led investigations 
into crimes relating to the SPC. Cases which do not exist in the SPC and therefore do not 
fall under the MORA’s remit are investigated by the Royal Brunei Police Force (RBPF). The 
Attorney General’s Chamber (AGC) is responsible for determining whether a case invol-
ving a crime covered by both the RBPF and the SPC should be prosecuted and whether 
it should be recorded in the Shari‘a or civil court. According to the International Religious 
Freedom Report for 2014, published by the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and 
Labour, no official guidelines for the AGC’s process of assessment have been made public.

The MORA also serves to “foster and promote” Islam within the country and all citizens 
are required to carry an identity card displaying their religion. Religious groups such as 
Al-Arqam, Qadiyaniah, and the Baha’i Faith are banned as they are considered deviant by 
the government. Any person found to be promoting or practising these faiths in public 
may be charged and punished with a three-month jail term and a fine of 2,000 Brunei 
dollars (US$1,600). Under the SPC, propagating religions other than Islam can result in 
a five-year prison sentence and a fine of 20,000 Brunei dollars (US$15,900). During the 
period under review there were no reports of prosecutions under these charges.

Islam is also fostered and promoted through legislation. Muslim children aged seven to 15 
with at least one parent who is a citizen or permanent resident of Brunei must be enrol-
led in Islamic religious instruction in public or private school. Although the government 
continued to support the propagation of Shafi’i beliefs and practices in schools, parents 
of non-Muslim children were permitted to give them non-Islamic religious education in 
private. Schools can be fined if they are found to be teaching non-Islamic religious subjects.

Incidents

Non-Muslims are prohibited from proselytising to Muslims and the SPC expanded this law 
to people of no faith. Parental rights are given to the Muslim parent if a child is born to 
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parents of mixed faith and the non-Muslim parent is not recognised in official documents 
such as the birth certificate. Chinese religious temples are permitted to celebrate seasonal 
religious events if the temple applies for permission annually, however in February 2015 
the relevant authorities imposed strict limitations on performances. A letter circulated 
on social media stated that traditional Chinese performances could only take place on 
three days for a limited number of hours and were banned from taking place in public 
areas.3 Traditional Christian feast days were also restricted. The government banned 
public displays of Christmas and New Year’s celebrations and forbade decorations. The 
Diplomat reported that Religious Enforcement officials visited several restaurants in the 
capital of Bandar Seri Begawan to ensure regulations were being followed. Business 
owners were “verbally warned” against displaying decorations that promoted anything 
other than Islamic beliefs.4

In terms of government practice, the religious freedom of non-Muslims as well as Muslims 
outside of the Shafi’i school continued to be restricted. Non-Muslims continued to be 
subjected to the SPC, resulting in fines and arrests for contradicting Islamic codes. The 
government also placed strict controls on the import of non-Islamic religious literature 
and teaching materials. Such severe customs regulations were put in place as the gover-
nment stated that any publication in which race or religion is described or expressed in 
a manner liable to cause feelings of hostility between different racial or religious groups 
is considered to be objectionable by the law. Written and audio-visual media material in 
print and for television or film is also censored.

The government also offered incentives to potential converts to the Shafi’i school, including 
monthly financial assistance, new homes, electric generators, and water pumps. These 
enticements were aimed at indigenous groups in rural areas in particular. Presentations 
sponsored by the government were held to encourage restaurants to assume halal stan-
dards and convert to Islam. During the fasting month of Ramadan, a daytime dining ban 
took place in 2015 for the second consecutive year regardless of the restaurant owner’s 
religious identity. Several non-halal restaurants submitted a letter appealing for permis-
sion to serve non-Muslim customers during the season.5

International organisation Open Doors reported that Christians continued to face 
discrimination in the workplace during the period under review. Christians were absent 
from top positions in the government and governmental meetings commenced with a 
customary Muslim prayer.

In society, non-Muslims continued to come under pressure from authorities to conform 
to Islamic behaviour. If parents converted to Islam, any children were expected to do the 
same and authorities organised a range of activities intending to propagate Islam. It was 
reportedly almost impossible for Muslims who wished to convert to another religion to 
do so because of overwhelming family and societal pressure. Those who made negative 
comments about the SPC online received abuse and threats. Freedom House’s Freedom 
in the World report for 2015 noted that although the government uses an informant 
system to monitor suspect protestors, there is an active online discussion community 
and social media is not censored.
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Prospects for freedom of religion

There has been no marked change in Brunei’s freedom rating according to Freedom 
House’s Freedom in the World report. Since 2003, the country has received a freedom 
rating score of 5.5 out of seven – with seven being the worst possible score. The imple-
mentation of phase one of the SPC and the promise of the implementation of further 
phases provoked international outrage from foreign parties and activists promoting 
religious freedom and human rights. When the plans were first announced in 2014, the 
then deputy Asia director at Human Rights Watch, Phil Robertston, said the decision to 
roll out SPC was “an authoritarian move towards brutal medieval punishments that have 
no place in the modern, 21st-century world.” Yet, thus far, it has not been clear how the 
SPC will be interpreted or put into practice against the non-Muslim population.6 Reports 
have also called into question the government’s ability to enforce such legislation. There 
are no non-governmental organisations currently focusing on issues of religious freedom 
in Brunei.

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
2 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/apr/30/sultan-brunei-sharia-penal-code-flogging-death-sto-

ning
3 http://thediplomat.com/2015/02/brunei-cracks-down-on-chinese-new-year/
4 http://thediplomat.com/2014/12/bruneis-war-on-christmas/
5 http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asiapacific/brunei-continues-daytime/1921766.html
6 http://www.christiantoday.com/article/what.sharia.law.may.bring.for.non.muslims.in.brunei/37165.htm
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BULGARIA 

	

BULGARIA
RELIGION

 zChristian: 82%
(Orthodox: 76% – Others: 6%)

 zMuslim: 10%

 zOthers: 8%

 110.994km² 7.168.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Bulgaria declared its independence from the Ottoman Empire in 1908. Bulgaria was a 
communist state from 1944 to 1989, until the Bulgarian Socialist Party was elected into 
power in 1990. The current constitution was established in 1991.

The Constitution of the Republic of Bulgaria (last amended in 2007) guarantees freedom 
of religion and belief, stating that religious practice should be unrestricted and separate 
from the state (Article 13).1 It also grants the inviolable right to freedom of conscience, 
thought, and choice of religious or atheistic belief (Article 37). Freedom of association and 
expression is also guaranteed, and all citizens shall be equal before the law regardless of 
their religious belief or denomination.

Article 13 stipulates that “Eastern Orthodox Christianity shall be considered the traditional 
religion in the Republic of Bulgaria.” There is also legislation that gives the Bulgarian Ortho-
dox Church (BOC) privileged status and exempts it from registering with the state, which 
is required for all other religious groups who want the legal status and ensuing benefits.2

The Religious Denominations Act Durzhaven vestnik n.120/29.12.2002 gives further 
provisions and regulations on the rights to freedom of religion or belief enshrined in 
the constitution. Under Articles 5 and 6, the freedom to worship and the expression of 
religious beliefs is protected, although public worship is illegal for unregistered religious 
groups. Chapter 7 of the law sets out the penalties for violators of the legislation. 

The BOC is a legal entity under Article 10 of the law and is not subject to registration. Any 
other religious group must register to be able to receive legal benefits such as the ability 
to own property, land, businesses, set up NGOs, provide social, educational or medical 
services, or publish and distribute religious literature. There are also no restrictions on 
proselytising for registered religious denominations. As of the latest information from 
2015, there were 132 registered religious groups in Bulgaria, in addition to the BOC.3

The Council of Ministers is mandated to implement the law, and the Directorate on Reli-
gious Denominations, which operates under the Council, oversees the registration process 
(Article 34 and 35). There is also an independent ombudsman to review cases brought by 
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citizens who believe their rights may have been violated by officials. Despite this, there 
still seems to be a lack of recourse for members of minority religions who believe their 
rights have been infringed.

In the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) case, Dimitrova v. Bulgaria (2015), the 
Swedish Word of Life religious community was denied official recognition.4 The applicant 
(representing the Bulgarian branch of the Swedish Word of Life community) had her 
apartment searched and was questioned several times by the police. She complained 
under Articles 6 § 1 (right to a fair trial within a reasonable time), 8 (discrimination), 9 
(religious freedom), and 11 (freedom of assembly and association), that the authority’s 
actions violated her rights. She also complained under Article 13 in conjunction with 9, 
that she had no effective domestic remedy to the problem. The Court declared the length 
of proceedings claim inadmissible but found a violation of Article 9 and a violation of 
Article 13 taken together with Article 9. The Court agreed that there had been violation 
of Articles 8 and 11, but there was no need to examine these separately.

Another ECHR case, Genov v. Bulgaria (Complaint filed in 2008) addresses issues with 
registration.5 Here, the applicant was the president of the Bulgarian branch of the Inter-
national Society for Krishna Consciousness (a Hindu-based religious movement) who 
had their application for official recognition denied on the basis of the organisation’s 
name being too similar to another group’s. The applicant is appealing the decision under 
Articles 9 (religious freedom) and 11 (freedom of assembly and association), and the case 
was pending as of July 2016.

Recently, two draft bills were introduced in Bulgaria’s Parliament to amend the Law on 
Religious Denominations. They would give the Directorate of Religious Denominations 
more power to give opinions on all applications for registration and require more moni-
toring of revenue from registered faiths. The bills were submitted in March 2016.6

Incidents

Related to Islam

There are documented cases where Bulgarian authorities have undertaken projects 
that the local Muslim community regarded as aimed at destroying their mosques. It was 
reported that in one case, the ministry of culture planted fast-growing trees around a 
mosque in order to obscure it. There is serious concern that the trees’ large root systems 
will cause critical damage to the foundation of the mosque. This action was viewed as 
desecration by the Muslim community. 

There are reports of municipalities, such as Sofia, using permits to block construction 
of a second mosque, which would relieve the overcrowding in the municipality’s single 
mosque.7

There is also increasing concern about hate incidents against Muslims and holy sites, 
including frequent vandalism against places of worship. Mr Valeri Simeonov, co-chair 
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of Parliamentary coalition, used insulting slang words in reference to Muslims and their 
religion during a speech on 25th March 2015.

There are also documented arson attacks on mosques, desecration of buildings with pork 
offal as well as desecration using racist symbols, swastikas, and Islamophobic expressions. 
A pig’s head was hung on a minaret on the first day of Ramadan in 2015.8

The ECHR is currently reviewing the case, Muslim Board Startsevo v. Bulgaria (Application 
filed in 2013), where the applicant organisation complained under Article 9 that its freedom 
to manifest its religion was breached by municipal authorities continuously preventing 
it from observing Muslim religious rituals when burying the dead in a cemetery it has 
owned for over 100 years.9 The case was pending as of July 2016.

Related to Christianity 

Christianity other than the officially recognised churches suffered heavily under Com-
munism. The Catholics and other Christian faiths are slowly coming back as they recover 
some of the buildings they owned and, with the help of the international community, are 
repairing them to put them into service.10 There is still progress to be made concerning 
the recovery of buildings; the Franciscans never left, and continue providing education 
and charitable services in remote areas.11

Related to the other minority groups

The Jehovah’s Witnesses reported numerous incidents in 2015, including zoning permit 
denial and prohibition from using a lecture hall or prayer house as a place of worship. 
Additionally, there are reports of police officers failing to intervene and provide protection 
to Jehovah’s Witness in cases of harassment.12

Prospects for freedom of religion

There are plans to amend the Religious Denominations Act to make it more stringent 
on registered religious groups and also new groups that wish to register. This could be 
especially concerning because the ECHR has already found that the government violated 
the rights of minority religious groups by denying registration to them. 

The general social attitude toward minorities is also worrying considering the current rise 
of xenophobia; and the increase of social hostility by local communities and governments 
should be addressed.

There are, however, signs of hope as there is open cooperation and support between 
Christians and Muslims in some villages.13

Endnotes
1 http://www.parliament.bg/en/const/
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2013/eur/222199.htm
3 Ibid.
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4 http://www.strasbourgconsortium.org/common/document.view.php?docId=7035
5 http://www.strasbourgconsortium.org/common/document.view.php?docId=6401
6 http://sofiaglobe.com/2016/03/30/proposed-changes-to-laws-on-religions-in-bulgaria-spark-ire/
7 http://www.osce.org/odihr/187591?download=true
8 http://www.osce.org/odihr/187216?download=true
9 http://www.strasbourgconsortium.org/common/document.view.php?docId=7160
10 http://www.miseast.org/en/mission-east-organisation/new-centre-bulgaria-opened-after-years-work
11 http://www.churchinneed.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=8929&news_iv_ctrl=1002
12 http://www.osce.org/odihr/187421?download=true
13 http://christiantimes.com/article/muslims-help-christians-rebuild-church-in-bulgaria/54535.htm
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BURKINA FASO 

	

BURKINA FASO

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 23%
(Christian: 19% – Protestant: 4%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 15%2

 zMuslim: 62%

RELIGION1

    274.190km² 18.931.686

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Burkina Faso shares borders with six other countries: Mali, Niger, Ghana, Ivory Coast, Benin 
and Togo. Hence there is a grave danger that crises and political instability in Burkina 
Faso can spill over and affect the entire region. In addition, violent jihadist groups are 
increasingly operating across international frontiers in West Africa; among these is Boko 
Haram, which operates mainly in Nigeria but launches attacks in Niger and Cameroon 
as well. There is also a threat from the north as the terrorist group Daesh (ISIS) has now 
established a firm base in Libya. To the west, Mali is also facing a crisis, with Islamist terror 
groups acting there. Hence Islamic jihadism is a looming threat on all sides of this small 
country.

Traditionally, the various religious communities have maintained good relations with one 
another. Religious groups, like all other organisations, are required to register with the 
state. Those who fail to register can face a fine. All organisations are treated on the same 
footing. Muslims, Catholics and Protestants all maintain primary and secondary schools. 
The schools are free to plan their own staffing, though the authorities must be notified 
about the appointment of school directors.

Burkina Faso’s previous government under President Compaore (who resigned in October 
2014) provided an annual subsidy equivalent to approximately US$140,000 each to the 
Muslim, Catholic and Protestant communities.4 In addition, it provided support for various 
individual schemes and projects deemed to promote the common good or to be in the 
national interest, for example, in the educational field. In 2014 financial subsidies were 
also given to around 5,500 Muslims undertaking the annual Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. 

Over the past two years, the political and social life of Burkina Faso has been marked by 
a high degree of political unrest, which escalated towards the end of 2014 and led to the 
toppling of President Blaise Compaoré, who had ruled the country for the past 27 years. 
President Compaoré came to power in 1987 following a bloody coup and maintained 
political control through a system which, while formally democratised in 1991, was in 
practice repressive. Compaoré was forced to resign on 31st October 2014, following mass 
protests.5 Since then, the transitional government has promised reforms in the political, 
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economic and institutional fields. However, it has not proposed any changes in regard 
to religious freedom.6

However, the new democracy was soon in trouble. On 16th September 2015, a month 
before planned new elections, members of the presidential guard, led by Gilbert Dien-
déré, the former chief of staff of Compaoré, stormed the parliament building and seized 
the transitional President Michel Kafando, the Prime Minister Isaac Zida and almost the 
entire cabinet. At the time, the parliament was debating precisely over the dissolution of 
this 1,300-man-strong presidential guard, widely held responsible for many of the human 
rights abuses under the Compaoré regime. Protests against the putsch were put down 
violently, with at least 10 people killed and hundreds injured. However, two days later, on 
18th September 2015, Kafando and his cabinet were released again, under international 
pressure, and reinstated on 23rd September. Following the putsch, Gilbert Diendéré, after 
seeking refuge in the Vatican nunciature in Ouagadougou, was taken into custody by the 
government on 1st October 2015.7

The Catholic Church in Burkina Faso has long campaigned for peace and reconciliation. So 
it was that, following the resignation of President Compaoré, Cardinal Philippe Ouedra-
ogo, Archbishop of Ouagadougou, called on the people to confront the political crisis in 
Burkina Faso.8 He said: “All the citizens of the country were responsible for its future in this 
situation.” At the same time, he announced a novena of prayer for reconciliation, justice 
and peace in Burkina Faso. Ahead of this, at the invitation of the international community 
of Sant Egidio, Christian, Muslim and animist groups in Burkina Faso prayed together for 
a peaceful transition of power in the country. Many people now see signs of hope for the 
future in the election of the new President, Roch Marc Christian Kaboré, a Catholic with 
wide international experience.9 The electoral process passed off peacefully and fairly, and 
President Kaboré formally took up office on 29th December 2015.10

Incidents

Burkina Faso has hitherto witnessed few incidents of Islamic violence but during the 
period of this report it was targeted by jihadists. On 16th January 2016, 30 people were 
killed in an Islamist terrorist attack on a restaurant and hotel in the capital, Ouagadou-
gou. For several hours the attackers were trapped in the Splendid Hotel with a number 
of hostages, until local security forces and French troops finally stormed the building.11 
Terror organisation Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) claimed responsibility for 
the attack.12 There are many indications that the terrorists deliberately intended to make 
a show of strength in a country otherwise recognised and respected worldwide for the 
level of peaceful coexistence between its various ethnic and religious communities.

Prospects for freedom of religion

It remains to be seen whether these violent Islamist groups will gain a permanent foothold 
in Burkina Faso. A country whose laws grant no special privileges to any religion, Burkina 
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Faso is a secular state whose constitution acknowledges the right to religious freedom.13 
Like many other nations in the region, Burkina Faso is characterised by a wide religious 
pluralism, although Islam is clearly dominant. 

Endnotes
1 ibid.
2 Traditional African religions
3 CIA, The World Factbook 2016, estimate, July 2015
4 ibid.
5 Munzinger Archiv 2016
6 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
7 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/09/30/burkina_faso_putsch-f%C3%BChrer_flieht_in_die_nuntia-

tur/1175826
8 http://de.radiovaticana.va/storico/2014/11/03/burkina_faso_kardinal_ruft_zur_ordnung/ted-834481
9 Die Tagespost, 24.12.15
10 Munzinger 2016
11 dpa, AFP, AP
12 http://www.dw.com/de/burkina-faso-hoffen-auf-sicherheit-nach-dem-terror/a-18988042
13 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
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BURMA (MYANMAR)

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 7,89%

 zHindus: 1,71%

 zEthnoreligionist: 9,54%

 zBuddhist: 74,69%

 zMuslim: 3,77%

 zOthers: 2,4%

RELIGION

 676.552km2 51.500.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

On 8th November 2015, the people of Burma participated in the first credible democratic 
elections in more than 25 years. The ruling military-backed government, led by President 
Thein Sein, which took power in 2011, embarked on a period of reform leading to historic 
multi-party elections. The National League for Democracy (NLD), led by Nobel Peace Prize 
Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, won an overwhelming victory, with 86 percent of the seats in 
the national parliament, ending more than 50 years of military rule. There then followed 
a four-month transitional period, until 15th March 2016 when the new President, Htin 
Kyaw, was elected by parliament. He was inaugurated on 30th March 2016, and the new 
government took office. A new position of State Counsellor was created with powers 
similar to that of a prime minister; Aung San Suu Kyi was appointed to this position, as 
well as to that of Foreign Minister.

Aung San Suu Kyi is prohibited from becoming President owing to clause 59F in the 2008 
constitution, introduced by the military, which explicitly states that no one with a spouse 
or children who are citizens of a foreign country is eligible for the presidency. Although 
her British husband Michael Aris died in 1999, her two sons retain British citizenship. 

The constitution also reserves 25 percent of the parliamentary seats for the military, and 
gives the military control of three key ministries: home affairs, border affairs and defence. 
Furthermore, the military retains the constitutional right to seize power in the event of 
a state of emergency. The transition to genuine democracy in Burma is therefore in its 
infancy, and remains very fragile.

Among the major challenges facing the new government are three which relate directly 
to religious freedom: addressing rising religious nationalism, which has resulted in an 
escalation in religious intolerance since 2012; seeking a just settlement for the margi-
nalised Muslim-majority Rohingya population, who are currently denied recognition of 
their citizenship rights in Burma; and ending decades of civil war between Burma’s Army 
and the ethnic nationalities, many of whom, especially among the Kachin, Chin, Karenni 
and Karen, are Christians.
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In 2015, Burma’s first ever Cardinal was appointed. Cardinal Charles Maung Bo, Archbishop 
of Rangoon (Yangon), the former capital and major city, is seen as one of the country’s 
most courageous and outspoken voices for human rights, religious freedom, inter-religious 
harmony and peace. In February 2016, Cardinal Bo addressed a meeting at the United 
Nations Human Rights Council in Geneva, appealing for action “to prevent hate speech 
and incitement of violence”.1 He also urged the new government in Burma to invite the 
UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief to visit the country.

Burma’s constitution guarantees that “every citizen is equally entitled to freedom of 
conscience and the right to freely profess and practise religion subject to public order, 
morality or health and to the other provisions of this Constitution”. However, it also states 
that: “The Union recognises the special position of Buddhism as the faith professed by the 
great majority of the citizens of the Union,” while it simply “recognises Christianity, Islam, 
Hinduism and Animism as the religions existing in the Union at the day of the coming 
into operation of this constitution”. 

The constitution further states that: “The abuse of religion for political purposes is forbidden. 
Moreover, any act which is intended or is likely to promote feelings of hatred, enmity or 
discord between racial or religious communities or sects is contrary to this constitution. 
A law may be promulgated to punish such activity.” Yet since 2012, a radical Buddhist 
nationalist movement, initially known as “969” and now known as Ma Ba Tha (which 
translates as the Committee for the Protection of Race and Religion)2, has emerged, and 
has engaged very actively in actions that promote hatred, sow division and further the 
political purposes of some groups. No action has been taken to prevent such activities, 
and there is some evidence of a close association between some elements of Ma Ba Tha 
and some elements of the military-backed Union Solidarity Development Party (USDP), 
the former government. 

In 2015 four new laws, known as the Protection of Race and Religion Laws, were enacted, 
at the instigation of Ma Ba Tha.3 These laws include measures that restrict religious 
conversion and inter-religious marriage. The Religious Conversion Law4 requires that 
Burmese citizens who wish to change their religion must obtain permission to do so from 
a newly-established township-level Registration Board for religious conversion, which 
would consist of government officials from the ministries of religious affairs, immigra-
tion, women’s affairs, education and administration. The applicants would be required to 
undergo an interview and engage in religious study for a period of up to 90 days, before 
a certificate of religious conversion is issued. Penalties for failure to comply with these 
regulations include imprisonment for up to two years or a fine of up to 200,000 Kyats 
(approximately US $170), or both.5

The Myanmar Buddhist Women’s Special Marriage Law regulates the marriages of Bud-
dhist women to non-Buddhist men. If the woman is under 20 years of age, she must have 
parental consent. The law allows local registrars to post marriage applications publicly 
for 14 days to determine whether there are any objections to the proposed unions. A 
couple may get married only if there are no objections; if there are objections, the issue 
can be taken to court. 6
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The UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights in Myanmar (Burma), the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief, and the United States Commission on 
International Religious Freedom, among others, have spoken out against this legislation, 
arguing that the laws violate international human rights norms and contribute to the 
escalating atmosphere of religious intolerance. In September 2015 Cardinal Bo issued a 
written appeal, calling for these laws to be reviewed and warning that the laws threaten 
the prospects for peace and “the dream of a united Myanmar”.7

Another piece of legislation, which has also been used over the past two years to under-
mine religious freedom is Section 295 of Burma’s Penal Code, relating to insulting religion. 
In December 2014, New Zealand bar owner Phil Blackwood and his Burmese colleagues, 
who used an image of Buddha to promote their bar and restaurant, were arrested, char-
ged under Section 295 and jailed for two and a half years.8 Mr Blackwood was released in 
2016. In a separate case also in December 2014, Htin Lin Oo, a writer and member of the 
National League for Democracy, was arrested after speaking out against Ma Ba Tha and 
those who preach hatred and incite violence. A Buddhist himself, he criticised Buddhists 
who spread hatred or incite violence, saying that such ideas were incompatible with 
the teachings of Buddhism. In June 2015, he was sentenced to two years in prison with 
hard labour, charged under Section 295 with “insulting Buddhism”.9 The United Nations 
condemned the sentence.10 In 2016 he was released. 

Incidents

In July 2014, anti-Muslim violence hit the streets of Burma’s second major city, Manda-
lay.11 Incidents of anti-Muslim violence had begun in 2012 in Rakhine State, and spread 
throughout 2013 to locations such as Meiktila, Oakkan and Lashio. In Mandalay, two 
people were killed: one Buddhist, the other Muslim. The violence, which began when 
Buddhist nationalist mobs attacked Muslim homes, lasted for four days. A report by the 
Justice Trust concluded that the violence was instigated by outside groups for political 
purposes as part of an effort to undermine the transition to democracy.12

In the context of the conflict in Burma’s ethnic states, and particularly in Kachin State, 
religious minorities have been targeted. Since the conflict in Kachin State escalated in 
2011 after the Burmese army broke a 17-year ceasefire, at least 66 churches have been 
destroyed. In January 2015, two Kachin Christian missionary school teachers in northern 
Shan State were found dead, having been gang-raped and murdered. According to Chri-
stian Solidarity Worldwide’s sources, “Burma Army troops came into the church ground 
where the girls were sleeping and raped and then beat them to death. Villagers nearby 
heard the girls screaming and when they went to check they saw Burma Army boot prints 
and the raped and bloodied bodies of the dead girls. … The church members went to 
the Burma police in this area, but the police have taken no action.”13 The Kachin Baptist 
Convention has been leading an investigation into this case, because the authorities 
have failed to take action.14
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In Chin and Kachin States, where the population is predominantly Christian, the military 
has long conducted a policy of forcing Christians to tear down crosses from hillsides 
and mountaintops; in some instances requiring them to build Buddhist pagodas in their 
place. These practices may have declined since 2012, but they have not ceased entirely. 
In January 2015, for example, the Chin Human Rights Organisation reported that local 
authorities had ordered the removal of a 54-ft cross, and a local Chin elder faced charges 
for erecting the cross.15

In April 2016, a Buddhist monk, Myaing Kyee Ngu, built a Buddhist pagoda and statue 
and erected a Buddhist flag in the compound of an Anglican church in Karen State, and 
later near a mosque, claiming to have had a dream which inspired him to believe that he 
should construct a pagoda in these places.16 Local Christian leaders appealed for calm, 
recognising that if they responded to such provocation it could lead to violence.17 In May 
2016, the monk built another pagoda in the church compound.18

The most acute crisis relating to freedom of religion in Burma today is the plight of the 
Rohingyas in Rakhine State. Since 2012, thousands of Rohingyas have been living in 
desperate conditions, either held in camps without access to adequate health care or 
humanitarian assistance, or risking their lives escaping from Burma by boat on the open 
sea. Fortify Rights details the systematic persecution of the Rohingyas in their 2014 
report entitled Policies of Persecution: Ending Abusive State Policies Against Rohingya 
Muslims in Myanmar.19 In 2015, two major legal research reports, one by the Allen K 
Lowenstein International Human Rights Clinic at Yale Law School20 and the other by the 
International State Crime Initiative at Queen Mary University of London,21 suggested 
there was evidence of potential genocide.22 The plight of the Rohingyas shows little sign 
of improvement today.23 

Pope Francis has spoken out, condemning their treatment as “a form of war”,24 while 
Burma’s Cardinal Bo has said the persecution of the Rohingyas is “an appalling scar on the 
conscience of my country”.25 He has described them as “among the most marginalised, 
dehumanised and persecuted people in the world. They are treated worse than animals. 
Stripped of their citizenship, rejected by neighbouring countries, they are rendered state-
less. No human being deserves to be treated this way. Without [a solution], the prospects 
for genuine peace and true freedom for my country will be denied, for no-one can sleep 
easy at night knowing how one particular people group are dying simply due to their 
race and religion.”

Prospects for freedom of religion

The election of a government led by the National League for Democracy and Aung San 
Suu Kyi ought to provide some hope that freedom of religion or belief in Burma will be 
better protected and promoted. Aung San Suu Kyi said in an interview with the BBC soon 
after the election that “hatred has no place” in the country and that her government 
would protect minorities and bring to justice those who incite hatred or violence.26 In 
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May 2016, it was announced that Aung San Suu Kyi would lead a new initiative to secure 
peace in Rakhine State.27 

Nevertheless, her government faces significant challenges in addressing these issues; 
the potential for religion to be used by her political opponents, including by unleashing 
further waves of religiously-targeted violence to destabilise her government, remains very 
real. Therefore, expectations must be realistic and progress will be slow. It is unlikely that 
the protection of race and religion laws will be repealed in the next two years, because 
the government knows the fury that such a step would incite within Ma Ba Tha. Similarly, 
it is unlikely that Section 295 of the Penal Code will be repealed, but perhaps it will not 
be utilised as it has been. Some steps to counter hate speech might be more realistic, 
perhaps along with measures to promote inter-religious dialogue and understanding. As 
Aung San Suu Kyi has said herself: “Prejudice is not removed easily and hatred is not going 
to be removed easily”, although “the great majority of the people want peace… they do 
not want to live on a diet of hate and fear”.28 Freedom of religion or belief in Burma will 
require the attention, expertise and resources of the international community in a variety 
of ways for some years to come.
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(Christian: 60% – Protestant: 15%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 20%1

 zMuslim: 3%

 zOthers: 2%2

BURUNDI
RELIGION

BURUNDI 

	

  AREA POPULATION
   27.834km2 8.865.300

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Articles 31 and 32 of the 2005 constitution3 guarantee the right to “freedom of expression, 
of religion, of thought, of conscience and of opinion”, as well as the right to “freedom 
of assembly and of association” and “the right to found associations or organizations in 
accordance with the law”.

The juridical framework concerning matters of religious freedom is ruled by the same 
legislation of the country that establishes the necessary requirements for the registration 
and functioning of non-profit associations. This specifies that all religious groups must 
register at the Ministry of Internal Affairs, presenting their statutes and a list with the names 
and CVs of the members from their board of governors. Once they receive approval from 
the Ministry, they are free to carry out their activities.

Burundi adheres to the principle of the secular character of the state, thus respecting 
all religious denominations and treating them equally, avoiding any discrimination. Its 
citizens have a right to convert to the religion of their choice without any restrictions. All 
religious groups have a right to engage in evangelization, catechesis, teaching in schools 
and hospitals and in the different media (radio, TV and press). The state also guarantees 
the freedom to build places of worship and to raise funds, inside and outside the country, 
without any interference from the state.

Incidents

Burundi went through a deadly war, fueled by ethnic tensions, from 1993 to 2005. It killed 
an estimated 300,000 and sent into exile more than one million people.4 During the con-
flict, several religious (monks, nuns and others) were attacked and lost their lives. Once 
the peace accord was signed, there were no reports of incidents against religious freedom 
or of aggression against religious personnel. But on 7th September 2014 the country was 
shocked to learn of the brutal murder of three elderly Xaverian Missionary Italian sisters: 
Lucia Pulici, 75, Olga Raschietti, 82, and Bernadetta Boggian, 79. In two separate attacks, 
the nuns were reportedly raped, beaten and stabbed to death in the Kamenge neigh-
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bourhood of the capital, Bujumbura.5 On the same day police said 33-year-old Christian 
Butoyi Claude, a suspect in their custody, confessed to the killings, saying the convent 
was built on his family’s land. But the authorities of his religious order questioned the 
Police version of events. On 19th January 2015, a popular radio presenter, Bob Rugurika 
(Radio Publique Africaine), was arrestedafter prosecutors accused him of concealing the 
identity of a guest. During an interview in early January, the guest said he was involved 
in killing the three nuns. The guest also identified some others allegedly suspected of 
involvement in the killings, including former and serving intelligence and police officers, 
although without providing any evidence. Mr. Butoyi was released on bail one month later.

In 2015 Burundi was plunged into its worst crisis since the end of the civil war in 2005, 
when President Pierre Nkurunziza’s stood for re-election, seeking a third term at the end 
of June. Opposition supporters said the move was unconstitutional. Following a coup 
attempt in mid-May 2015, the government blocked social networks and all the main private 
radios were not authorized to broadcast, including Radio Maria, owned by the Catholic 
Church. The government accused the radio stations of having encouraged insurrection. 
By mid-June, the authorities said that the radio stations were free to operate, although in 
practice the police prevented media professionals from accessing the premises of their 
radio stations.

From the beginning of this latest crisis, as early as March 2015, the Catholic Church did 
not support President Nkurunziiza’s bid for a third term, estimating that he had violated 
the constitution. The Church called for an inclusive political dialogue, saying that “no 
God-loving leader could be against it”, in a likely allusion to President Nkurunziza, who 
is a pastor of a born-again church. The Archbishop of Gitega, Simon Ntamwana, advised 
against the President’s bid for a new term in a homily given on 29th March 2015 in Kiryama’s 
parish church.6 At the same time, the Burundian Catholic Episcopal Conference appealed 
to all political leaders to “ask themselves where they were driving the nation, since the 
country was at a crossroads”. In response to this statements, the president of the ruling 
party CNDD-FDD (Congres National pour la Defence de la Democratie-Forces pour la 
Defence de la Democratie), said in his Facebook page that the behaviour of the Catholic 
Church was “disappointing the Burundian people” and that the bishops were playing a 
“purely political role, and no longer a spiritual one”. In a related event, in mid-March, the 
country’s Minister of Internal Affairs, Pascal Barandagiye, accused “the leaders of certain 
churches” of uttering “appalling statements that brought divisions among the population 
and supported trouble-makers and terrorists”.7

On 27th May 2015, one week before the legislative elections, the Episcopal Conference 
announced that the Catholic Church was withdrawing its entire clergy working with the 
country’s electoral commission. Mgr Gervais Banshimiyubusa, president of the Episco-
pal Conference, justified this decision by saying that “Since the Church has a mission of 
reconciliation, we cannot take part in a process where there is an absence of consensus”. 
Soon after, the Catholic Parish of Muramba, in the province of Muyinga, was forced to 
close its doors after several militants of the CNDD-FDD ruling party harassed the priests, 
calling them “dogs”.8 
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Prospects for freedom of religion

Since the beginning of the latest political crisis in Burundi, the country has progressively 
moved towards civil unrest and political violence. The Catholic Church’s opposition to 
President Nkurunziza’s bid for a third term and its support for political dialogue has met 
with hostility from the ruling party and government officials. In this context, during the 
reporting period, freedom of religion has deteriorated and this trend is likely to continue 
in the near future.

Endnotes
1 Indigenous Religious Groups.
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
3 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Burundi_2005.pdf
4 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-13085064
5 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/09/13/italian-nuns-murdered-in-burundi-funeral_n_5813844.

html
6 http://www.jeuneafrique.com/227967/politique/burundi-l-glise-catholique-s-oppose-la-candidatu-

re-de-pierre-nkurunziza-la-pr-sidentielle/
7 http://www.afriqueactualite.com/politique/afrique/5089-l-eglise-catholique-burundaise-interpel-

le-bujumbura#.VwIy95yW74A
8 http://www.la-croix.com/Actualite/Monde/Afrique/Au-Burundi-l-Eglise-catholique-desavoue-le-pro-

cessus-electoral-2015-05-28-1317176
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CAMBOYA 

	

CAMBODIA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 0,5%
(Christian: 0,25% – Others: 0,25%)

 zBuddhist: 97%

 zMuslim: 2,5%

RELIGION

 181.040km2 15.700.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

With the vast majority of Cambodians following Theravada Buddhism, it should come as 
no surprise that the religion occupies a central and pre-eminent place in the life of the 
nation. Article 43,3 of the constitution of 21st September 1993 states: “Buddhism is the 
State religion.”1 

The country’s legal framework makes clear that Cambodians are entitled to enjoy a high 
degree of religious freedom. Article 43 (sections 1 and 2) of the constitution states: “All 
Khmer citizens have the full right to freedom of belief. The freedom of belief and religious 
practice must be guaranteed by the State, provided that it does not offend against other 
beliefs or religions or against public order and security.”

For the ruling power, which is often accused of acting in an authoritarian manner, the 
freedom of the Buddhist monks to demonstrate is clearly limited by what it perceives 
as a threat to “public order and security”. When the human rights marches happened in 
2014, with monks frequently taking part, the patriarchs of the two monastic orders and 
the Minister for Religion signed a joint communiqué on 7th December 2014 banning the 
monks from taking part in marches, demonstrations, strikes and revolts “in order to preserve 
the dignity of Buddhism”. The monk Venetable But Bunteng, a highy active demonstrator, 
responded by saying that he was not concerned about this warning.2 Without delay, on 
17th December 2014 the Venerable Tep Vong, supreme patriarch of the Mohanikay order, 
followed by the Venerable Bou Kry, patriarch of the Thommayuth order, forbade 50,000 
monks from taking part in upcoming elections. “If a monk is in favour of one camp, he 
loses his neutrality,” he stated.3

While it is well known that the pagodas are largely under the control of the ruling Cam-
bodian People’s Party (PPC), there are signs of a more liberal movement within Buddhism. 
On 18th December 2014 more than 100 monks demonstrated in front of the National 
Assembly buildings to demand the release of 18 imprisoned opposition party members. 
Around 40 of the monks turned their alms bowls upside down on this occasion, just as 
their Burmese counterparts had done in 2007 – a highly powerful symbolic gesture indi-
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cating a refusal to accept handouts from the Minister and implying that those offering 
these alms were unworthy of acquiring the merits they imply.4

However, it is not always the case that Cambodia’s political elite flinch from inciting the 
Buddhists. For example in 2011 in the clash between Cambodia and Thailand over the 
Preah Vihear Temple, to which both countries lay claim, the Cambodian government 
inciting did not hesitate to appeal to the religious leaders in Cambodia to put pressure 
on the UN to persuade the international community to become involved in this crisis.5 
The conflict that broke out between 4th and 7th February 2011 left around 10 dead, plus 
numerous injuries, and caused the uprooting of several thousand people. Shortly after 
the beginning of the exchanges of fire between Thai and Cambodian soldiers, the Catholic 
Church in Cambodia, to name but one religious community, had been contacted by the 
Cambodian Minister for Religion. According to Monsignor Olivier Schmitthaeusler, the 
apostolic vicar of Phnom Penh, the minister had expressed a desire to see the religions of 
the country demonstrate in support of Cambodia’s appeal for mediation by the UN Security 
Council. The Catholic Church had responded by publishing a communiqué, appealing 
to “both sides to seek peace through truth”.6 It appears that the request by the Minister 
for Religion, addressed to the Buddhists, the Muslims and the Christians (Protestants 
and Catholics) did not bear the desired fruits. The UN refused to become involved in this 
quarrel between the Khmer and Thai governments. 

Beyond these attempts to instrumentalise religion for political ends, Cambodians gene-
rally enjoy a large measure of religious freedom. Notably, the religious minorities do 
not generally suffer oppression at the hands of the overwhelming Buddhist majority 
situation. Article 31 of the constitution expresses the principle of equality before the law: 
“Every Khmer citizen shall be equal before the law, enjoying the same rights, freedom and 
fulfilling the same obligations regardless of race, colour, sex, language, religious belief, 
political tendency, birth origin, social status, wealth or other status.”

The only significant causes of concern regarding religious freedom stem from the alleged 
general lack of respect for human rights shown by the ruling PPC party and its leader, 
Hun Sen. An example of this was seen in September 2014 after Cambodia signed a con-
troversial agreement with Australia over the return of refugees and migrants held by the 
Australian authorities on the small island of Nauru.7 There were protests by human rights 
activists in both countries, who vigourously opposed the deal. Earlier, in December 2009 
and in spite of the UN convention of 1951, Cambodia had forcibly repatriated 21 Muslim 
Uighur refugees to China and later also sent back Christian Montagnards to Vietnam, 
in October and November 2015.8 The Montagnard people are an ethnic minority who 
come from the Highland Plateau region of central Vietnam and have fled their country 
for political and religious reasons.9 To date, only five of the asylum seekers held on the 
island of Nauru have agreed to leave and return to Cambodia. 10

On the other hand, it looks as though another issue that has dragged on for years, namely 
that of the Christian Montagnards who have sought refuge in Cambodia, may finally be 
resolved. On 21st January 2016 the Cambodian government announced, after years of 
refusal on its part, that the asylum applications of 170 Montagnards would after all be 
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studied shortly.11 It appears now that the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
may take charge of finding a third country to welcome them. 

Incidents

On 10th December 2013, International Human Rights Day, 300 Buddhist monks demon-
strated peacefully outside the National Assembly, the Cambodian Parliament building 
in Phnom Penh, the capital. Holding a petition calling for an end to human rights abuses 
in Cambodia, the monks – the great majority of them young men – were applauded by 
crowds of several thousand people before dispersing peacefully, with a large unit of 
police standing close by.12

This was the 10th day on which various small groups of monks had set out to walk to the 
capital, Phnom Penh. They were marching in response to an appeal by a monk named the 
Venerable But Buntenh, the principal organiser of the Independent Network of Monks 
for Social Justice.

The demonstrations took place against a backdrop of confusion following the July 2013 
parliamentary elections. The party of the Prime Minister, Hun, Sen, in power since 1985, 
claimed to have won, but his main opponent, Sam Rainsy, said the elections had been 
marred by serious fraud. Amid the political uncertainty, the Venerable But Buntenh 
explained the reasons for the demonstration. He said: “Since the elections cannot pro-
duce justice, and since the two political parties are incapable of breaking the deadlock 
in the situation, we [the monks] have to intervene. Religion is the only power capable of 
extricating the country from the problems it has become embroiled in.”

The Independent Network of Monks for Social Justice is very much present on social 
media platforms. and claims to have 3,000 members. It rejects the claim that it is on the 
side of Sam Rainsy. Opposition leader Venerable But Buntenh said: “We are working for the 
entire nation,” adding that he is hoping that, “in using Buddhist principles” his movement 
will be able to “transform a bad situation into a good one”.

Setting out from the Phloach pagoda, in Kompong Speu, around 25 miles (40 km) west of 
Phnom Penh, Venerable Ngim Sao Samkhan walked with around 20 monks and around 
100 lay folk. Arriving outside the building of the National Assembly, he explained that in 
his eyes, “the goal of the walk [is] to promote Buddhist teaching by linking it to human 
rights”. He added: “We want the authorities and the people to understand the value of 
human rights, of freedom and the right to express one’s opinion.”

In doing this, the monks active within the network were aware of breaking established 
traditions, which expect the Buddhist monks to remain on the sidelines of state and 
government affairs. Other senior monks warned of the dangers of demonstrations which 
were seen to be overtly political in motivation. In Phnom Penh, the Venerable Khim Sorn, 
the leader of the Mohanikay sect, the principal branch of Khmer Buddhism, expressed 
his “support for the principle of a march for human rights, but not if it pursues wrongful 
ends in seeking to create disorder and sow confusion in people’s minds”. Meantime, the 
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supreme patriarchs of Khmer Buddhism, whose closeness to the ruling party is a matter 
of public notoriety, threatened to defrock any monks who took part in the march. The 
government attempted to prevent the march from reaching Phnom Penh, notably by 
forcing the senior monks of the pagodas to close their gates and refuse the marchers 
access to their monastery for the night.

On that day, 10th December 2013, the monks dispersed peacefully, after reading out a litany 
of human rights violations in Cambodia. Meanwhile the police stood by in large numbers 
and took video footage of all those participating in this demonstration. However, a month 
earlier, on 12th November, the break-up of a demonstration by striking workers from a 
textile factory had been rather less peaceable. A female street trader had been killed by a 
stray bullet fired by the police. The Licahdo, a major human rights defence organisation, 
had shown a video of police violently beating a monk with his hands together in front of 
his face, in the traditional Khmer greeting. Added to this, a group of 10 or so monks had 
been interrogated and briefly detained before being released again.13

The involvement of Buddhist monks on the political and social scene during this demon-
stration on 10 December was not without its precedents. The situation recalled that of 
1998 when young monks and novices joined the street protests against the allegedly 
rigged parliamentary elections of July that same year, in which the party of Hun Sen held 
onto power.14 During a peace march, the police had fired on the demonstrators and there 
had been dozens of victims among the monks.

As far as the Christians are concerned, the success of the Protestant, Evangelical and Pen-
tecostalist communities in particular do not seem to have raised any particular difficulties. 
The Catholic Church is quietly continuing to rebuild after being almost completely wiped 
out during the persecutions of the Khmer Rouge and then the Vietnamese occupation up 
till 1990. In June 2015 the leaders of the Catholic Church in Cambodia formally launched 
the process that is expected to lead to the beatification of 35 martyrs who were executed 
or died of hunger and exhaustion during the civil war from 1970 to 1975 and later, under 
the regime of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge, who held power from 1975 to 1979.15 If the 
process is successful, it will be a first for Cambodia, a country which until now does not 
have any blesseds or saints formally recognised by the Catholic Church.

Prospects for freedom of religion

There is little reason to believe improvement is coming soon.

Endnotes
1 Constitution du Cambodge : http://mjp.univ-perp.fr/constit/kh2010.htm
2 The Cambodia Daily : « Buddhist Patriarchs Ban Rallies, But Activist Monks March Forth » 8 December 2014 

(https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/buddhist-patriarchs-ban-rallies-but-activist-monks-mar-
ch-forth-73760/ )

3 The Cambodia Daily : « Clergy Seeks Law to Ban Monks From Voting », 18 December 2014 (https://www.
cambodiadaily.com/archives/clergy-seeks-law-to-ban-monks-from-voting-74417/ )
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4 The Cambodia Daily : « Monks Turn Over Alms Bowls to Protest Jailing of Activists », 19 December 2014 
(https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/monks-turn-over-alms-bowls-to-protest-jailing-of-activi-
sts-74500/ )

5 Dating back to the 11th Century and situated on a hill, the Khmer temple of Preah Vihear is claimed both 
by Thailand and by Cambodia. The conflict is a result of the drawing up of the frontiers during the colonial 
era, a convention of 1904 and the Treaty of 1907 signed between the Kingdom of Siam and France, which 
was then the colonial ruler of Cambodia. At the time the temple of Preah Vihear was included in the map 
of Cambodia. In 1949 Bangkok declared this map to be invalid and occupied the temple, despite the pro-
tests from Paris. In 1953, when Cambodia gained independence, the situation remained unchanged, but 
in 1962 the International Court of Justice at The Hague granted sovereignty over the temple to Cambo-
dia. In 2008 Cambodia’s request to include the temple on UNESCO’s World Cultural Heritage list revived 
the quarrel. Today the temple and the 4.6 km² of land surrounding it have become a political football in 
which the national pride of both sides is at stake.

6 Eglises d’Asie : «  Le Cambodge appelle les religions à se manifester dans le conflit qui l’oppose à la 
Thaïlande au sujet du temple khmer de Preah Vihear », 17 February 2011 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/
asie-du-sud-est/cambodge/2011-02-17-le-cambodge-appelle-les-religions-a-se-manifester-dans-le-
conflit-qui-l2019oppose-a-la-thailande-au-sujet-du-temple-khmer-de-preah-vihear/ )

7 The Guardian : « Australia signs controversial refugee transfer deal with Cambodia », 26 September 2014 
(http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/sep/26/australia-signs-refugee-deal-cambodia )

8 Eglises d’Asie : « Expulsion des Montagnards vietnamiens réfugiés au Cambodge », 15 September 2015 
(http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/vietnam/2015-09-15-la-plupart-des-montagnards-vietna-
miens-refugies-au-cambodge-sont-renvoyes-dans-leur-pays/ )

9 Eglises d’Asie  : «Les Montagnards vietnamiens demandeurs d’asile sont victimes de la politique de bon 
voisinage entre le Vietnam, la Thaïlande et le Cambodge  »,  2 July 2015 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/
asie-du-sud-est/vietnam/2015-07-02-les-montagnards-vietnamiens-demandeurs-d2019asile-sont-victi-
mes-de-la-politique-de-bon-voisinage-entre-le-vietnam-la-thailande-et-le-cambodge/ )

10 The Huffington Post Australia : « Incentives Given For Refugees To Leave Nauru », 12 February 2016 (http://
www.huffingtonpost.com.au/2016/02/11/incentive-nauru-refugee_n_9215246.html )

11 Jesuit Refugee Service : « Cambodia: Montagnard refugees receive protection and a fair case », 22 January 
2016 (http://en.jrs.net/news_detail?TN=NEWS-20160122082724 )

12 Eglises d’Asie : « Des moines bouddhistes s’engagent pour la défense des droits de l’homme »,17 Decem-
ber 2013 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/cambodge/2013-12-17-des-moines-bouddhistes-
s2019engagent-pour-la-defense-des-droits-de-l2019homme )

13 Eglises d’Asie  : « Le point sur l’actualité politique et sociale du 1er octobre au 21 novembre 2013 », 22 
November 2013 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/cambodge/2013-11-22-pour-approfon-
dir-le-point-sur-l2019actualite-politique-et-sociale-du-1er-octobre-au-21-novembre-2013 )

14 Eglises d’Asie : «Une nouvelle génération de moines bouddhistes fait son entrée sur la scène politique », 
1 October 1998 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/cambodge/1998-10-01-une-nouvelle-gene-
ration-de-moines-bouddhistes-fait )

15 Eglises d’Asie : « L’Eglise du Cambodge ouvre le procès en béatification de 35 martyrs morts sous Pol Pot », 
17 June 2015 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/cambodge/2015-06-17-l2019eglise-du-cam-
bodge-ouvre-le-proces-en-beatification-de-35-martyrs-morts-sous-pol-pot )
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution, promulgated in 1972 and most recently amended in 2008, recognises 
in its preamble that “the human person, without distinction as to race, religion, sex or 
creed possesses sacred and inalienable rights.” It continues: “No person shall be harassed 
on grounds of his origin, religious, philosophical or political opinions or beliefs, subject 
to respect for public policy.”1

The State is defined as secular and its “neutrality and independence” are assured in regard 
to all the religious confessions. Likewise, article 18 guarantees the freedom of religion 
and worship: “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; 
this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone 
or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in 
teaching, practice, worship and observance.”

The law requires religious groups to receive government approval to operate, and allows 
the president to dissolve any existing religious groups. However, hundreds of religious 
groups operate freely countrywide without official government authorisation. The gover-
nment has not registered any new religious group since 2010.2

Official recognition confers no general tax benefits but allows religious groups to receive 
real estate as a tax-free gift for the conduct of their activities and to gather publicly and 
worship. It also permits missionaries to receive visas with longer validity.

The Ministry of Basic Education and the Ministry of Secondary Education require private 
religious schools to comply with the same curriculum, infrastructure, and teacher-training 
standards as state-operated schools. Unlike public schools, private schools may offer 
religious education.

The following religious festivals are considered as official public holidays: Christmas, Good 
Friday, Easter, Ascension, Assumption of Mary, Eid-al-Fitr, Eid-al-Adha, and the Prophet’s 
Birthday.
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Incidents

In September 2014 the government allowed 34 predominantly evangelical churches it 
had closed in 2013 to re-open. Local government officials had accused the Churches of 
disturbing public order with raucous services, extorting the spiritually vulnerable, desta-
bilising family structure, and practising unsafe “spiritual medicine” such as exorcisms, 
which had reportedly led to some deaths.

During the reporting period, most religious freedom-related incidents took place in 
the north of the country, which since 2013 has suffered because of attacks from the 
Nigeria-based extremist Islamic group Boko Haram. During 2014, 2015 and 2016 Boko 
Haram extended its attacks and ideology beyond Nigeria’s borders and changed its 
tactics of hit-and-run attacks for robust military offensives. These resulted in the control 
of large swathes of territory in the north-east of Nigeria, as well as attacks in the north 
of Cameroon, to fit with Boko Haram’s ultimate goal of the establishment of an Islamic 
polity. Since August 2014, the group has carried out 336 attacks in Cameroon, according 
to the Cameroonian army. By early 2016, the Cameroonian Army was reported to have 
deployed 10,000 troops, under the Rapid Response Brigade (BIR), as part of a regional 
force to combat Boko Haram. The BIR patrols a high-risk 400km stretch of the border with 
Nigeria. The U.S. military backs them with equipment, training and intelligence gathered 
from American drones flown out of a base in the town of Garoua.3 

Many political analysts have noted with concern that attacks from Boko Haram in Came-
roon have widened the rift between the north and the south of the country and could 
potentially create conflicts between Christians and Muslims, as fears of Boko Haram 
infiltrating some local communities were breeding mistrust. For instance, on 10th Sep-
tember 2014 some southern politicians accused northern leaders – most of whom are 
Muslims – of lack of cooperation over the Boko Haram issue.4 On 23rd December 2014, 
104 persons, mostly from Qur’anicschools, were arrested in Guirvidig, on suspicion of 
having links with Boko Haram.5

Muslims leaders expressed fears that an anti-terrorism law adopted in mid-2014 could 
provide a legal framework to allow the government to crack down on civil society orga-
nisations critical of the government, as well as on Muslim communities. At the same 
time, many prominent religious leaders, such as Sheikh Ibrahim Mbombo Moubarak, the 
Imam of the Douala Central Mosque, have repeatedly spoken out against Boko Haram 
and its violent extremism. “Boko Haram says it is against Western education, but we say 
‘Boko Halal’ to say we support education, because there is no distinction in education,” 
Cheick Sarbou, the Imam of a Koranic school in Douala, Cameroon’s economic capital, 
told the Anadolu Agency. “Prophet Muhammad simply said that we [Muslims] should 
seek knowledge, even if we have to travel to China,” he said.6 

On 5thApril 2014, three foreign missionaries, Sister Gilberte Bussier, from Canada, and 
Italian priests Giampaolo Marta and Gianantonio Allegri, were kidnapped by armed Boko 
Haram militants at the Catholic Mission of Tcheré, about 20 kilometres from Maroua. On 
the following day, Bishop Philippe Stevens of Maroua visited the parish of Tcheré, and 
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presided over a celebration of the Eucharist to encourage the Christian community. “I 
am very much annoyed with the ones who dare invoke the name of God to justify their 
atrocious acts”, he said. “Using the name of God to do evil, kill and destroy is the greatest 
blasphemy a man can do against His holy name”, he added.7 The three religious were 
released 57 days later.8

These attacks have resulted in Catholic clergy working in the far north having to seek 
government escorts to travel for their normal pastoral duties. The police routinely ask 
priests to provide them with their timetables of worship in order to secure churches, since 
Boko Haram has often threatened to carry out bomb attacks during prayers.

Religious leaders in the conflict-affected areas have strived to safeguard good relation-
ships between Christians and Muslims. At the end of April 2014, 25 imams, 13 Catholic 
priests and 12 Protestant pastors held a workshop on inter-religious dialogue in Maroua 
in which they vowed to resist religious extremism. At the closing ceremony of this event, 
Bishop Philippe Stevens remarked that “the only weapon that religious persons have to 
brandish in front of hatred-mongers is the language of respect and love”. One of the most 
outstanding initiatives in this sense is the “House of the Encounter”, started by the diocese 
of Maroua to facilitate meetings between Christians and Muslims.9 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Cameroon has a long tradition of respect for religious freedom and mutual respect among 
the different religious denominations. The attacks by Boko Haram in the far north of the 
country have put this peaceful coexistence under threat. Although national and inter-
national military responses have considerably weakened the capacity of Boko Haram 
to cause havoc, the high number of refugees and internally displaced persons and the 
trauma that the conflict has caused among the population are elements that are leaving 
a legacy of mistrust and division that will take generations to overcome.

Endnotes
1 http://confinder.richmond.edu/admin/docs/Cameroon.pdf
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
3 http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/03/weakened-boko-haram-sends-girl-bombers-camero-

on-160331175822717.html
4 http://www.crisisgroup.org/fr/regions/afrique/afrique-centrale/cameroun/b101-cameroon-preven-

tion-is-better-than-cure.aspx
5 Information from the UN regional office for Central Africa in Libreville (UNOCA)
6 http://aa.com.tr/en/world/cameroons-boko-halal/63999
7 Information from a missionary working in the diocese of Maroua
8 The three religious authored a book about their experience in captivity: Gianantonio Allegri – Gillberte 

Bussière – Giampaolo Marta. RAPITI CON DIO. Due mesi prigioneri di Boko Haram. EMI. Bologna. 2015
9 Information from the diocese of Maroua.
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z Others: 23,6%

RELIGION1

   9.984.700km2 35.851.800

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution and law guarantee freedom of conscience and religion, thought, belief, 
opinion, expression, and the right to equal protection and equal benefit of the law without 
discrimination based on religion. Federal and provincial laws prohibit discrimination on 
the grounds of religion and provide remedies for complaints.3 

There is no legal requirement for religious groups to register with the government, but 
to receive tax-exempt status religious groups must register as non-profit organisations 
with the Charities Directorate of the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA). To gain and retain 
tax-exempt status, groups must be non-political, file annual returns, and undergo periodic 
CRA audits.4 Non-profit status provides tax reductions, rebates, and exemptions. Additio-
nally, this charitable status grants clergy of the group various federal benefits, including 
a clergy housing deduction under the tax code and expedited processing through the 
immigration system.5

During the period under review, the government operated an Office of Religious Freedom 
within the Department of Foreign Affairs “to protect and advocate on behalf of religious 
minorities under threat around the world, oppose religious hatred and intolerance, and 
promote pluralism and tolerance abroad”.6 The government abolished the Office in end 
of March.7 

Education

The constitution guarantees right of Protestant and Catholic minorities to publicly fun-
ded “denominational schools”. Constitutional amendments repealed this guarantee in 
Quebec, Newfoundland and Labrador, which abolished their publicly funded Catholic 
and Protestant schools and replaced them with a secular public education system. Con-
stitutionally protected public funding for Catholic schools remains in Ontario, Alberta 
and Saskatchewan. Federal law protects publicly funded Catholic and Protestant minority 
education in the Northwest Territories, Yukon and Nunavut. 

Constitutional or federal statutory protection for public funding of religious education 
does not extend to schools of other religious groups. The law permits parents to home 
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school their children and to enrol them in private schools for religious reasons. As educa-
tion is a provincial responsibility, government practices vary across Canada. However, six 
of the 10 provinces provided at least partial funding to some religious schools. Ontario 
was the only province that provided public funding for Catholic schools while providing 
no funding for other religious schools.8 

Incidents

With respect to reports of anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim activity, it should be noted that 
because ethnicity and religion are often closely linked, it might be difficult to determine 
whether an incident is motivated by racism or by religious intolerance. 

Related to Islam

The government had required citizenship candidates to remove religious clothing that 
covered the face when swearing the public oath of citizenship. A female Muslim, who 
stated the policy violated her constitutional right to freedom of religion, caused her to 
withdraw from her citizenship ceremony, and prevented her from becoming a citizen, 
challenged the law. In February 2015, the Federal Court of Canada found the ban illegal. 
In October 2015, the woman took the oath of citizenship while wearing a niqab. The 
Conservative Prime Minister filed an appeal with the Supreme Court, but in November 
2015, the newly-elected government withdrew the appeal.9

In September 2014, a Calgary imam, and founder of the Islamic Supreme Council of Canada, 
was hit by a car while on his way to lead prayers. As he walked through a parking lot, a 
woman reportedly drove at him and nearly struck him with her car. The woman shouted 
at him, calling him a terrorist and a threat to Canada. The woman then struck him from 
behind with her car and drove away when he called the police.10 

The National Council of Canadian Muslims (NCCM) reported four physical assaults, 13 
incidents of vandalism, and three incidents involving threats from July 2014 to the end 
of the year. In Ontario in September 2014, six Muslim students were assaulted with a 
baseball bat by a group of four individuals who yelled racial and religious slurs. The police 
apprehended and charged the perpetrators. In October 2014, in the wake of two attacks 
on Canadian soldiers, the British Columbia Muslim Association received multiple mes-
sages threatening the general Muslim populace of the province. In October a rock was 
thrown through the window of an Ottawa mosque. In November, a mosque in Ontario 
was vandalised, as were four mosques in Quebec. The vandalism included signs saying 
“Islam out of my country” and a rock thrown through a window. Additionally, a bomb 
threat was phoned in to a mosque in Quebec.11

For the year 2015, the Council reported seven physical attacks, 23 verbal incidents, 13 
instances of vandalism, and 11 threat incidents. In February, two windows were punctu-
red by bullet holes at a Muslim high school in Quebec; in March, a Winnipeg substitute 
teacher pulled off the hijabs of two 10-year old girls; in April, a Quebec woman was phy-
sically attacked on the metro by a woman who said “You veiled women, what are you 
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doing here, go back to where you came from!”; in June, a Calgary kabob restaurant was 
vandalised with spray paint with the vulgar message “F*** Islam”; an Islamic institution 
in Edmonton was vandalised with graffiti reading “F*** Islam” and “Bomb Mecca!” in June; 
in November, a woman wearing a hijab was assaulted and insulted for her religion; and 
a Calgary transit station was vandalised in December with graffiti reading, among other 
things, “Kill Muslims”.12

In 2016 until February, the Council reported one physical attack and three verbal incidents. 
In January, an anonymous caller left a message at the NCCM office saying, “Muslims should 
pay for their sins” and “raping Muslim girls is God’s word.”13

Many of the incidents included in NCCM’s report could be characterised as intolerance on 
the basis of ethnicity or perceived country of origin, rather than specifically anti-Muslim 
intolerance. NCCM has said that a spike in anti-Muslim incidents may be due to violence 
in the Middle East,14 the attacks in Paris,15 and the killing of two Canadian soldiers by 
Islamic State sympathisers.16

Related to Judaism

The B’nai Brith Canada’s League for Human Rights received 1,627 incident reports in 
2014, the most recent year for which data was available. This was the highest number of 
incidents recorded by B’nai Brith in 30 years and was a 28 percent increase over the 1,274 
incidents in 2013.17 The reports included 19 cases of violence, 238 cases of vandalism, and 
1,370 cases of harassment (nearly 500 more incidents than 2013’s 872). 

2014 violent incidents included a June arson in Montreal; a Chassidic18 woman slapped 
by an Arab man in a Montreal park in August, and in September, a Montreal man was 
ambushed by several men and beaten unconscious.19 

According to B’nai Brith Canada, “the most common form of anti-Semitic vandalism … 
contains some form of Nazi imagery. Often, this was combined with anti-Israel messages.”20 

June incidents of vandalism included “I hate Jews” graffiti on a Calgary business; a swastika 
on Na’amat Canada in Toronto; and in Montreal three men were arrested while drawing 
graffiti on synagogue. In Calgary during August, swastikas were drawn with chalk on the 
ground outside a Jewish person’s home and four homes were defaced with swastikas and 
in Montreal two homes with mezuzahs were found vandalized and egged. September 
incidents included graffiti with swastikas and anti-Semitic words spray-painted on a 
school in Sackville; dog faeces rubbed on a door of a synagogue in Toronto; and in Mon-
treal, three businesses were fire bombed on Rosh Hashanah, one belonging to a Jew. In 
October, a home used as Chassidic school was vandalized in Boisbriand and the outside 
of the Hamilton Jewish Community Centre was vandalized with graffiti. In December, a 
Ste-Agathe home was broken into and swastikas were spray-painted on the walls.21 In 
March 2015, a community gymnasium in Alberta was trashed and vandalized with swa-
stikas and anti-Semitic graffiti.22

“Harassment is the most prevalent form of anti-Semitism” according to B’nai Brith Canada.23 
Examples include: in February, an employee of a Montreal pharmacy was harassed for 



CA
NA

DA

150

wearing a kippah at work. In June, a Toronto woman going through Orthodox conversion 
was accused by co-workers of ‘bringing her religion to work’. A woman wearing a Chai 
symbol on a necklace was harassed by a woman at a Winnipeg bus stop, who yelled, “all 
Jews are useless”. In September, members of the Boisbriand Chassidic community were 
harassed by men driving cars around the neighbourhood, yelling slurs and threats and 
in Montreal, a woman writing school entrance exams was refused accommodation for a 
test which fell on Yom Kippur. In November, in Montreal, Chassidic children playing in a 
schoolyard were threatened and harassed by a man carrying a metal object.24

Many of the incidents reported by B’nai Brith Canada could be characterized as anti-Se-
mitism related to political anti-Israel sentiments. It noted “dramatic spikes in anti-Semitic 
activity” when Israel is in a state of conflict, mirroring what has occurred in previous years.25

Related to Christianity

In February 2015, the Supreme Court of Canada held that a prohibition on physician-as-
sisted death violated the Canadian Charter of Rights, and ordered the Parliament to 
enact legislation consistent with its decision. In response, a Parliamentary Committee 
was formed and in February 2016 presented a report containing 21 recommendations 
to help the government draft euthanasia legislation.26 Of concern to Christians are the 
following recommendations: that physicians with conscientious objections be compelled 
to provide a referral to the patient and that all publicly funded facilities, including fai-
th-based institutions, must provide euthanasia and assisted suicide.27 This is contrary to 
recommendations of the Canadian Medical Association which state that physicians should 
not be compelled to refer patients if they have a conscientious objection.28 The question 
of conscientious objection for other medical staff, including nurses and pharmacists, is 
not addressed. While no legislation has been passed, religious freedom for all medical 
professionals as well as faith-based institutions could be at great risk if the Committee’s 
recommendations are followed.

In March 2015, the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that the province of Quebec had 
infringed on the religious freedom of a Catholic high school by denying an exemption 
from teaching the secular “Ethics and Religious Culture” program. The law requires all 
schools to teach religions from a secular, cultural and morally neutral perspective, but 
also permits schools to apply for an exemption to teach an alternative course so long as 
the minister of education approves it and the “teachers steer clear of injecting their own 
religious beliefs.” The Jesuit Loyola High School proposed to teach the same curriculum 
from a Catholic perspective. The education minister denied the exemption; a trial court 
found in favour of the school; on appeal the trial court’s decision was reversed. Finally, 
the Supreme Court of Canada overturned the appellate court’s decision, saying Loyola’s 
exemption “cannot be withheld on the basis that [it] must teach Catholicism and Catholic 
ethics from a neutral perspective.”29

In 2015, the law school of an evangelical university launched legal challenges against 
law societies – the licensing bodies for attorneys - in several provinces. Trinity Western 
University School of Law located in British Columbia, which has not yet opened, would 
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require its students to sign a Christian covenant that states that sexual intimacy is to be 
confined to heterosexual marriage. The law societies of British Columbia, Ontario, and Nova 
Scotia refused to accredit future graduates of the school, claiming that the covenant was 
discriminatory to homosexuals. The University argued that the societies violated students’ 
rights of freedom of religion and that the bans excluded Christian students from the legal 
profession. In December 2015, a British Columbia Supreme Court judge overturned the 
Society’s denial of accreditation. Earlier in the year, a court overturned the Nova Scotia 
society’s action, while the Ontario society’s decision was upheld. Other provinces have 
put accreditation decisions on hold. The case is expected to go to the Supreme Court of 
Canada. The law school, which was scheduled to open in the fall of 2016, has said it “would 
not open its doors before all barriers to its graduates had been removed.”30 

In October 2015, the City of Toronto denied a Christian group, Voices of the Nations, the 
right to use a city square for its annual musical performance, citing the city’s policy against 
“proselytizing”. The manager of events said: “it doesn’t matter if it’s speaking or singing. 
Either way if you’re praising Jesus or praise the Lord and there’s no God like Jehovah, 
that type of thing? That’s proselytizing.” The group was forced to hire legal counsel and 
in February 2016, the city granted the permit.31

In May 2015, a Muslim man, Iqbal Hessan, was arrested for committing a series of offenses 
against the St Catherine of Siena Church in Mississauga, including spray painting graffiti 
on the interior and exterior walls, twice defacing and damaging the statue of Jesus, and 
breaking in to the church to steal a $2,000 amplifier. When he was arrested, Hessan told 
police that he was thinking of hurting or killing a priest when he broke into the church. 
Because of this, police and prosecutors contemplated pursuing hate crime charges which 
would enhance any penalty after conviction for the underlying crimes. Because Hessan 
had a schizophrenia diagnosis, officials ultimately chose not to proceed with hate crime 
charges.32 A Toronto area mosque raised funds to help repair the extensive damage to 
the church.33

In August 2014, criminal charges were filed against members of the Fundamentalist 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (FLDS). Two members were charged with 
practising polygamy, which is a tenet of FLDS. Previous charges had been dismissed and 
authorities requested a judicial opinion as to whether Canada’s ban on polygamy violated 
constitutional guarantees of freedom of religion. In 2011, the British Columbia Supreme 
Court upheld that the law on the grounds that the harm posed by polygamy outweighed 
the right to religious freedom. The criminal cases are still pending.

Prospects for freedom of religion

While it appears that were no significant increased governmental restrictions on reli-
gious freedom during the period under review, depending on the outcome of pending 
court cases and political initiatives, there is a risk of increased governmental intolerance 
or discrimination against both majority and minority religions. There appears to be an 
increased risk also of societal intolerance against both majority and minority religions, 
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some of which may be a backlash to global terrorism or geopolitical conflicts attributed 
to religious groups. Further, 25,000 Syrian refugees are expected in Canada by March 
2016,34 which may increase the risk of anti-Muslim incidents.
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CABO VERDE 

	

  4.033km² 545.993

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Cape Verde islands, a former Portuguese territory, has one of the highest percentages 
of Catholics of any country in Africa.2 Evangelical Protestant and Pentecostal groups in 
particular are gaining followers. Extensive emigration in the second half of the twentieth 
century means that the number of expatriates from Cape Verde is now almost double 
those still living on the islands.3

The constitution and laws of Cape Verde guarantee religious freedom and the right to 
religious self-expression.4 On 16th May 2014 a new religion law was passed, codifying the 
constitutional rights to religious freedom, including the right to worship and to organise 
religious education for children. It also enshrines the separation of Church and state. Under 
the law, every citizen is free to choose or change their religion. There is no state religion, 
but instead a strict separation in law between state and religion.5 

With regard to the spread of a fundamentalist, jihadist interpretation of Islam in West Africa, 
it remains to be seen if the violent tendencies of Islamist networks in nearby countries 
will extend to Cape Verde. 

All organisations, whether religious or secular, are required to register with the justice 
ministry and may not espouse violence, illegality, racism or dictatorship. There are no 
restrictions on those who fail to register, but advantages for those who do. In principle, 
no religion enjoys special rights. However, the Catholic Church, as by far the strongest 
faith community in the country, does play a special role.6 In 2013 a concordat was signed 
between Cape Verde and the Holy See, which clarifies and recognises the legal status of 
the Catholic Church including the right to exercise freely her apostolic mission.7 It also 
recognises Catholic marriages in civil law, and the Catholic Church in turn recognises civil 
marriages contracted in conformity with her own canon law.

Incidents

There were no noteworthy changes with regard to religious freedom during the period of 
this report. The relationship between the various religions is essentially free of tensions. 

CAPE VERDE

 zChristian: 90%
(Christian: 77% – Protestant: 10% – 
Others: 3%)

 zMuslim: 2%

 zOthers: 8%
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E There was great rejoicing among many Catholics in early 2015 when Bishop Arlindo Gomes 
Furtado of of Santiago de Cabo Verde was made a cardinal. He was appointed Bishop of 
Mindelo in 2004 before in 2009 being made Bishop of Santiago, the main island of Cabo 
Verde, which includes, Praia, the capital city.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Christianity is firmly anchored in the culture of Cape Verde. There is no reason to assume 
that this situation will fundamentally change. Nevertheless, the whole region of West 
Africa is undergoing profound changes and it is impossible to rule out the influx of Isla-
mic Jihadism.

Endnotes
1 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015
2 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/01/04/kna_die_20_neuen_kardin%C3%A4le_im_kurzpor-

trait/1116943
3 Munzinger Archiv 2016
4 U.S. State Departement 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
5 U.S. State Departement 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
6 ibid.
7 ibid.
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REPÚBLICA 
CENTROAFRICANA 

 

RELIGION1

  AREA3 POPULATION4

 zChristian: 66%
(Christian: 20,4% – Protestant: 45,6%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 18,4%2

 zMuslim: 14,7%

 zOthers: 0,9%

CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC

     622.984km2 4.692.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Central African Republic (CAR) is ruled by a new constitution, approved by referen-
dum on 13th December 2015 and promulgated on 30th March 2016. The process brought 
to a conclusion the political transition which followed the crisis sparked by the violent 
takeover of the Seleka, which overthrew the government in March 2013. The new con-
stitution replaces the “Charte de la Transition”, which ruled the country as a provisional 
constitution since July 2013.

The preamble of the new constitution recognises “the religious and cultural diversity of 
the Central African People, which contributes to the enrichment of their personality”. 
Article 10 guarantees “the freedom of conscience, of religion and of worship” and it forbids 
“all forms of religious fundamentalism and intolerance”. Article 24 proclaims the secular 
character of the State.

All religious groups must be State-registered. All religious denominations have the right 
to broadcast a weekly programme on the State radio, and to operate their own radio 
stations. Bangui-based Radio Nôtre Dame, which is Catholic, and Radio Voix de l’Evangile 
(known previously as Radio Néhémie), which is Protestant, are the main confessional 
radio stations. Some other Catholic stations, which stopped their broadcasts following 
Seleka’s violent actions in the towns where they used to operate, broadcast freely these 
days: Radio Siriri, in Bouar, and Radio Maria Be Africa, in Bossangoa, are the ones with 
a larger following. Radio Maria has been broadcasting in Bangui since the end of 2013.

Religious education is not compulsory, but nonetheless is available in most schools. 
The Catholic Church has its own schools, a network in all of the country’s nine dioceses, 
coordinated under the ECAC (French acronym for ‘Catholic Teaching’) office with a memo-
randum of understanding signed with the Ministry of Education.

The main religious Christian festivities are public holidays: Good Friday, Easter, Ascension, 
Assumption of Our Lady, All Saints and Christmas. The “Pacte Republicaine”, which was the 
document of conclusions and recommendations adopted on 11th May 2015 at the end 
of the Forum of Bangui, a national conference on reconciliation, strongly recommended 
that the State adopts the main Muslim festivals. Thereafter, the transition government 
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public holidays.

Incidents

Inter-religious violence in CAR was relatively low until the recent crisis broke out. The 
Seleka, a loose coalition of different rebel groups from the north-east of the country, where 
Muslims are a majority, began a major offensive in December 2012 and it took power 
on 23rd March 2013. Non-Muslim populations and Christian institutions were targeted, 
prompting a violent backlash from self-defence groups known as anti-balaka. Although 
this group has often been branded as “Christian militias”, their identity is mainly animist 
and no Christian religious leader – Catholic or Protestant – backed their cause. The Seleka 
lost political power in Bangui in January 2014, but at the time of writing they still hold 
sway in vast parts of the country.

During the reporting period, both militias have continued to kill individuals based on 
their religious identity, leading to retaliatory attacks and waves of violence. CAR’s Muslim 
population remains disproportionately displaced – and in the western part of the country 
trapped in peacekeeper enclaves where they are unable to practise their faith freely. By the 
end of 2014, 80 per cent of the country’s Muslim population had been driven out of CAR.5 
By mid-2016 some of them, mostly those who could afford the journey, have returned to 
their country, mainly to Bangui’s traditional Muslim enclave, known as “Kilometre Cinq”.

In the western part of the country, the country’s Muslim minority has largely disappea-
red. While a few towns have Muslim enclaves protected by international peacekeeping 
forces, many other towns and villages that were previously home to substantial Muslim 
communities are now empty of their Muslim inhabitants. Mosques have been left badly 
damaged or destroyed. In July 20156, Amnesty International, the human rights organisa-
tion, published a report stating that in some places, anti-balaka militia forcibly converted 
Muslims to Christianity, or put Muslims under intense pressure to convert. Except in some 
towns where UN peacekeepers have been stationed, Muslims were effectively barred from 
practising or manifesting their religion in public. Amnesty’s report stated: “This means 
that they cannot pray (except in secret); they cannot wear traditional Muslim clothing, 
and they cannot rebuild their mosques. Often they dare not even speak their preferred 
language within hearing range of others. Although members of the larger community 
may be aware that they are Muslim, their religion has been made invisible.”7

By contrast, in Bangui’s 2nd district, a joint initiative by Christians in Muslims at the 
Lakouanga neighbourhood strove to rebuild the local mosque after it was destroyed in 
a retaliatory attack by anti-balaka at the end of May 2014. However, following a flare-up 
of sectarian violence in the CAR capital that started on 26th September, it was attacked 
for the second time on 27th September 2015 and badly damaged. By February 2016, a 
joint committee had been formed to continue the work of building the mosque and by 
the end of March Friday prayers resumed.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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In July 2015, the interim parliament, the National Transitional Council, voted to prohibit 
CAR refugees from voting in the presidential and legislative elections. Given that Muslims 
make up the majority of refugees, this vote would have disenfranchised that population. 
The Constitutional Court, however, overruled the vote that same month, and refugees 
were able to vote in the December 2015 and February 2016 elections.

From 26th September to 16th October 2015, Bangui was the scene of the most recent 
escalation of violence in the CAR, almost a year after similar incidents (8th to 17th October 
2014). The surge of violence left 79 civilians dead and 512 injured. By 16th October, the 
violence resulted in 17,090 persons displaced and caused 2,894 refugees to flee across 
the Ubangi River to Zongo, Democratic Republic of the Congo.8

The violence started when, during the night of 25th-26th September 2015, the body of a 
young moto-taxi driver was discovered in Bangui’s predominantly Christian eighth district. 
His presumed killers had tattooed his chest with the legend: “Happy feast of the Tabaski”. 
As his body was left in front of the Ali Babolo mosque, in the “Kilometre Cinq” Bangui’s 
Muslim neighbourhood, angry self-defence Muslim militia attacked the neighbouring 
fifth district (predominantly Christian) shooting their weapons and setting hundreds of 
houses on fire. One hour later, hundreds of anti-balaka militants descended from their 
traditional fiefdoms in Combatants, Gobongo and Boy Rabe and pitched battles were 
fought during several hours. During the violence of the first day, Muslims militias attacked 
and damaged the premises of St Mathias Mulumba Catholic Church, in PK5, and they 
burnt down the Catholic Parish of St Michelle, including the church, the priests’s house 
and a social centre, in Bangui’s fifth district.9 

A few days after the violence had subsided, tensions flared-up again on 26th October 
2015, when four members of a delegation from an ex-Seleka group (Union pour la Paix 
en Centrafrique), who had come to Bangui for consultations with the national autho-
rities, were attacked by armed men, abducted and killed, as they were in a taxi in the 
Combatant neighbourhood, eighth district of Bangui. As news of these attacks reached 
PK5, three young Christian men from Lakouanga neighbourhood, who used to sell water 
packs at the PK5 market, were assassinated in a revenge attack. Meanwhile, at the PK5 
Central Mosque, Archbishop Dieudonne Nzapalainga of Bangui, who was conducting a 
preparatory mission for the planned visit of Pope Francis to CAR with some government 
and Vatican officials, was verbally attacked and threatened by an ex-Seleka leader called 
Haroun Gaye. The tension forced the delegation to make a hasty exit. Gaye is reported to 
have returned to the mosque in the afternoon with some of his militiamen and threaten 
Imam Tidjani for cooperating with the delegation. Later on in the evening, Archbishop 
Nzapalainga issued a statement appealing for calm and forgiveness.

Three days later, on 29th October, three Muslim drivers of moto-taxi from PK5 were killed 
in the neighbouring sixth district during a dispute with some of their Christian collea-
gues. Muslim militias retaliated by attacking Fatima neighbourhood and burning several 
houses. During that day and in the weeks that ensued, thousands of people took refuge 
at the Notre Dame de Fatima Catholic Church, which was constantly under gunfire from 
Muslim militias. The intervention of the Burundian contingent from MINUSCA prevented 
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destruction. As they swept through predominantly Christian neighbourhoods, including 
Kina, Cattin, Fatima, Kokolo, Kpetene and Bearex, they carried out arson attacks and killed 
scores of Christian residents. The Baptist Church of Kina was burnt down. Also, the Filles 
de Marie Missionnaire, a community of religious Sisters, in the Bibale neighbourhood, 
was looted several times and their chapel desecrated.

During the violence from 26th October to the end of November, the Muslims from PK5 
were forced to live in their neighbourhood as an isolated enclave. Anti-balaka militias 
prevented them from entering other parts of the city. Pope Francis’ visit to Bangui, on 29th 
and 30th November 2015, marked a turning point. Despite many concerns that violence 
in Bangui would prevent the Pope from making the trip, Pope Francis visited PK5 Central 
Mosque, where he pronounced a strong message of reconciliation between Christians 
and Muslims. That day, Christians and Muslims began moving freely again in all parts of 
Bangui and, for the first time in many months, Muslims were able to go freely everywhere 
wearing their attire, some of them even attending the final Papal Mass at Bangui’s main 
stadium on 30th November. The previous day, Pope Francis went to Bangui Cathedral 
in a visit that anticipated the official opening of the Holy Year of Mercy. It was an event 
that took on an extraordinary significance in the context of the inter-faith violence that 
plagued the country after 2012.

Pope Francis’ visit provided a powerful moment of catharsis for all Central Africans. Many 
of them were convinced that his presence had “removed the curse” that had weighed 
down on them for the last three years. At the end of December 2015, presidential and 
legislative elections took place in a much calmer atmosphere. On 30th March 2016 the 
newly elected president, Faustin Archange Touadera, was sworn-in, ushering in a new 
period of legitimate power that ended three years of a tumultuous transition.

During the first months of 2016, some incidents of discrimination on religious grounds 
continued to be reported. On 18th May, towards 2300, a lorry carrying passengers coming 
from Boda (Lobaye prefecture) reached the PK9 Police control checkpoint at the southern 
exit of Bangui. They were forced to spend the night there, and on the following day the 
Police officers asked the passengers to present their ID documents. According to eye-wi-
tnesses, those with Muslim names were asked to pay a sum of 5,000FCFA each. After 
pleading with the agents, the sum was reduced to 2,000CFAC.

Also, on 20th May, at around 4am, the Muezzin from the Central Mosque in Berbérati, 
Mambéré-Kadéï prefecture, was attacked by a group of presumed anti-Balaka elements 
inside the Mosque while he was getting ready to call Muslims to prayer. The attackers 
fled. He was later transported to the hospital.10

Prospects for freedom of religion

The situation with regard to religious freedom deteriorated in the period immediately 
after 2012. However, in spite of different cycles of violence based on religious intolerance, 
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there has been a gradual movement towards political and social stabilisation since the 
beginning of 2016. This is mainly because of the peaceful and credible legislative and 
presidential elections, which marked a political transition to new democratically elected 
authorities. With an increase in stabilisation, incidents of inter-religious violence and 
discrimination have diminished and many communities are engaged in processes of long-
term reconciliation, a task involving different religious groups. In such circumstances, it is 
possible to imagine better prospects for religious freedom and tolerance in the near future. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_44_1.asp
2 Animists.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13150040
4 Ibid.
5 http://www.uscirf.gov/countries/central-african-republic
6 https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/afr19/2165/2015/en/
7 Ibid.
8 http://www.un.org/press/en/2016/sc12222.doc.htm
9 These two attacks, as well as the events described in the following paragraphs, were documented by the 

author of this report, who was present in Bangui during the second half of 2015.
10 These two incidents were reported by the internal information system of the UN´s integrated peacekee-

ping mission in CAR (MINUSCA)
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  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian: 34%
(Christian: 18% – Protestant: 16%)

 zMuslim: 58%

 zOthers: 8%1

RELIGION

    1.284.000km² 11.631.456

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

As in the neighbouring countries of Nigeria, Niger and Cameroon, so too in Chad the 
security situation has been extremely tense during the period of this report. In particular, 
the attacks by Islamist militia group Boko Haram, which operates from central bases in 
north-east Nigeria, has caused terror among the population and has left tens of thousands 
of refugees. The region most severely affected is around Lake Chad in the west of the 
country, which is used by Boko Haram as its preferred base and retreat. So far, the Chad 
authorities have had little success in protecting their citizens effectively.4

According to its constitution of 14th April 1996, which is based on the French model, Chad 
is a presidential republic with a multi-party system, but with strongly autocratic features.5 
The constitution was drawn up by the Sovereign National Conference during a three-year 
transitional phase and was put to a referendum on 31st March 1996, winning 61.5 percent 
of the vote. However, the task of preparing the constitution was made more difficult for 
the conference because first it had to address the problem of decades of violent conflict. 
Since the year 2000, the Patriotic Salvation Movement (MPS), the ruling party, had been 
striving to introduce changes to the constitution in order to lift the limitation that restricts 
the presidential term of office to only two terms. However, in a joint declaration, almost 
all the opposition parties fiercely opposed this attempt by President Idriss Débys and his 
party to ensure his own re-election in this way; he has now been governing the country 
continuously since 1990.

However, in spite of their attempts, the amendment to the constitution was approved 
by Parliament in May 2004 and confirmed on 6th June 2005 in a referendum. This was 
accompanied by repeated opposition protests of electoral manipulation which continued 
long after the vote was taken. This amendment to the constitution effectively deprived 
the country and the opposition of any hope of a change of regime. Since then there have 
been repeated attempts at coups and rebel attacks, including from within the govern-
ment’s own ranks. But so far, Déby‘s regime, which regards itself as the sole guarantor of 
stability and development, has succeeded in fighting off all these attacks. And it plans 
to continue ruling after the elections of April 2016 (the results of which were not known 
at the time of writing), despite fierce criticism from the opposition.6
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Article 1 of the constitution establishes the principle of a secular state and the separation 
of state and religion, while Article 5 bans any propaganda that aims to undermine the 
“secular character and unity of the state”, including any propaganda of a “confessional” 
nature.7 Article 14 guarantees all citizens’ “equality before the law, without distinction as 
to origin, race, gender, religion, political outlook or social class”. In Article 27 of the consti-
tution “religious freedom” is listed among freedoms that may only be limited to preserve 
the freedoms and rights of other citizens and by the need to preserve public order and 
morality. Article 54 however places limitations on the right to conscientious objection 
and states that “No one may appeal to his religious convictions or political views in order 
to escape an obligation that is dictated by the national interest.”

Incidents

Islamist violence appears to be gaining ground in Chad and at the same time government 
policy is becoming increasingly authoritarian. And yet, relations between the religious 
faiths in this country of the Sahel continue to be exemplary in many respects. Research 
shows there were no particular incidents during the period under review indicating a 
decline in inter-religious relations.

For the most part, people of different faiths in Chad have always lived peaceably side by 
side. The majority of the population are Muslims. Chad is essentially divided geographi-
cally along religious lines, with the north predominantly Muslim in faith, while the south 
is predominantly Christian. Chad’s Interior Ministry oversees religious affairs and its 
function is to maintain and supervise religious freedom in Chad and act as a mediator 
in the event of conflict.

Chad is a religiously neutral, secular state and the constitution bans religious instruction 
in state schools. However, it permits the establishment of private faith schools run by 
Churches and other faith communities. All organisations, whether religious or not, are 
required to register with the Interior Ministry. Failure to do so can result in a fine or a 
prison sentence.8

In its speeches and official statements, the government of Chad actively promotes reli-
gious respect and tolerance.9 Religious groups are invited to improve relations with one 
another and to strive for cooperation. The state continues to support the construction of 
the Catholic cathedral in the capital, N‘Djamena, which is set to become one of the largest 
churches in central Africa, and also the restoration of the existing diocesan church of 
Notre Dame.10 Relations between the various religious groups in the inter-denominational 
bodies in Chad are good, and there is a prevailing spirit of mutual respect and esteem. 
The representatives of the various religions visit one another on their respective religious 
festivals. On 20th August 2014, there was a meeting of Muslim, Catholic and Protestant 
leaders in Moundou where a project was launched aimed at promoting religious tolerance 
and peaceful coexistence among refugees and returning Chadian expats.
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On 11th January 2016, in an address to the diplomatic corps in the Vatican, Pope Francis 
recalled the ratification of the treaty with the Republic of Chad with regard to the legal 
status of the Catholic Church in the country. It was, said Pope Francis, a sign that “peace-
ful coexistence among the members of different religions is possible [and that] religious 
freedom is recognised.” He said the treaty showed that the “possibility is granted to each 
[person], in mutual respect for the cultural identity of the individual, to work together 
for the building up of the common good”.11

Nonetheless, this peaceful coexistence between the religions in Chad is now in danger. 
The threat comes above all from the violence of the Islamist terror group Boko Haram, 
which continues to carry out repeated attacks. According to reports provided by security 
forces in the country, in December 2015, at least 30 people were killed and around 80 
others injured in three separate suicide attacks on a market in the town of Loulou Fou, 
on an island in Lake Chad. At the beginning of the year 2015 thousands of people had 
fled from the attacks of Boko Haram to this island. In early November 2015 a state of 
emergency had been declared in the region following a series of attacks by Boko Haram. 
Since then, more than 5,000 soldiers have been stationed on the islands and in the villages 
around Lake Chad.

Lake Chad is on the borders of Chad, Nigeria, Niger and Cameroon, and this region, with 
its densely forested shores, is a favoured base for Boko Haram, which wants an Islamist 
state in northern Nigeria. Several countries in the region, including Chad, have formed a 
coalition against Boko Haram, which for some time now has been extending its attacks 
beyond Nigeria and into the neighbouring countries. In March 2015 Boko Haram pro-
claimed its allegiance to fellow Islamists Daesh (ISIS). 

Earlier, in October 2015, 41 people were killed in three separate attacks. According to the 
Chadian security forces, which held Boko Haram responsible for the attacks, more than 
50 people were also injured in these explosions in the town of Baga Sola on the shores 
of Lake Chad. The attacks reflected the extreme brutality of the militants. According to 
reports, the first attack was on the busy fish market in Baga Sola. Shortly afterwards, there 
were two further explosions in a refugee camp on the edge of the town.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Islamist terrorism in the region is having a serious effect on the lives of people, regardless 
of whether they are Christians or Muslims. According to a report by the United Nations 
Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), Boko Haram is preventing over a million children 
from attending school. According to a UNICEF report of December 2015, more than 2,000 
schools in Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad and Niger have been closed, along with many other 
institutions, in some cases for over a year now.12 This absence of formal education is fertile 
soil for radicalisation and extremism, the agency points out, adding that even before the 
conflict there were more than 10 million boys and girls denied appropriate education. 
According to UNICEF, hundreds of schools have been attacked, looted or burned down, 
while many other schools in the region have been turned into shelters for refugees. Many 
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teachers have fled. Boko Haram has deliberately declared war on Western education. In 
addition to northern Nigeria, Niger and Cameroon, Chad is now increasingly affected.

Another central challenge for the people of Chad is the influx of refugees from neigh-
bouring countries especially Nigeria, the Central African Republic (CAR) and Sudan. At 
the same time, the country is grappling with the reintegration of Chadians returning 
from abroad. The refugees are living scattered in camps, or in some cases among the 
local communities, in the villages or in the towns.13 Refugees from Sudan make up the 
largest group, about 380,000 people, followed by around 100,000 refugees from the CAR. 
As one of the poorest countries in the world, Chad has huge challenges helping these 
people. The government is working closely with UN agencies and other aid organisations 
to address the humanitarian crisis.14

The government is pinning its hopes on the rich mineral reserves recently discovered in 
Chad.15 For example, in 2003 Chad became an oil exporting country, with the completion 
of an oil pipeline to the Atlantic coast. So far, the oil revenues coming into the country, 
whose institutions are unfortunately viewed as particularly corrupt, has brought little 
perceptible sign of a reduction of poverty. Nor has there been any wider development 
that might profit not only the few, but the broad majority of the population.

Endnotes
1 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014 – 2009 census
2 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimation of 2015.
3 Ibid.
4 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-35882396
5 Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ): Tschad 2016
http://liportal.giz.de/tschad/geschichte-staat/
6 Bundeszentrale für Politische Bildung, http://www.bpb.de/internationales/weltweit/innerstaatliche-kon-

flikte/176525/tschad
7 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Chad_2005.pdf
8 Ibid..
9 Ibid..
10 Ibid..
11 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/01/14/die_papstrede_vor_dem_diplomatischen_corps/1200148
12 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/12/23/boko_haram_hindert_eine_million_kinder_am_schulbe-

such/1196072
13 http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e45c226&submit=GO
14 Ibid..
15 BBC 2016: Chad country profile (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13164686)
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  AREA3 POPULATION4

 zChristian: 88,63%
(Christian: 70% – Protestant: 15,1%2 – 
Others: 3,53%)

 zOthers: 11,37%

RELIGION1

     756.096km2 17.400.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Chilean constitution states that people are born free in terms of dignity and rights, 
and that the family is the fundamental unit of society. Moreover, it mentions that the 
State recognises and protects intermediate groups through which society is organised 
and structured, guaranteeing them the necessary autonomy to fulfil their specific tasks. 
It also states that sovereignty rests with the nation and that its exercise is limited by 
respect for human rights.

The constitution guarantees everyone “... freedom of conscience, the expression of all 
beliefs, and the free exercise of all faiths insofar as they are not contrary to ethics, public 
morality or the public order.” With respect to religious faiths, it states that religious groups 
can build and maintain their temples and associated buildings in accordance with exi-
sting health and safety laws and regulations. Temples and associated buildings, if used 
exclusively for worship, are exempt from all taxes.5

Furthermore, Law 19638 of 1999, which defines the Rules on the Legal Constitution of 
Churches and Religious Organisations, provides that no person shall be discriminated 
against on the basis of his or her religious beliefs, nor can the latter be invoked in order 
to suppress, restrict or affect the principle of equality enshrined in the constitution and 
the law. The State guarantees that people can freely develop their religious activities and 
protects the freedom of Churches, religious denominations and entities.

The law states that freedom of religion and freedom of worship, autonomously and free 
from any coercion, entails for everyone, as a minimum, the right to profess or not to pro-
fess freely chosen religious beliefs; the right to manifest such beliefs freely or to refrain 
from doing so; the right to change or abandon one’s professed faith; the right to practise 
in public or in private, individually or collectively, acts of prayer or worship; the right to 
celebrate holy days and rituals; and the right not to be compelled to perform acts of 
worship or to receive religious assistance contrary to one’s own convictions. It also notes 
that people may receive and impart religious instruction or training by any means, and 
to meet or associate publicly for religious purposes.6
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Incidents

In July 2014 a draft law went before Chile’s National Congress to amend Law No. 20,000 
with the aim of decriminalising the cultivation, harvesting, and possession of cannabis 
by individuals on personal, spiritual, or therapeutic grounds.7

In September 2014 a draft amendment of the constitution went before Congress to 
require the State and its agents to provide equal treatment to Chile’s different Churches 
as well as protect conscientious objection.8

In November 2014 a draft proposal was introduced in Congress to add a new paragraph 
after article 19.6 of the constitution, which reads as follows: “All Churches, religions and 
beliefs enjoy the same equal treatment by the State and its agents, since the free expres-
sion of their convictions cannot be limited in any manner. Everyone also has the right 
to conscientious objection towards any particular religion that might violate his or her 
freedom of belief.”9

In October 2014 the Court of Appeal in Concepción upheld a ruling against a Catholic 
school for discriminating against a student who was not allowed to register again because 
of her mother’s marital status.10

In November 2014, following consultations over the implementation of Supreme Decree 
No. 924 of 1983 regulating religious classes, the Ministry of Education issued a notice 
to specify that schools can offer elective religious classes, and that parents can decide 
about their children’s involvement when they are in primary school, and that students 
themselves can decide when they are in middle school. It further states that in the case 
of religious schools, the will of the parents must be respected if they request in writing 
that their children be exempt from religious instruction, even if they originally chose that 
particular school. Subsequently, in December 2014 the Ministry issued another notice 
removing the provision that parents can decide in primary schools, and students in middle 
school. This led to various reactions, including legal objections from a law professor who 
is the national president of the Private School Federation.11

In December 2014 a bill went before Congress in relation to the protection of religious 
freedom, to amend article 18 of the Penal Code in order to ensure moral damages for 
victims and their families in case of offences under Law No. 20357 such as, inter alia, 
crimes against humanity, genocide and war crimes.12

In December 2014 a bill was presented to Congress to amend Law No. 19496 in order to 
penalise any kind of advertising information that contained racist or discriminatory con-
tent “... based on race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national 
or social origin, property, birth or any other status”.13

In December 2014, the Court of Appeal in Santiago upheld an application by a Branhamite 
minister against a ban issued by the Ministry of the Interior and Public Security preventing 
him from entering Chilean Territory.14

In January 2015, the government went before Congress with a bill to decriminalise abor-
tion in three cases.15
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In March 2016, the Chamber of Deputies approved by 66 votes to 44 the proposed 
decriminalisation of abortion in three cases presented by the government of President 
Bachelet. The law includes provisions for conscientious objection for doctors who refuse 
to perform it. The bill is waiting for senatorial approval.16

In March 2016, the Standing Committee of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Chile sent 
a message to Catholics and the people of Chile concerning the approval by the Chamber 
of Deputies of the pro-abortion law. It read: “While governments and authorities, too 
many pro-abortion legislators, discuss the various ways to safeguard the “common house” 
of humanity, we recall the statement of Pope Francis, who asserts that ‘concern for the 
protection of nature is also incompatible with the justification of abortion.’”17

In 2014, three Catholic churches were attacked: the Shrine of Lourdes in Santiago; the 
Shrine of Santa Barbara in the Araucanía Region; and the Parish of Our Lady of Mercy in 
Los Castaños, Santiago. Sacred images of Christ, St Sebastian and the Virgin Mary were 
damaged in these attacks, as was part of the compounds. In 2015, an attack was reported 
against an image of Mary in the Diocese of Villarrica. In 2016, attacks against places of 
worship have increased. They include a Catholic church in Santiago, eight churches in 
the region of Araucanía, as well as four Catholic chapels and three Evangelical churches. 
The attacks in Araucanía are connected to land claims by the Mapuche, an indigenous 
people, which it is claimed is fuelling a climate of insecurity with attacks on roads, lorries 
and private homes, and slogans in favour of “the Mapuche cause.” Others, however, claim 
that those behind the attacks and bombings are outside groups that have appropriated the 
Mapuche cause, especially given the fact that this community is predominantly Christian.18

Prospects for freedom of religion

While peaceful co-existence defines the religious climate in Chile, attacks against Chri-
stian churches have significantly increased during the period covered by this report. 
Most of these attacks have occurred in Araucanía, a region in southern Chile that is 
going through a particularly insecure period because of conflicts over land claims by the 
Mapuche people. However, it appears that some violent or extremist groups have seized 
the Mapuche cause, and do not represent the latter’s legitimate aspirations. Religious 
authorities have indicated that temple burning is evidence that the Catholic Church and 
freedom of religious worship are being targeted. Hence, the once peaceful atmosphere 
of religious co-existence is deteriorating. Attacks against religious temples and holy sites 
are expected to continue. Thus, prospects are bleak, negatively affecting freedom of 
worship and freedom of religion.
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CHINA AND HONG KONG

  AREA POPULATION

RELIGION1

  9.597.000km² 1.364.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Although the Chinese constitution states that citizens have “freedom of religious belief”, 
only “normal religious activities” are allowed, i.e. those which are controlled by the State 
Administration of Religious Affairs and by the Patriotic Associations (PA), and follow national 
regulations. This means worshipping in registered places, with registered personnel and 
accepting the control of PA. Those who worship outside this frame are considered “crimi-
nals” and treated as such. However, also officially registered communities are subjected 
to control, restrictions, prohibitions, if they are perceived as a menace to the State, the 
Chinese Communist Party or social stability. Only five religious communities are “officially” 
recognised: Buddhist, Taoist, Muslim, Catholic, and Protestant.

National Security Law

Since 1st July 2015, the situation has become worse, after the entry into law of the “Natio-
nal Security Law”. Its aim is to protect national sovereignty and Chinese interest but also 
political and social stability, covering a broad spectrum of areas. The most important 
include: defence, finance, science and technology, and culture and religions. According 
to senior officials, the law is necessary to defend the country from “a double threat” – from 
the outside and the inside.2

During the year, the United Front, a popular front made up of the political parties legally 
permitted in the country, the State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA), and pre-
sident Xi Jinping himself, issued guidelines for religions to follow. These imply: 

1) Sinicisation: a process by which religions must increasingly assimilate Chinese culture 
and root out “external influences”;

2) Independence from foreign influence, including the nomination or ratification of reli-
gious appointments (for example, under these guidelines the appointment of Catholic 
bishops does not require papal approval, as the pope is a leader of a foreign power);

3) Submission to the Chinese Communist Party, which has to “effectively” and “forcefully” 
guide all religions.3

 zChristian: 7,9%

 zEthnoreligionist: 4,3%

 zBuddhist: 15,4%

 zMuslim: 1,6%

 zUniversalistas chineses: 30,4%

 zOthers: 40,4%
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Compulsory Atheism for Party members

During the same period, the internal bulletin of the Communist Party Central Commis-
sion for Discipline and Inspection issued rules that led to a ban on Party members being 
affiliated to any religious community. During the era of Chinese Presidents Jiang Zemin’s 
and Hu Jintao, members could practise their faith in private, but not in public ceremonies. 
The directive issued under the present President, Xi Jinping, is more radical and does not 
allow the practice of any faith. As a circular from the Party’s Organisation Department 
noted, this even applies when a member retires from the Party.4

The Party also issued new internal rules to punish members who believe in “feudal 
superstitions”, such as feng-shui, and attempts to predict the future predictions, which 
are typical in Taoism and Buddhism. These rules came into force on 1st January 2016 
and apply to all 88 million members of the Party. If caught in “organising” or “joining” in 
religious activities, they can be expelled from the Party.5

Christianity as a Western Religion

To combat any “spiritual pollution”, or influence of from Christianity, in the period running 
up to and including Christmas 2014 and 2015 “consumerist” aspects of the “Western” 
Christmas were forbidden in several cities. Christmas Parties, Christmas trees and gree-
ting cards were also prohibited in universities and schools. Almost as if to confirm these 
“concerns”, on 6th May 2014 the University of International Relations and the Academy 
of Social Sciences published a “Blue Book”. It identifies religion as one of four “severe 
challenges” to national security, arguing that “hostile western forces are infiltrating the 
religions of China.”6

Control of religious “superstitions” and of “Western” and “foreign pollution” extends to 
the internet. This is why many Christian websites, both Catholic and Protestant, based in 
China and abroad, have been blocked.7

New rules for church building and crosses

In the middle of the campaign for demolition of crosses and churches – which started in 
2013 in Zhejiang Province and spread to Henan and Anhui – Zhejiang authorities issued 
a draft proposal with regulations for religious buildings. The May 2015 regulations specify 
the colour, size and location of crosses, and height of the buildings – a religious building 
cannot exceed 24 metres in height; crosses on steeples are no longer allowed, instead 
the Christian symbol instead has to be inserted into the walls of the building. However, 
its colour may not stand out, and its length should not exceed one-tenth of the building. 
The government defended its actions by saying that all crosses and buildings demolished 
during the campaign violated building codes. Catholics and Protestants stress that many 
of the buildings issued with demolition notices were built with all the correct permissions 
and some even received the praise of the local officials. By March 2016 more than 2,000 
churches and crosses had been demolished.

The campaign was initiated in 2013 under Xia Baolong, Zhejiang’s party secretary who, 
according to one report, noted that the skyline in Wenzhou, one of the province’s cities, 
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had “too many crosses”. It is important to remember that in 2013, Zhejiang was expected 
to become a hub of economic development by 2020. The campaign to “beautify” the 
region by removing the illegal structures may have been intended to create room for new 
development. According to the provincial government, these demolitions have affected 
all communities and citizens without distinction, but data shows that the campaign has 
mainly targeted Christian sites.

That the demolition of churches is part of wider anti-Christian sentiment in the province 
was revealed by Zhejiang’s Secretary, Xia Baolong, who, in an interview with the Xinhua 
news agency on the 17th February 2014, announced that “hostile forces of the West” 
had infiltrated the province’s Christian communities. Previously, in July 2013 he warned 
the Party of Wenzhou against the influence of the underground Christian community. 
In Wenzhou, Christians make up 15 percent of the population, mainly belonging to the 
unofficial communities.8

Ethnic Minorities

Minorities in China are often characterised as a source of instability. According to President 
Xi, in dealing with minorities there are “three evils” that need to be fought: separatism, 
extremism and terrorism. For China, the most dangerous minorities are Uighurs in Xinjiang 
and Tibetans in Tibet.9

In this context, China has tried to obtain help from the United Nations and the international 
community to fight against the predominantly Muslim Uighurs in Xinjiang, accusing them 
of links with Al-Qaeda, and of having fought in Syria for Daesh (ISIS). At the November 
2015 G20 Meeting in Turkey, China’s Foreign Minister, Wang Yi, asked the world to support 
China in its “own war on terror”, linking it with the terror attacks in Paris.

For Foreign Minister Wang, “The UN’s leading role should be brought into full play to 
combat terrorism, and a united front in this regard should be formed.” In his view: “China is 
also a victim of terrorism, and cracking down on East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) 
should become an important part of the international fight against terrorism”. It must be 
said that in Xinjiang there are groups of Uighurs belonging to the East Turkestan Islamic 
Movement (ETIM), fighting for autonomy and sometimes performing violent attacks. 
However, the majority of the population is non-violent and only asking for real autonomy.10

Tibet

In order to dominate Tibet’s population, for decades China has been implementing the 
colonisation and militarisation of the region, transferring hundreds of thousands of Han 
Chinese to work on the plateau, which is defended by tens of thousands of Chinese sol-
diers. Since September 2011, Beijing has launched a campaign to realise “key projects” for 
the region’s development, from the railway sector to dams, through the exploitation of 
the subsoil and the promotion of tourism. The great economic and tourist development 
combined with the exploitation of mineral resources is changing the face of Tibet and 
leading to the marginalisation of the Tibetan people – who are now a minority. This is 
why many experts say that China is implementing a cultural and religious genocide of 
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Tibet.11 In April 2015, the State Council Information Office issued a White Paper on Tibet 
in which it rejected the Dalai Lama’s calls for dialogue and signalled its intention of pur-
suing the official State policy.

Beijing will not even allow the Dalai Lama, the supreme authority of Tibetan Buddhism, 
to return to Tibet, although he renounced all his political offices and now only claims a 
religious role. There have been continuous campaigns vilifying the Dalai Lama over the 
matter of his succession. In March 2015, the newly appointed governor of Tibet, Padma 
Choling, made a verbal attack on the Dalai Lama, saying he “is profaning Tibetan Buddhism. 
His positions change constantly, and now he says he will not be reborn in order to avoid 
political interference. But this is absurd and contrary to religion”. In a September 2014 
interview, the leader of Tibetan Buddhism suggested that he will “not be reincarnated 
when he dies” given that the figure of the Dalai Lama “has had its day.”12

On 30th November 2015, Zhu Weiqun, a leading official of the Chinese Communist Party 
and Chair of the Ethnic and Religious Affairs Committee, said China will never give up 
the right to ratify future reincarnations of the Dalai Lama and other religious figures.13 
In January 2016, the Chinese government set up an online database to “verify” all living 
Tibetan Buddhas. Only those who are enrolled in the official list can be regarded as 
genuine “living Buddhas”.14

This situation results in acts of violence and arrests for those praying or asking for the 
return of the Dalai Lama to Tibet. This acute pressure on the population and religion has 
sparked a series of self-immolations, in which people set themselves on fire to protest 
against the Communist regime and for the return of the Dalai Lama to Tibet. Since 2009, 
when these protests started, until May 2016 there have been 145 suicides.

…………………………………………………………………………..

HONG KONG

COUNTRY DATA

Area: 1.104 km2

Population: 7,324,000

Major languages: Chinese, English, Cantonese

Political system: Special administrative region of China

RELIGION 15

Christian: 11.9%

Catholic: 5.4% 

Protestant: 6.5%

Ethnoreligionist: 49%
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Taoists: 14%

Hindu: 0.5%

Buddhist: 21%

Muslim: 1%

Other: 2.6%

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Since 1997 Hong Kong has been absorbed back in to China, but its rights and religious 
freedom have not been affected. There is no specific religious persecution in the terri-
tory. However, because of the strong support given to the democratic movement by the 
Catholic Church, together with the Protestant and Anglican Churches, there have been 
signs of verbal and physical violence against Church members who have contributed to 
democratic debate and taken part in demonstrations. 

In 2014 and 2015, one of the most important events was the civil disobedience campaign 
“Occupy Central with love and peace”, later named “Umbrella movement”. Demonstrators 
held umbrellas to protect themselves against tear gas, pepper spray, and water cannons 
used by police clearing their sit-ins. Starting on 28th September 2014, the movement 
occupied key areas in Admiralty, Causeway Bay and Mong Kok which remained closed to 
traffic for over 70 days. The protests ended on 14th December 2014 without any political 
concessions from the government, but instead prompted statements from Chief Executive 
CY Leung and mainland officials about rule of law and patriotism. This was followed by 
an attack on academic freedoms and the civil liberties of activists.

Incidents

Related to Christianity

Against Catholics

Priest killed: Father Pedro Wei Heping, a 41-year-old “Underground” priest, died on 6th 
November 2015 under suspicious circumstances. The clergyman’s body was found floating 
in a river in the city of Taiyuan, Shanxi Province. The authorities claimed he committed 
suicide. However, friends and people who knew the priest have stated that it is very 
unlikely that Fr Wei would have contemplated suicide. Father Wei’s family has called on 
the Chinese government to thoroughly investigate the cause of his death and publish 
the findings “quickly and truthfully”. But, at time of writing, nothing has been done by 
authorities. The priest had run the Tianzhujiao Zaixian Catholic website, which translated 
news from the Vatican – before it was shut down by authorities. Many suspect he was 
killed because of his opposition to the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association.16

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



CH
IN

A 
AN

D 
HO

NG
 K

ON
G

173Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

Priests kidnapped by police: On 22nd March 2015 Chinese police seized two priests in the 
city of Mutanjiang (Heilongjiang). The two clergymen – Father Shaoyun Quan, 41, and 
Father Jianyou Cao, 43 – had just celebrated Mass. After their arrest at 10.30 am, they 
were taken to an unknown location. Father Quan, the parish priest, and Father Cao, his 
deputy, serve underground communities that are not recognised by the government.17

Priest arrested: Father Liu Honggeng, vice-rector of Our Lady Queen of China shrine and 
parish in Baoding, in the central province of Hebei, “was arrested by local authorities, who 
took him into custody on 7th May 2015 to prevent pilgrimages to his church,” according 
to a local Catholic source. The priest had already spent eight years in prison, having been 
convicted without trial for refusing to join the Chinese Patriotic Catholic Association in 
2006. He was released in August 2014.18

Bishop presumed dead: Bishop Cosma Shi Enxiang’s death was released on 30th January, 
but the authorities retracted the claim some weeks later. The family of the prelate – who 
disappeared whilst in police custody in April 2001 – is still waiting for his body or at 
least his ashes to be handed over. Over the years family members regularly asked the 
authorities for news of their relative, but never received any response. On 30th January 
an employee of the city of Baoding, the village chief of Shizhuang, was questioned by 
family and let slip that the bishop had died. Since there seemed to be a delay in the return 
of the corpse (or ashes) of the bishop, family members of the deceased went to find out 
more from the Baoding council, which replied that it knew nothing about the death of 
Bishop Shi and that “the village mayor [who broke the news of the death] was drunk, or 
heard or understand wrong[ly].”

The authorities’ “denial” of Bishop Shi’s death has led local Catholics to assume that the 
government is afraid of the faithful’s reaction to the death of a bishop after so many years 
of imprisonment without trial.19

Bishop at house arrest: For two years running (on 27th April 2015 and 2016), a memorial 
Mass for the late Bishop Aloysius Jin Luxian has been held in the Cathedral of St Ignatius in 
Xujiahui district, Shanghai, but Bishop Thaddeus Ma Daqin has not presided. Since 2012, 
the auxiliary bishop, now the only one in the diocese, has been under house arrest in She-
shan seminary. He was deposed as bishop of the city and forbidden to carry out episcopal 
duties in private or public because at his ordination – which took place in the church of 
St Ignatius – he decided to resign his position in the Catholic Patriotic Association.20

Bishop obliged to celebrate with illicitly ordained bishops: Bishop Joseph Martin Wu 
Qinjing was installed publicly as the bishop of Zhouzhi, Shaanxi Province, on 10th July 
2015. A decade earlier, he had been ordained bishop of Zhouzhi with the approval of the 
Holy See, but without permission from the government. In September 2007, the police 
placed him under house arrest in Xi’an. While he can work openly, the Catholic Patriotic 
Association required him to join in a Eucharistic celebration with an illicit bishop ordained 
without papal mandate, which is forbidden by Canon Law. Last year, Bishop Wu reportedly 
concelebrated Mass with Bishop Ma Yinglin, president of the government-recognised 
bishops’ conference.21
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Against Protestants

Woman buried alive: On 14th April 2016, Ding Cuimei, the wife of underground Protestant 
clergyman Li Jiangong, suffocated to death after she was buried alive while trying to stop 
her church being demolished. Her husband, who was also buried, managed to survive. 
The incident occurred in Zhumadian, Henan Province. Following the incident, police 
opened an investigation and arrested two members of the demolition team, belonging 
to a businessman who wanted the land for development. On 25th April the authorities 
issued a report that designates the site for religious use and ruled that the disputed land 
where the incident took place belongs to the Beitou Church and its pastor.22

Pastor arrested: On 24th March 2015, Pastor Huang Yizi was sentenced to a year in prison 
for opposing the removal of the cross from his church. A court in Wenzhou (Pingyang 
County, Zhejiang Province) convicted the minister of “gathering a crowd to disturb public 
order”. The clergyman had been arrested on 2nd August 2014 after he and some of his 
parishioners tried to stop police from taking down the cross from the Salvation Church 
in Wenzhou. Huang Yizi is the first person to be convicted for opposing the cross demo-
lition campaign.23

Lawyer arrested: On 25th August 2015 Chinese police arrested a Christian lawyer Zhang 
Kai, 37, and his intern assistant Liu Peng, who were involved in a legal battle against the 
authorities over the removal of crosses from churches in Zhejiang Province. Zhang Kai, 
a lawyer from Beijing, had been a counsel to Huang Yizi, the first pastor to be arrested 
for resisting to the cross demolition of the Salvation Church in Wenzhou. He left Beijing 
in July to work on cross-removal cases full time in Wenzhou. Last July he started a new 
group to work on this issue: Lawyers for the Protection of the Cross. Since then more than 
100 Churches had sought Zhang’s pro bono legal advice in a bid to protect their own 
crosses. In February 2016, the state-run Wenzhou Online web site accused Zhang Kai of 
being “the mastermind behind a series of illegal religious meetings”, citing information 
coming from the City Public Security. The text also accused Zhang of “accepting a foreign 
training, encouraging people to challenge the government”, and “scamming people for 
money.” The site describes Zhang as a “criminal suspect” and cites an alleged confession. 
The lawyer was released on 23rd March 2016.24

Faithful arrested: On 25th October 2015, police arrested four members of Beijing’s unoffi-
cial Shouwang Church after the congregation gathered to worship in public and request 
the return of Church property. The four were given 10 days of administrative detention 
for “disturbing public order”. In 2005, the Church applied for official registration, but the 
authorities turned it down. Since 10th April 2011, the faithful have been forced to meet 
outdoors for their Sunday service.25

Christian students expelled from University: In Mid-December 2015 Shandong Yingcai 
College, a university-level institute in Shandong Province, expelled five Christian students 
who were found “guilty” of engaging in prayer in a private room. The five students are 
Li Binbin, Zhang Yaqi, Chen Huiyun, Ni Wangjie and Chen Ping. A sixth student who was 
with them, Jia Rong, was not punished. A disturbing aspect of the story is that in all pro-
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bability a fellow student reported the “guilty” students: local police came to the college 
after receiving a picture of the group in prayer. The name of the person who took the 
picture is unknown, but according to some sources, a young man from the Communist 
Youth League is probably responsible. From a legal standpoint, the expulsions were 
based on an order issued a few weeks before by the Shandong Provincial Department of 
Education. The latter informed colleges and universities that “religious meetings involving 
three or more people” were considered “illegal”. Accordingly, university officials expelled 
the students for “activity of a religious nature”. This expulsion is part of the more general 
government campaign against the “spiritual pollution” allegedly coming from the West.26

Realted to Taoists

Campaign against feng-shui: In January 2015 the authorities in Shanxi Province began a 
crackdown against rural feudalism and superstition, primarily targeting feng-shui masters 
and shamans, typical personalities in traditional Chinese religions. The government 
targeted specifically rural areas where inspection teams would carry out surprise visits, 
looking for anything that violates China’s religion policies.27

In December 2015, the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection of the Communist 
Party announced that Bai Xueshan, vice-chairman of the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, 
had “violated political discipline” and engaged in “organised superstitious activities”. He 
was expelled from the Party. Bai, 54, fell from grace because of his efforts to expand the 
city of Wuzhong northwards, towards the Yellow River, according to Taoist principles.28

Related to Muslims

Ramadan fasting banned: Civil servants, students and teachers in its Xinjiang region were 
banned from fasting during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, which started on 18th 
June 2015. Authorities ordered restaurants to stay open. In some counties, religious vigils 
and activities associated with the month – such as Iftar when the fast is broken by dinner 
with relatives and friends – were banned.29

“Terrorists” killed: On 14th November 2015, the police in Xinjiang announced that authorities 
had killed 17 “terrorists” from three families, including women and children. According 
to the authorities, the 17 persons from the Uighur Muslim group were killed when the 
military blew up the cave in which they were hiding. The fugitives were wanted in con-
nection with a terrorist attack on the Sogan Colliery that killed 50 people. For nearly two 
months, police and military sought the 17 suspects. Tursun Jume, 46, Musa Toxtiniyaz, 47, 
and Memet Eysa, 60, from Chokatal Meadow, in Bay’s Kanchi Township were believed to 
have carried out the attack. The others with them were family members.

Ekber, director of the Terek Township middle school, which was used as a base of opera-
tions during the military operation, said: “I received a call from the chief of the Bay County 
Education Department, who told me that the war had ended with a great victory – that 
all the terrorists had been killed and that we could return to the middle school. Based 
on the warrant list, we found out that the 17 suspects included four women and three 
children, one of which – nine-year-old Munire – was one of our second grade students.” 
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Munire was the adopted granddaughter of Memet Eysa. According to the police, the 
women and the children were not involved in the terrorist attack.30

Related to Buddhists

Cultural and religious genocide: Lobsang Yeshi, a father of eight in his 60s, died on 19th 
July at Lhasa Hospital, where he had been taken after his health deteriorated in Ngulchul 
prison in the Chamdo (Changdu) prefecture of the Tibet Autonomous Region. Lobsang 
Yeshi was the head of Gewar village near where a Chinese mine was being built. He and 
two other village men were sentenced to two years in jail for their roles in protests a year 
earlier. None of Lobsang Yeshi’s relatives and friends were allowed to see his body.31

Prison and torture: Tenzin Choewang and Yeshi Tenzin were secretly released in mid-March 
2015 but some days later they died from wounds and torture inflicted during their time 
in prison. The two monks were arrested together on 17th March 2000 in Sog County along 
with three other monks, Ngawang Gyurmey, Khedup and Tsering Lhagon, as well as lay-
man Thagru Yeshi. They were distributing leaflets that read “Long life to the Dalai Lama”, 
“Tibet is independent” and “China out of Tibet.” All these are “illegal” under the Criminal 
Code in force in Tibet, which considers them “seditious acts”. The group was judged by 
the local People’s Court: Ngawang Gyurmey and Tsergin Lhagon were sentenced to 15 
years; Khedup to life imprisonment; Yeshi Tenzin to 10 years; and Thagru Yeshi to seven 
years. They were formally charged with “disturbing social stability”.32

On the night of 12th July 2015, Tibetan monk Tenzin Delek Rinpoche died. Tenzin, who 
was 65 years old, had served 13 years of a life sentence in prison in Mianyang, Sichuan 
Province. The cleric, who was seen as a symbol of the struggle for the liberation of Tibet, 
has long suffered from heart problems. According to human rights groups, these were 
never properly treated by his jailors.

Two of his relatives had been in Chengdu, Sichuan’s capital, for more than a week, hoping 
to visit the ailing monk in Mianyang jail but authorities did not allow them to see him. 
He was sentenced to death in December 2002 along with 28-year-old activist Lobsang 
Dhondup, for an attack in Chengdu that took place in April of the same year. A bomb 
explosion killed one person and wounded a second. Chinese officials refused to hold 
an open trial (which violates the legal requirements) or issue the verdict or indictments. 
Lobsang Dhondup was executed in January 2003, while the monk’s sentence was later 
commuted to life imprisonment.33

On 30th October 2015, the Zhuhai City Intermediate People’s Court, in Guangdong Pro-
vince, convicted Buddhist leader Wu Zeheng on charges relating to his religious group’s 
alleged activities. He was convicted of organising or using an illegal cult to undermine 
implementation of the law (12 years), rape (life), fraud (14 years), and production and sale 
of harmful food (six years). Wu was also fined 7.15 million yuan. Wu’s beliefs, including his 
human rights activism, date back to his time as a student leader in the 1989 pro-demo-
cracy movement. Known as Zen Master Xingwu, Wu Zeheng founded the Buddhist-in-
spired Huazang Dharma group in the early 1990s. Inspired by the principles of justice 
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and freedom, the group has attracted thousands of members. Authorities regard it as a 
subversive group.34

Self-immolations: Sonam Tso, a mother of five, set herself on fire in Dzoege County to 
protest against Chinese rule in Tibet and to demand the return of the Dalai Lama. Sonam 
died on 23rd March 2016 but the news only emerged on 7th May because of the restri-
ctions imposed by the communist authorities on communication channels to and from 
the plateau region. The protest took place near the Sera monastery. Since 2009, when 
this kind of protest started, until May 2016, there have been 145 suicides committed by 
monks, young novices and lay people.35

Prospects for freedom of religion

There is a growing personality cult surrounding President Xi Jinping, as was seen in the 
case of Mao Zedong, and an increasingly evident struggle between factions within the 
Communist Party. These factions are linked to personal power groups. Over the next two 
years at least, it is reasonable to forecast growing rhetoric about “security” and “external 
enemies.” In this case, religious groups – especially Christians – can be expected to become 
scapegoats. Evidence points to a tightening of control over religious communities and 
moves towards their compulsory “Sinicisation”, isolating them from the rest of the world.

 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_52_2.asp. cf. Religions: 7% (unofficial: 

85%), Buddhists: 1.4% (unofficial: 18%),Taoists: no official data (unofficial: 14%), Folk religions: no official 
data (unofficial: 26%), Muslims: 1 % (unofficial: 2%), Protestants: 1.1% (unofficial: 3.7%), Catholics: 0.4% 
(unofficial: 1%), Atheists: 50% (unofficial: 15%) - Blue Book of Religions (2011), Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences (CASS); Katharina Wenzel-Teuber, “People’s Republic of China: Religions and Churches Statistical 
Overview 2011”, Religions & Christianity in Today’s China, 2.3 (2012) < http://www.china-zentrum.de/fi-
leadmin/redaktion/RCTC_2012-3.29-54_Wenzel-Teuber_Statistical_Overview_2011.pdf>; Tony Lambert, 
“Religious Statistics in China”, China Sources, 7th January 2013 < http://www.chinasource.org/resour-
ce-library/articles/religious-statistics-in-china>.

2 AsiaNews.it 1st July 2015.
3 AsiaNews.it, 21st May 2015; China Christian Net, 23rd November 2015; People’s Daily, 24th April 2016; Asia-

News.it, 28th April 2016.
4 AsiaNews.it, 26th May 2015; AsiaNews.it, 10th February 2016; See also Global Times, 14th November 2014.
5 AsiaNews.it, 4th January 2016.
6 AsiaNews.it, 14th January 2016.
7 South China Morning Post, 7th April 2015; BBC Chinese, 7th April 2015; Xinhua, 4th March 2015; China Youth 

Daily, 3rd March 2015.
8 AsiaNews.it, 20th May 2014; AsiaNews.it, 24th June 2015; AsiaNews.it, 24th July 2015; China Aid, 15th March 

2016.
9 James Leibold, “China’s Ethnic Policy Under Xi Jinping” in China Brief, 15.20 (2015) <http://www.jame-

stown.org/programs/chinabrief/single/?tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=44496&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%-
5D=789&no_cache=1#.V1gTiXJrjcs>; AsiaNews.it, 27th October 2015.

10 AsiaNews.it, 16th November 2015.
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11 See for example Jens Braarvig, “Iconoclasm – Three Modern Cases” in Iconoclasm from Antiquity to Moder-
nity, ed. by Kristine Kolrud and Marina Prusac (Franham : Ashgate, 2014), 153-170, p. 161.

12 AsiaNews.it, 10th March 2015.
13 Global Times 30th November 2015; AsiaNews.it, 1st December 2015.
14 AsiaNews.it, 16th April 2015; AsiaNews.it, 20th January 2016.
15 Sources: Hong Kong Government Census and Statistics Department; Hong Kong Catholic Diocese.
16 Cardinal Kung Foundation, 14th November 2015; AsiaNews.it, 16th November 2015.
17 AsiaNews.it, 22nd March 2015.
18 AsiaNews.it, 27th May 2015.
19 AsiaNews.it, 9th February 2015.
20 AsiaNews.it, 27th April 2015; Eglises d’Asie, 3rd May 2016.
21 AsiaNews.it, 10th July 2015.
22 AsiaNews.it, 19th April 2016; AsiaNews.it, 3rd May 2016.
23 AsiaNews.it, 25th March 2015.
24 China Aid, 25th August 2015; AsiaNews.it, AsiaNews.it, 28th August 2015; 31st August 2015; AsiaNews.it, 

26th February 2016; South China Morning Post, 26th February 2016.
25 Voice of America, 27th October 2015; AsiaNews.it, 28th October 2015; China Aid, 28th October 2015.
26 China Aid, 18th December 2015; AsiaNews.it, 19th December 2015.
27 Shanghai Daily, 22nd January 2015; AsiaNews.it, 22nd January 2015; Ucanews, 22nd January 2015.
28 AsiaNews.it, 29th December 2015.
29 AsiaNews.it, 19th June 2015.
30 Radio Free Asia, 17th November 2015; AsiaNews.it, 18th November 2015.
31 AsiaNews.it, 24th July 2015; Radio Free Asia, 27th July 2015.
32 Phayul,21st March 2015; AsiaNews.it, 24th March 2015.
33 Radio Free Asia 13th July 2015; AsiaNews.it, 13th July 2015; AsiaNews.it, 15th July 2015.
34 Global Times, 1st November 2015; AsiaNews.it, 6th November 2015.
35 AsiaNews.it, 9th May 2016.
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COLOMBIA 

 

COLOMBIA

  AREA POPULATION2

 zChristian: 95,7%
(Christian: 90%1– Orthodox: 5,7%)

 zSpiritist: 1%

 zOthers: 3,3%

RELIGION

   1.140.000km² 47.500.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The current constitution of Columbia, promulgated in 1991, states that the authorities 
shall protect the life, dignity and beliefs of every person living in Colombia (article 2). It 
also recognises equality before the law and prohibits discrimination on religious grounds 
(article 13). Freedom of conscience and freedom of religion are expressly guaranteed. 
No one can be persecuted for their convictions or belief nor forced to go against them. 
The freedom to profess religion freely, individually or collectively is recognised, and all 
Churches and religions are equal before the law (articles 18 and 19).

The civil effects of religious marriage are recognised, within the limits established by the 
law, and remain valid even in case of religious annulment in accordance with the civil 
effects laid out in the law (article 42). The rights of parents take precedence in children’s 
education. No-one can be compelled to receive a religious education in public schools 
(Article 68).3

Notwithstanding the Concordat signed with the Holy See in 1973, some of its articles are 
not applicable because of constitutional provisions regarding religious freedom. Religious 
groups other than the Catholic Church must seek recognition from the Interior Ministry, 
which considers the group’s degree of acceptance in society and other factors such as 
their statutes and codes of conduct. A public register of religious entities is maintained.

The anti-discrimination law and the Penal Code impose prison sentences and fines in cases 
of discrimination, among others, based on religion. Colombia’s Constitutional Court has 
recognised conscientious objection to military service on religious grounds, and ordered 
the government to provide alternative services.

Religiously-oriented private schools are allowed as long as they meet the standards laid 
down by the Education Ministry. The Constitutional Court ruled that schools, both public 
and private, have to offer alternatives for those unable to meet their educational obli-
gations on religious grounds. The ruling stems from an Adventist college student who 
could not attend classes on Saturdays.



CO
LO

M
BI

A

180

Various non-governmental organisations and religious groups have reported attacks and 
extortions by guerrilla groups, such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, the 
National Liberation Army, Los Rastrojos, and the Clan Úsuga, against religious leaders who 
defend the rights of displaced people, rural communities and other vulnerable groups. 

In July 2015, ecumenical leaders around the world called on the Colombian government 
and FARC leaders to end the hostilities that afflict the country.4 In November 2015, the 
ELN issued a press release addressed to the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Colombia, 
requesting its mediation in peace talks with the government. The Bishops’ Conference 
expressed its willingness to mediate in the peace process.5 At the same time, religious 
leaders – who are constantly mediating and promoting dialogue between the gover-
nment and guerrilla groups – recognise that not only are attacks carried out against 
religious groups, but that people who travel to attend religious services and the timing 
of meetings of religious groups are restricted. Occasionally, armed groups prohibit acts 
of worship and other activities.6 

Incidents

The official recognition of the right to die with dignity influenced the issue of the con-
scientious objection. In December 2014, the Constitutional Court recognised the right 
to die with dignity and ordered the Health Ministry to establish a medical protocol that 
includes procedures aimed at ensuring that right. The Court called on Congress to regu-
late by law the right to die with dignity.7 In April 2015, the Health Ministry issued the 
protocol governing the medical procedure to guarantee the right to die with dignity, in 
accordance with the ruling of the Constitutional Court.8

In March 2015, the television channel Caracol TV broadcast a report called Secretos bajo la 
sotana (Secrets under the cassock) that presented historical child abuse cases in Colombia 
and the Vatican, and linked priests to nightclubs. This report was heavily criticised because 
of its generalisations and inaccuracies and its attacks against the priesthood and celibacy.9

In June 2015, the Recruiting Command of Colombia’s National Army issued new guide-
lines with respect to conscientious objection to military service on religious grounds.10

In July 2015, the Constitutional Court criticised the Embassy of the United Kingdom for 
its unfair treatment of Darwin Ayrton Moreno Hurtado, who was dismissed because of 
his religious practices, which were rooted in the Chocó culture to which he belonged.11

In July 2015, Congress began vetting a draft bill to regulate the right of conscientious 
objection.12

In August 2015, border disputes between Venezuela and Colombia resulted in the depor-
tation of many Colombians from Venezuela. The Catholic Church played an active role in 
welcoming those displaced. Bishop Ochoa Cadavid of Cúcuta, called for talks between 
the two governments.13
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In November 2015, the Third Section of the State Council ordered the Colombian state 
to pay compensation to a parish whose church was attacked in 2000 by FARC guerrillas 
in the city of Huila.14

In February 2016, Bishops’ Conference president Luis Augusto Castro Quiroga called on 
the ELN to accept a unilateral ceasefire and enter into a public phase of peace talks with 
the Colombian government.15

The Catholic Church exercises great social influence in Colombia and is recognised as a 
mediator by various players in Colombia’s ongoing social strife.

In the Cuban capital, Havana, on 23rd June 2016, the President of Columbia and the FARC 
rebel leader signed an historic ceasefire agreement, which took three years to negotiate.

Prospects for freedom of religion

For many years, Colombia has been beset by guerrilla groups such as the ELN and the 
FARC. In 2015, Pope Francis’ call for peace led some leaders of these organisations to 
request the mediation of the Catholic Church in peace talks with the government.

Colombian law and the actions of the Colombian judiciary enshrine and protect the 
exercise of religious freedom and freedom of conscience of the entire population, which 
is protected as far as the rule of law effectively goes. However, in the mainly rural areas 
where the guerrillas have greater influence, freedom of religion is poorly protected.

Courts have also played an active role in matters relating to family, parenting, and adoption 
by homosexual couples, natural death, conscientious objection and freedom of religion, 
compelling the State to act and guarantee practices that are not accepted by everyone 
because of their religious beliefs.

Prospects for freedom of religion in Colombia have improved over the previous period 
(2012-2014), as violence, such the killing of priests, has declined, and attitudes towards 
the Church as a mediator and facilitator in peace talks have improved.

Endnotes
1 Based on estimates provided by the religious leaders of each confession. http://www.thearda.com/inter-

nationalData/countries/Country_55_2.asp accessed on 4 May 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19390026 accessed on 4 May 2016.
3 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_55_6.asp accessed on 28 March 2016.
4 http://alc-noticias.net/es/2015/07/13/lideres-ecumenicos-de-todo-el-mundo-piden-cese-bilate-

ral-de-la-confrontacion-armada/ accessed on 28 March 2016.
5 http://www.eln-voces.com/index.php/voces-del-eln/comunicadosentrevistas/comunicados/443-salu-

do-a-la-conferencia-episcopal accessed on 28 March 2016.
http://temp.cec.org.co/destacados/5232-iglesia-estaria-dispuesta-a-mediar-entre-el-gobierno-y-el-eln accessed 
on 28 March 2016.
6 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238744.pdf accessed on 28 March 2016.
7 http://www.corteconstitucional.gov.co/relatoria/2014/t-970-14.htm accessed on 28 March 2016; cf. 
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http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4536814/.
8 https://www.minsalud.gov.co/Normatividad_Nuevo/Resoluci%C3%B3n%201216%20de%202015.pdf 

accessed on 28 March 2016.
9 https://www.aciprensa.com/noticias/colombia-caracol-tv-arremetio-de-nuevo-contra-la-iglesia-y-el-sa-

cerdocio-pese-a-masiva-protesta-19154/ accessed on 28 March 2016.
10 http://www.reclutamiento.mil.co/index.php?idcategoria=384213# accessed on 28 March 2016.
11 http://www.corteconstitucional.gov.co/relatoria/2015/t-462-15.htm accessed on 28 March 2016.
12 http://190.26.211.102/proyectos/index.php/textos-radicados-senado/pl-2015-2016/449 accessed on 28 

March 2016.
13 http://www.aica.org/19410-un-obispo-interviene-en-el-caso-de-los-colombianos-deportados.html ac-

cessed on 28 March 2016.
14 http://www.lanacion.com.co/index.php/actualidad-lanacion/item/261708-estado-debera-indemni-

zar-a-iglesia-del-municipio-de-colombia-por-ataques-de-las-farc accessed on 28 March 2016.
15 http://www.eltiempo.com/estilo-de-vida/gente/iglesia-hace-llamado-al-eln-para-cese-unilate-

ral-del-fuego/16511226 accessed on 28 March 2016.
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COMORAS 

 

COMOROS

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 0,48%

 zEthnoreligionist: 0,97%

 zMuslim: 98,34%
(Sunni: 98% – Others: 0,34%)

 zOthers: 0,21%

RELIGION

 1.862km2 717.503

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

According to the 2001 constitution, Islam – and more specifically the Sunni Shafi’i doctrine 
after the presidential decree of 20131 – is the state religion. That said, all citizens are 
theoretically recognised as being entitled to equal rights and obligations, regardless of 
personal beliefs. However, in reality, this right is enjoyed more by foreigners than nationals, 
since the latter face social and cultural problems if they convert from Islam to another 
religion.2 The government prohibits proselytism and conversion from Islam citing the 
need to prevent social unrest and promote national cohesion and identity. However, it 
is not clear which penalties apply in each case, apart from deportation of any foreigners 
involved in evangelising activities.3 Social pressure and intimidation are often mentioned 
in the context of converts from Islam to other religions, especially those living in rural 
environments. That said, there is no actual persecution in the country.4 

Important religious appointments, such as the one of the Grand Mufti, are made through 
presidential nomination. Hence there is no clear separation of religion and state. Non-
Sunni Muslim groups do not enjoy the same kind of privileges and favourable legal 
considerations as other fellow Muslims. 

Incidents 
At the time of writing, there were no relevant incidents during the reporting period. 

Prospects for freedom of religion
No changes are foreseen for the near future. 

Endnotes
1 Cf. http://www.alwatwan.net/index.php?home=actu.php&actu_id=48
2 Cf. http://religion-freedom-report.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/country-reports/comoros.pdf
3 Cf. 2014 Report on International Religious Freedom, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE GOVERNMENT BURE-

AU OF DEMOCRACY, HUMAN RIGHTS AND LABOR (14TH October 2015) http://www.refworld.org/doci-
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d/562105ba19.html
4 Cf. 2013 Report on International Religious Freedom, U.S. GOVERNMENT BUREAU OF DEMOCRACY, HU-

MAN RIGHTS AND LABOR (28th July 2014) http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.ht-
m?year=2013&dlid=222035
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COSTA RICA 

 

COSTA RICA

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian: 95,82%1

(Christian: 70,5% – Protestant: 13,8% – 
Others: 11,52%)

 zOthers: 4,18%

RELIGION

    51 100km2 4.800.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In its preamble, the constitution states that it is granted invoking the name of God and 
reaffirming faith in democracy. It states that no one may be persecuted for expressing 
his or her views. Members of the clergy cannot engage in political propaganda invoking 
religious motives or beliefs.

One chapter of the constitution dedicated to “religion” states that the rights and benefits 
described therein are inalienable and that their enumeration does not exclude others based 
on the Christian principle of social justice, and as indicated in the law for the purpose of 
developing a lasting policy of national solidarity. It asserts that Roman Catholicism is the 
state religion, which does not preclude the free practice in the Republic of other faiths, 
as long as they are not opposed to universal morality or good habits.

With respect to the oath that civil servants must take, the formula goes as follows: “Do you 
swear before God and pledge to the Fatherland to observe and defend the constitution 
and laws of the Republic and faithfully fulfil the duties of your post?”

Incidents

In September 2014, the Catholic Church in Costa Rica expressed its disagreement with 
the draft Law on Religious Equality promoted by the Government of Luis Guillermo Solis, 
since this bill would remove Catholicism as the official religion of the nation and would 
require the Government to support other religions.4

In January 2016, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, in Resolution 3/2016, 
issued Precautionary Measures Injunction No. 617-15 ordering the State of Costa Rica to 
make in vitro fertilisation (IVF) immediately available to six plaintiff couples. In February 
2016, Costa Rica’s Constitutional Court, by a majority decision, annulled the IVF Decree 
signed by the President of Costa Rica because it violated the principle of the supremacy 
of the rule of law, arguing that compliance with a judgment of the Inter-American Court 
requires a formal law, in accordance with article 2 of the American Convention on Human 
Rights. In the same ruling, the constitutional Court decreed that the State of Costa Rica 
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must comply with the ruling of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights in accordance 
with constitutional procedures designed for such purpose. After this, the Inter-American 
Court gave the Costa Rican government seven days to annul the ruling of the Constitu-
tional Court and allow the implementation of the Presidential Decree authorising IVF in 
that country.5

In February 2016, as part of the United Nations World Interfaith Harmony Week, the 
Ombudsman’s Office of Costa Rica met with representatives of different religious groups 
to promote respect for freedom of worship in the country.6

Prospects for freedom of religion

Research did not reveal any cases of intolerance or discrimination in the period 2014-
2016. The most significant fact was the draft proposal to drop Catholicism as the country’s 
official religion. Such a proposal has led to a discussion about secularism and the role of 
the State in relation to religious organisations. This is a challenge in terms of recognising 
more broadly – and safeguarding – the latter’s rights.

Endnotes
1 http://thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_60_1.asp accessed on 18 March 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19414068 accessed on 6 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19414068 accessed on 6 May 2016.
4 http://www.cbn.com/mundocristiano/latinoamerica/2014/september/costa-rica-iglesia-catolica)-recha-

za-proyecto-de-igualdad-religiosa/ accessed on 5 March 2016.
5 http://observatoriointernacional.com/?p=2392 accessed on 3 March 2016.
6 http://www.cbn.com/mundocristiano/Latinoamerica/2016/February/Gobierno-de-Costa-Rica-promue-

ve-la-libertad-de-culto/ accessed on 4 March 2016.
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CROACIA 

 

CROATIA

  AREA POPULATION1

 zChristian: 90,7%
(Christian: 86,3% – Orthodox: 4,4%)

 zMuslim: 1,5%

 zOthers: 7,8%

RELIGION

  56.594km2 4.200.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Croatia is situated in the south-eastern part of Europe, surrounded by 
Alps in the west and the Adriatic Sea in the south. It borders Slovenia, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Hungary, Serbia and Montenegro. Croatia is the youngest member of the EU. 
Croatia is inhabited by the following ethnic groups: Croats 90.4%, Serbs 4.4%, Bosniacs 
0.7%, Italians 0.4%, Albanians 0.4%, Hungarians 0.3%, Others 3.4%. (2011 Census).

The constitution guarantees freedom of religion.2 All religious communities are equal 
under the law. There is no official state religion. Religious communities are free to publi-
cly conduct religious services, operate schools and charitable organizations. A group 
needs at least 500 members and five years of registered operation to be recognized as 
a religious community. 

The Croatian state signed separate agreements with religious communities.3 These 
agreements regulate specific issues, such as the amount of state subsidy for employees 
of the various communities, their eligibility for state pensions, state support for the 
upkeep and renovation of religious objects, access for chaplains to prisons, military and 
state institutions, special food requirements for Adventists and Muslims, and provision 
for paid leave for Muslims for religious festivals which are not state holidays. Marriages 
conducted by the religious communities having agreements with the state are officially 
recognized and eliminate the need to register the marriages in the civil registry office. 
Public schools allow religious teaching in cooperation with religious communities, who 
have agreements with the state, but attendance is optional. Religion classes are organised 
widely in public elementary and secondary schools. In the primary school about 90 per 
cent of all children frequent Catholic religious instruction. This is the case in 65 per cent 
of High Schools (the alternative is teaching of ethics). 

Non-registered religious communities cannot conduct religious education in schools or 
access state funds in support of religious activities.

There are currently 52 registered religious communities4 including the Serbian Orthodox 
Church, the Macedonian Orthodox Church, the Bulgarian Orthodox Church, the Christian 
Adventist Church, the Church of God, the Church of Christ, the Pentecostal Church, the 
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Evangelical Church, the Coordination of Jewish Communities in Croatia, the Croatian Old 
Catholic Church, the Islamic Community of Croatia, the Reformed Christian Church, the 
Union of Baptist Churches, the Seventh-day Adventist Reform Movement, The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Union of Pentecostal Churches of Christ, the Church 
of the Full Gospel, the Word of Life Alliance of Churches, the Protestant Reformed Christian 
Church and Bet Israel.

Public holidays in Croatia also include Catholic religious holidays, but other believers are 
legally allowed to celebrate other major religious holidays. 

The Catholic Church is the dominant religious community. The government recognized 
its special historical and cultural role and social position by signing four agreements of 
mutual interest with the Holy See5 between 1996 and 1998. These agreements allow 
state financing for salaries and pensions for certain religious officials through govern-
ment-managed pension and health funds. They also regulate public school catechisms 
and military chaplains. The other 16 religious groups, which have agreements with the 
state, may offer religious education in schools.

There are 17 ecclesiastical circumscriptions and 1,598 parishes in Croatia. There are cur-
rently 25 bishops, 2,343 priests and 3,711 religious. 6

Laudato TV, the first Catholic television channel in Croatia, was launched on 25th Decem-
ber 2015. There are two catholic radio stations, many weekly and monthly magazines (no 
daily). There are many catholic professional associations, but generally of a low organiza-
tional level. The number of vocations for the priesthood and male religious life is relatively 
stable; the female vocations are decreasing. The role of lay people has increased almost 
instantly after the introduction of religious instruction in the schools. The clergy and laity 
are united against secularism.

Incidents

In 2013 the Catholic Church objected to the new school curriculum on health education 
in primary and secondary schools, specifically sections dealing with sexual health and 
same-sex relationships. The Constitutional Court suspended the program, arguing that 
the government failed to consult with parents on the curriculum.

A national referendum was held in Croatia on the inclusion in the country’s constitution 
of the definition of marriage as a union between a woman and a man. A total of 66 
percent of the voters supported the amendment despite enormous pressure from the 
government, the press and homosexual activists to reject it. Public supporters of tradi-
tional marriage have been subjected to intimidation and labelling as ‘haters, fascists and 
bigots’. Christian believers in traditional marriage have been portrayed by mainstream 
media as uneducated and primitive. 

The Catholic Church and the other most influential religious communities in Croatia – 
Orthodox Christians, Muslims, Baptists and the Jewish community Bet Israel - supported 
the referendum and invited the believers to vote in order to “secure a constitutional pro-
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tection of marriage”. In a letter read in Catholic churches across the country, Cardinal Josip 
Bozanic, Archbishop of Zagreb, said: “Marriage is the only union enabling procreation.”

In July 2014 the Croatian parliament passed a law allowing same-sex civil unions, giving 
same-sex couples equal rights with regard to inheritance, social benefits, and taxation 
but excluded the right to adopt.

About 500 people responded to a call by secularist NGOs by demonstrating in Zagreb and 
Osijek, calling on the government to cancel agreements with the Holy See. The protesters 
said such agreements represent a financial burden for Croatia.7

Pope Francis proposed the establishment of a joint commission composed of representatives 
of the Catholic Church in Croatia and the Serbian Orthodox Church in order to consider 
the role of Cardinal Stepinac during the Second World War. Archbishop Marin Barišić of 
Split-Makarska stated that the canonization of Blessed Cardinal Aloysius Stepinac has not 
been called into question, regardless of the objections voiced by the Serbian Orthodox 
Church, whose delegation visited Pope Francis on January 2016.8 The commission’s goal 
is to avoid causing any further divisions between Catholics and Orthodox faithful. The 
last meeting between the two churches took place in 2002 in Osijek.9

Serbian Orthodox Church representatives reported fewer incidents of vandalism than 
in previous years.

The government announced plans to provide compensation for the nationalization of 
Chevra Kadisha property, which had been seized from the Jewish community during 
World War II. Croatia’s Jewish communities had submitted claims for 135 communal 
properties under Croatia’s 1996 restitution law of which 15 non-cemetery properties 
were returned.10 According to the Coordination of Jewish Communities in Croatia, the 
country’s Jews number between 2,000 and 2,500. 

In January 2015 the Ministry of Public Administration refused to register the Croatian 
Orthodox Church in the Registry of Religious Communities, informing the applicant that 
according to the Religious Communities Commission they must first become an associa-
tion. The Croatian Orthodox Church filed a complaint with the Administrative Court in 
Split, which is still not resolved.11 The European Orthodox Church based in Paris (Eglise 
Orthodoxe d’Europe) established a branch in Croatia on 2nd October, 2013 and called it 
the Croatian Orthodox Church. Alexander (Ivanov) was ordained as Bishop of Croatia. The 
European Orthodox Church in Croatia – Croatian Orthodox Church – was entered in the 
European Union’s Register of Transparency.

On 27th April 2016 the Croatian capital hosted a conference of representative of 50 Muslim 
communities in Europe for the celebration of 100 years of Islam in Croatia.12

Prospects for freedom of religion

The heritage of long anti-Christianization during Communism bound with modern mate-
rialism left its traces in Croatia. Although the vast majority of the population is Catholic, 
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there is a strong liberal and anti-clerical tendency present among the once privileged 
class of state employees and some intellectuals. After the arrival of democracy, this class 
became strongly “European oriented”, importing liberal ideas, including opposition to 
Catholicism. Such thinking is present in the media, cultural institutions, and in the educa-
tional system. Religious values and motivations are being forced out of the public sphere. 
Accusations of bigotry are frequently made against those who take a different view. 
Under the pretense of human rights and Europeanization, aggressive secular humanism 
is directly challenging Christian philosophy in education. 

A country such as Croatia, which for centuries served as Antemurale Christianitatis – the 
bastion of Christendom – and paid the price for this role, is often more aware than other 
countries about the part Christianity can play in the life of the nation. However, it is also 
conscious of the tensions and difficulties associated with Christianity and the public square.

Croatia’s relations with Muslim and Orthodox worlds are of much significance for the 
region and with regards to the rest of Europe. Croatia has the potential to be a mediator 
between the Islamic world and the West and to help avert a clash of civilizations. Croatia’s 
prospects and policies could largely determine whether the neighbouring multi-religious 
society of Bosnia and Herzegovina flourishes or fails.

Endnotes
1 Croatian Bureau of Statistics
2 Articles 14, 17, 39, and 40 of the Constitution of the Republic of Croatia
3 Religious Communities Act, Official Gazette of the Republic of Croatia, Narodne novine 83, 2002
4 Registry of Religious Communities, Ministry of Public Administration
5 The Treaty Between the Holy See and the Republic of Croatia on Spiritual Instruction of Catholic Believers 

Who Are Members of the Armed Forces and Police Services of the Republic of Croatia and The Treaty 
between the Holy See and the Republic of Croatia on Co-Operation in Education and Culture. Narodne 
novine (Official Gazette of the Republic of Croatia - International Contracts),2, 1997.

The Treaty between the Holy See and the Republic of Croatia on Legal Issues. Narodne novine (Official Gazette 
of the Republic of Croatia, International Contracts) 3, 1997 and The Treaty between the Holy See and the Re-
public of Croatia on Economic Issues. Narodne novine (Official Gazette of the Republic of Croatia, International 
Contracts) 18, 1998.
6 Central Statistical Office of the Church
7 The Balkan Investigative Reporting Network, BIRN
8 IKA,Catholic Press Agency
9 Interview with Marin Barišić, Archbishop of Split-Makarska in Vecerni list on January 24, 2016
10 The World Jewish Restitution Organization,WJRO
11 Bonifacije Andrija Skulic, Archbishop of the Croatian Orthodox Church in an interview on Regional TV sta-

tion on 11 January, 2016 and Croatian Archbishop Alexander, a member of the Holy Synod of the Europe-
an Orthodox Church based in Paris in an open letter to Arsen Bauk, the Minister of Public Administration.

12 http://aboutislam.net/muslim-issues/europe/croatia-marks-100-years-islam-2/
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CUBA 

 

CUBA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 75%
(Christian: 70% – Protestant: 5%)

 zOthers: 25%2

RELIGION1

   110.860km2 11.200.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution, amended in 2002, describes the Communist Party of Cuba as “the lea-
ding force of the society and of the state” in Article 5,3 establishing that Cuba’s guiding 
principles are socialist and that it is a one-party state.

According to the Constitution, the state recognises and guarantees freedom of conscience 
and religion. It establishes the separation between religious institutions and the state, 
and establishes that different beliefs and religions enjoy equal consideration (Article 8).4 

The Constitution, which recognises, respects and guarantees freedom of conscience and 
religion, also guarantees the right of every citizen to change religion, as well as to profess 
a religion or profess none in accordance with the law. The Constitution establishes that 
discrimination on religious grounds inter alia will be punished by law (Article 42).

The Worship and Religious Associations Act says that religious groups must register with 
the Registry of Religious Associations in the Ministry of Justice. This process requires 
organisations to identify the place where they plan to conduct their activities and the 
source of their funding. Legal recognition can be denied if an organisation is thought 
to be duplicating the activities of an already recognised group. Once religious entities 
are recognised, they must apply for authorisation from the Office of Religious Affairs to 
carry out their activities. 

The Office of Religious Affairs regulates various aspects of religious life by: approving 
or denying religious visits; approving the construction, repair or purchase of places of 
worship; approving the purchase and use of motor vehicles; granting permits to carry 
out public religious services; importing religious literature; etc.

Article 206 of the Penal Code establishes the offence of abuse of freedom of worship, 
allowing the detention of individuals for up to a year when the exercise of worship comes 
into conflict with areas including education, work-related duties, and national defence.

Resolution 43, of April 2005, and Resolution 46, of February 2005, impose restrictions on 
the use of places of worship. According to the first of these, any repair, expansion or new 
construction by a religious institution requires prior government authorisation, even for 
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minor repairs. According to the second, rules are set for the application, processing and 
authorisation for worship in private homes.

However, Resolution 43 was not uniformly enforced in 2015, when it came into force 
together with Decree-Law 322, the General Housing Act. Its implementation resulted in 
the outlawing of more than 2,000 places of worship, including the closure and demolition 
of 100 buildings, in a number of provinces.5

Incidents

In the period under review (June 2014 to June 2016), incidents have been reported involving 
Protestant Christian communities, found to be non-compliant with current government 
regulations (see above), mostly in regard to non-registration at various levels: buildings,6 
religious services, the content of radio broadcasting,7 as well as issues concerning the use 
of funds.8 To give one example: in February 2015, Protestant pastor Jesus Noel Carballeda 
was arrested in the city of Havana, without reason or warrant. 9 He was imprisoned for 
six months without being brought to trial, accused of holding unauthorised religious 
services; at the end of that period was released. Churches and communities can appeal 
and have in some cases had decisions reversed.10

With respect to the Catholic Church, there are no reports of specific problems during this 
period, although the Church has been trying to recover assets and property. The visits 
of Pope Francis to Cuba renewed hope that the Church might be able to re-establish its 
role in Cuban society.

In February of 2016, Pope Francis stopped off in Cuba on his way to a pastoral visit to 
Mexico to meet with the Russian Orthodox Church’s head, Patriarch Kirill. The two had a 
private meeting and signed a joint declaration.11 In order for the meeting to occur, the 
Catholic Church in Cuba held numerous meetings with government representatives. The 
Pope expressed his appreciation for the “feeling of welcome and readiness from President 
Castro”, who helped the Church facilitate the meeting.12 

In June 2016, the Parish of Baire, in the Archdiocese of Santiago de Cuba, erected a cross 
at the site of its future church, the construction of which had been blocked since 1962.13

Perspective for freedom of religion

Although many problems persist, especially for non-Catholic religious communities, there 
are hopes that the promotion and protection of the fundamental right to freedom of 
religion will continue as Cuba moves into a different phase of its international relations 
and new rules come into force with respect to registering religious communities. 

Given that, with religious communities having access to the justice system some decisions 
have been reversed in their favour, and that there are concrete signs of a productive dialo-
gue between the Catholic Church and the authorities (as evinced by the papal visits), there 
is reason to believe that, in the public sphere, religious freedom will continue to expand.
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Endnotes
1 Estimates from the Catholic Church in Cuba. Spiritism and Animism are not included as these tend to be 

popular practices rather than organised groups with stable numbers of adherents.
2 According to data provided by the Catholic Church of Cuba, minority religions include the following (all 

numbers are approximate): Jehovah Witnesses: 94,000; Seventh-Day Adventists and Methodists: 30,000; 
3 Anglicans: 22,000; Presbyterians: 15,000; Muslims: 8,000; Jews: 1,500. Other confessions include Greek 

and Russian Orthodox, Buddhists, and Baha’is.
4 http://www.cuba.cu/gobierno/cuba.htm
5 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_63_6.asp accessed on 13th April 2016.
6 http://www.csw.org.uk/2016/01/15/report/2951/article.htm accessed on 12th July 2016.
7 In June 2015, Rev Yiorvis Bravo, leader of the Apostolic Movement in Cuba, was handed a restriction 

order for not paying rent to the Government of Cuba on property expropriated in 2013. He received the 
order one day before he was scheduled to travel to Peru to attend a civil rights conference. http://www.
csw.org.uk/2015/06/29/news/2642/article.htm, accessed on 13th March 2016.

8 In October 2014, Pastor Mario Felix Lleonart received a third official warning, stating that he would stand 
trial if he kept close ties with “counterrevolutionaries inside and outside Cuba and with counterrevolu-
tionary radio stations”:

9 http://www.14ymedio.com/nacional/Mario-Felix-Lleonart-policia_0_1648635129.html accessed on 13th 
March 2016.

10 In April 2015, after five years, the government unfroze the bank accounts of the First Baptist Church in 
Santa Clara Trinidad. However, funds can only be used for specific repairs to the building. http://www.csw.
org.uk/2016/01/15/report/2951/article.htm, accessed on 13th April 2016, and http://www.fiajc.org/desa-
fios-a-la-libertad-religiosa-en-america-latina/accessed on 12th July 2016.

11 http://www.noticiacristiana.com/sociedad/persecuciones/2015/09/pastor-cubano-es-liberado-de-
spues-de-pasar-seis-meses-de-prision.html, accessed on 13th April 2016.

12 In December 2015, the Cuban government reversed its expropriation of the Maranatha First Baptist Chur-
ch’s building and began the process of allowing them to make improvements on it. 

13 http://www.csw.org.uk/2015/12/22/news/2919/article.htm, accessed on 13th March 2016.
14 http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/es/speeches/2016/february/documents/papa-france-

sco_20160212_dichiarazione-comune-kirill.html accessed on 1st June 2016.
15 http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/es/speeches/2016/february/documents/papa-france-

sco_20160212_cuba-messico-saluto-giornalisti.html accessed on 1st June 2016.
16 http://www.iglesiacubana.net/index.php/noticias/18-santiago-de-cuba/918-nueva-cruz-preside-el-fu-

turo-templo-parroquial-de-baire accessed on 7th July 2016.
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  AREA POPULATION2

 zChristian: 71,86%1

 zSikhs: 0,88%

 zMuslim: 21,91%

 zOthers: 5,35%

RELIGION

   9.251km² 1.129.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The 1960 Constitution of the Republic of Cyprus recognises in its Preamble that there are 
two distinct national, linguistic and religious communities on the island – Greek Orthodox 
and Turkish Muslim. Article 18 of the Republic of Cyprus‘s Constitution guarantees free-
dom of thought, conscience and religion, together with the right to profess and manifest 
one’s own faith in every social context, provided that this does not create obstacles to 
security, health, public order and other rights enshrined elsewhere in the document. Also 
specifically authorised is the right to change religion or creed; but forced conversions are 
prohibited, as are all attempts to obstruct the conversion of others. 

The Vakf, a Muslim institution, regulates religious matters for Turkish Cypriots. Like the 
Greek Orthodox Church of Cyprus, the Vakf is exempted from taxes and free from gover-
nment interference. The constitution officially recognises three other religious organi-
sations: Maronite Catholics, Armenian Apostolic Christians, and “Latins” (Cypriot Roman 
Catholics). There is no requirement for other religious groups to register. To act as a legal 
entity, however, a religious group needs to register as a not-for-profit organisation. 

In public primary and secondary schools Greek Orthodox religious education is required 
for Greek Orthodox students. For all other religious groups, alternative religious courses 
can be provided at the request of the student’s guardians.3

Following a 1974 coup d’état the northern part of the island formally proclaimed itself the 
“Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus” (TRNC) in 1983. The TRNC, which is administered 
by Turkish Cypriots, is not recognised by any country other than Turkey. TRNC regulations 
stipulate that Greek Orthodox residents may only hold liturgies or masses conducted by 
two designated priests at three designated functional churches in the Karpas Peninsula 
without seeking government permission, and that Maronite residents may only hold 
liturgies or masses at four designated Maronite churches without seeking permission. 
For services at places of worship other than these, religious groups must submit applica-
tions to the authorities for permission. Permission is also necessary for priests other than 
those officially designated to conduct services. For Cypriots not resident in the TRNC, eg 
members of the Greek Orthodox, Maronite Catholic or Armenian Apostolic Churches 
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residing in the government-controlled south, a specific permit is required for services 
involving lay participation.4

Incidents

It is often difficult to categorise specific incidents as violations of religious freedom, since 
religion and ethnicity are closely linked in Cyprus. While relations between the leaders of 
the religious communities are often cordial, there is occasional tension between adhe-
rents of the different faiths. The leaders of the main religious groups on the island have 
continued to meet regularly and to visit places of worship on both sides of the buffer 
zone. Cooperation between different religious groups has led towards improvements in 
inter-faith relations.5

The increasingly positive situation in Cyprus was set back severely by a decision in May 
2016 by TRNC minister Tahsin Ertuğruloğlu restricting Greek Orthodox religious cere-
monies at churches in the north to once a year: either on Christmas, Easter or the feast 
of the Church’s patron. The TNRC ministry defended the measure by explaining that it 
prevented “exploitation of the right” alleging that they have had too many requests for 
such services and do not have enough police to provide security for all these events. Only 
the three Greek Orthodox places of worship in the Karpas Peninsula are exempt from this 
regulation. These restrictions do not affect the Maronite Catholic minority.6 

The political decision was criticised severely by both Muslim and Christian religious leaders 
and by UN Special Rapporteur Karima Bennoune. The latter welcomed assurances that 
the newly introduced curbs would be pared back.7 These restrictions are also problematic 
because many Christian churches in the north are in very poor condition and in desperate 
need of help. Some only survive through tourism and volunteer priests.8 

In February 2016 the nineteenth-century mosque in the city of Denia, which was only 
restored in 2013, was damaged by arsonists. The attack was universally condemned by 
representatives of all Cypriot religious groups.9

Prospects for freedom of religion

Some of the recent religious-freedom developments in Cyprus seem very encouraging. 
Religious leaders engage in broad cooperation, supporting the difficult peace talks in an 
ethnically divided country. The US Special Representative for Religion and Global Affairs, 
Shaun Casey, claimed that the co-existence of Christians and Muslims on the island can 
be a model for the region.10 

This culture of religious tolerance between communities also seems to extend into the 
wider society. A study compared attitudes towards Muslim immigrants in recent years. 
While they were largely perceived in the media as a threat in the years 2011-13, there 
seems to have been a marked shift in attitudes in 2014-15, according to the study. Media 



CY
PR

US

196

portrayals now depict immigrants as human beings in need of help. It remains to be seen 
how the most recent developments will influence attitudes in society.11 

The May 2016 decision of TNRC authorities to severely restrict the possibility of Christian 
worship in the north could prove a serious roadblock in the development of the freedom 
of religion in Cyprus, if it is not revoked. Government-imposed restrictions of access to 
places of worship in the Turkish Cypriot territories remain a problem. 

Endnotes
1 In the 2001 population census some 1.5 percent of the populace identified as Roman Catholic.
2 Of which 787,000 live in the south.
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238368#wrapper
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238370#wrapper
5 http://in-cyprus.com/religious-pressure-north/
6 http://cyprus-mail.com/2016/05/24/turkish-cypriot-side-restricts-orthodox-church-services-north/
7 http://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2016-06-02/un-expert-condemns-church-access-limits-

in-cyprus-north
8 http://www.christiantoday.com/article/why.you.can.only.go.to.church.in.northern.cyprus.once.a.ye-

ar/86848.htm
9 http://cyprus-mail.com/2016/03/02/denia-mosque-repaired/
10 http://cyprus-mail.com/2016/03/08/cyprus-can-be-a-model-for-religious-coexistence/
11 http://cyprus-mail.com/2016/06/06/shift-media-focus-migrants-threat-ucy-study-finds/

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



197

RELIGION

  AREA POPULATION

CZ
EC

H 
RE

PU
BL

IC

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

REPÚBLICA CHECA 

 

RELIGION1

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 55,37%2

 z Jewish: 0,07%

 zBuddhist: 0,11%

 zOthers: 44,45%

CZECH REPUBLIC

   78.866km²  10.600.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application 

There is no explicit mention of religious freedom in the Czech Republic’s constitution, 
but it does protect the “rights and freedoms of man and citizen.” The Charter of Funda-
mental Rights and Freedoms, a supplementary constitutional document, guarantees the 
freedom of religious conviction. Religious societies are protected in their independence 
from the state.3 

The law states that the Department of Churches in the Ministry of Culture is responsible 
for religious affairs. While there is no obligation by law for religious groups to be registered 
with the government and while they are free to perform religious activities without doing 
so, there are several benefits of official recognition. The law establishes a two-tiered system 
of registration for religious groups. First-tier registration allows a religious organisation to 
become a legal entity. Unregistered religious groups are free to assemble and worship, but 
may not legally own community property. The law provides the option of forming civic 
associations to manage their property until they can meet the registration qualifications. 
With second-tier registration, religious groups are entitled to government subsidies as 
well as gaining the right to perform state recognised marriage ceremonies or serving as 
chaplains in the military and at prisons. Furthermore, the law permits second-tier regi-
stered religious groups to teach religion in state schools. Although religious instruction 
in public schools is optional, school directors must introduce religious education choices 
if seven or more students of the same religious group in a class request such instruction.

Incidents

There have been some efforts at a local level to ban Muslim women from wearing head-
scarves. Government officials termed those attempts discriminatory. The city of Teplice 
considered an ordinance banning Muslim women from covering their faces, but the idea 
was abandoned after checking with the Ministry of Interior, which stated that such an 
ordinance violated the Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms. 
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res to Parliament asking the government not to grant the Muslim community second-tier 
registration, for which the community had not applied.4 In September 2014 the wall of a 
mosque in Prague was vandalised with pig’s blood and graffiti. While media reported on 
the incident and an investigation was started by the police, the Muslim community denied 
the incident had occurred. Since the Muslim community did not file a claim, the police 
investigation of the case was suspended. In January 2016 a Syrian man was stabbed by 
masked individuals, the first attempt of a racially motivated murder against a Muslim in 
the wake of the refugee crisis. The victim received death threats prior to the assassination 
attempt. He was known for helping refugees and for his Muslim activism. The perpetrators 
insulted his religion while attacking him. According to the Prague Monitor, there was no 
public outcry about the case.5

In 2014 the Czech Federation for Jewish Communities (FZO) counted 234 incidents of 
antisemitism that year and in 2015 the number was almost as high with 221 incidents. 
These occurred mostly on the internet, with over 80 percent of the displays of anti-Jewish 
hatred carried out online. The report by the FZO noted, however, that the level of anti-
semitism was very low compared to other European countries. It warned of anti-Semitic 
literature becoming more popular though, as well as conspiracy theories about Jewish 
involvement in the European refugee crisis.6 

Prospects for freedom of religion

According to the newest Freedom House report, freedom of religion is mostly upheld in 
the Czech Republic.7 It mentions, however, the anti-Muslim rhetoric of President Zeman, 
which seems to be in line with a growing anti-Muslim sentiment in the wake of the 
refugee crisis.8 As in other Central-Eastern European countries, anti-immigrant moods 
surged after EU, and especially German demands, for a refugee quota. While the Catholic 
Church remains mostly undisturbed in the predominantly non-religious Czech society, 
the Muslim community is increasingly perceived as a foreign threat. 

 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_65_1.asp
2 According to the 2011 census, some 11% of the total population are Roman Catholic
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238372#wrapper
4 http://10news.dk/?p=371
5 http://praguemonitor.com/2016/02/09/t%C3%BDden-czech-anti-islam-moods-lead-murder-attack-mu-

slim
6 http://www.praguemonitor.com/2016/05/18/number-displays-anti-semitism-high-czechrep
7 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/czech-republic
8 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/czech-republic
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REPÚBLICA DEMOCRÁTICA 
DEL CONGO 

 

 zChristian: 95,4%
(Christian: 52,5% – Protestant: 21,5% – 
Others: 21,4%)

 zEthnoreligionist1: 2,6%

 zMuslim: 2%

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO

  2.344.885km2 74.880.000

Legal Framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The 2006 constitution of the Democratic Republic of Congo upholds the secular character 
of the state, which respects religious pluralism. Article 13 forbids all forms of discrimination 
on grounds of ethnic origin, religious denomination or opinion. 

Likewise, article 22 guarantees the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion: 
“Every person has a right to manifest his/her religion or his/her convictions, either alone 
or in group, in public and in private, by means of worship, teaching, practices, observance 
of rites and of the state of religious life, in a manner consistent to the respect to the law, 
public order and morals and the rights of other persons.”

All religious groups must be registered, and their statutes have to be approved by the 
Ministry of Justice. They must also declare a list of their active members and every year 
present an annual report of their activities. 

The Catholic Church enjoys tax-free status concerning imports of vehicles and drugs. The 
procedures for hiring foreign personnel to work as missionaries are relatively uncomplicated. 

All religious groups have complete freedom to engage in proselytism, in catechesis and 
evangelisation, an activity that preachers carry out even in markets, street junctions and 
public buses, and which is seen as completely normal. Even at night, churches are free to 
hold religious functions or worship or formation. Because of the phenomenon, known 
as “Koluna” (youth criminality), moving at night can be dangerous in Kinshasa and some 
other towns. In order to avoid this risk, the faithful from different denominations may 
spend the whole night in their churches, until dawn.

There is freedom to build church premises and to raise funds for religious activities inside 
and outside the country. 

In 1977, the Catholic Church and the state signed a memorandum of understanding 
concerning management of schools. The memorandum grants favourable conditions 
to Catholic schools, including the right to change the personnel and to take any major 
administrative decisions, with the sole obligation of “informing” the Ministry of Education. 
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Religious education is part of the official syllabus and is taught in schools. The Catholic 
Church and other religious denominations run a wide range of institutions such as schools, 
health centres, and social work, including orphanages and media houses. Concerning the 
media, most TV channels and radio stations in Kinshasa belong to a Church.

Incidents

Disputes between pastors from the different “Eglises de reveil” (born again evangelists 
who have been in DR Congo since the 1990s) have been rife for a long time and continued 
during the reporting period. There were many confrontations, insults and disqualifica-
tions. These incidents are usually regarded as internal conflicts and attempts to gain more 
followers at the expense of other congregations. 

The Eglises du réveil have made highly confrontational accusations against the Catholic 
Church, especially concerning the latter’s position on certain political issues. On 28th 
November 2015, a communiqué from the Regroupement des Eglises de Réveil du Congo, 
signed by pastor Antoine Bishamba, accused the DR Congo’s Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
(CENCO) of meddling in politics. Criticising a peaceful demonstration the Catholic bishops 
had organised to demand that the Constitutional Order be respected, the Pentecostal 
pastors said that the bishops were acting “as blood-thirsty vampires playing the role of 
arsonists”.2 

Controversy surrounding two presidential mandates, laid down in the 2006 constitution, 
has put the CENCO and the DR Congo authorities on a collision course. Since 2014, the 
opposition and civil society in DR Congo have often suspected President Joseph Kabila 
of trying to extend his rule – limited to two mandates according to the constitution – by 
using delay tactics to put off upcoming elections. According to reports, a national debate 
and a national census have been introduced before the polls, moves with the potential 
to delay an election for years. On 13th November 2014, the CENCO issued a statement 
demanding “absolute respect for the Constitution”.3 In the communiqué, signed by the 
Bishop Nicolas Djomo of Tshumbe, the chairman of the CENCO, the bishops stated that 
“acting otherwise would entail a danger of unforeseeable consequences for the nation”. 

A few days later, on 26th November 2014, the Catholic bishops published a document 
entitled “Should blood still flow in Congo”. While supporting the idea of a national debate, 
the bishops stated that the country’s situation was “worrying and of great concern”.4 
The CENCO criticised recent restrictions on civil liberties, as well as acts of repression 
and intimidation. The document also appealed to the nation to follow article 64 of the 
constitution. The article authorises citizens to block attempts to exert power in flagrant 
violation of the law. In response to this statement, on 16th January 2015 the government 
closed the signal of Radio Television Catholique Elilya (RTCE), which remained shut down 
for six months.5 

During the reporting period, Muslims in the country periodically accused the government 
of discriminating against them. At the end of 2014, the Communauté Islamique au Congo 
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(COMICO), a body that claims to represent all Muslims in DR Congo, complained about 
the absence of a Muslim minister in the government. The COMICO also highlighted the 
fact that neither of the two main Muslim festivals were public holidays. Also, in eastern 
areas affected by ADF armed attacks, an extremist Muslim rebel group made up mainly 
of Ugandan fighters, Muslims in Beni and nearby towns, complained that some of their 
faithful were harassed and arbitrarily detained by the armed forces, known officially as 
FARDC.6 

On 30th March 2016, Father Vincent Machozi, a Catholic priest from the order of the Assu-
mptionists, was attacked at night by armed men in uniform while he was at his mother’s 
village, 15 kilometres from the town of Butembo. The assailants dragged him out of his 
mother’s house and shot him dead a few metres away. According to Father Emmanuel 
Kahindi, vicar general of the Assumptionists in Rome, Father Machozi had received three 
death threats in recent months. He was known for his human rights and advocacy work. 
He ran the website Beni Lubero, documenting atrocities committed against civilians in 
the province of North Kivu.7 

Prospects for freedom of religion

There is little reason to believe that improvements are coming soon.

Endnotes
1 Animists.
2 https://wazaonline.com/fr/wazavote-rdc/guerre-de-religion-en-gestation-en-rdc
3 http://www.la-croix.com/Urbi-et-Orbi/Actualite/Monde/Les-eveques-congolais-demandent-au-presi-

dent-Kabila-de-respecter-la-Constitution-2015-11-16-1380950
4 http://www.la-croix.com/Urbi-et-Orbi/Actualite/Monde/Les-eveques-de-RDC-sur-le-dialogue-natio-

nal-de-Joseph-Kabila-2015-11-30-1386858
5 http://www.jed-afrique.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=170:rdc-la-television-ca-

tholique-rouverte-apres-6-mois-de-fermeture-jed-reclame-la-reouverture-d-une-dizaine-d-autres-med-
ias-fermes-arbitrairement&catid=87&Itemid=508

6 http://reliefweb.int/report/democratic-republic-congo/apr-s-des-massacres-en-rdc-les-musulmans-de-
beni-se-plaignent-de

7 http://www.mediacongo.net/article-actualite-16586.html
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DENMARK

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 83%
(Protestant: 80%2 – Others: 3%)

 zMuslim: 4%

 zOthers: 13%

RELIGION1

    43.000km2 5.600.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees the right of individuals to worship according to their beliefs, 
so long as they do not disturb the public order, and to form congregations. Access to civil 
and political rights may not be denied because of one’s religious beliefs, and conscientious 
objectors are exempt from military service. 

The Evangelical Lutheran Church (ELC) is the national church, and the reigning monarch 
must be a member. It is the only religious group to receive state funding, through subsi-
dies and church taxes. The government has granted official status to 170 other religious 
groups, including 109 Christian, 27 Muslim, 15 Buddhist, 10 Hindu, four Jewish, and five 
other groups through the Ministry of Social Affairs. While other, unrecognised groups 
are entitled to engage in religious practices, official registration gives religious groups 
special rights, including the right to perform marriages and baptisms, to issue residence 
permits for clergy, and tax exemptions.4

Religious instruction in Evangelical Lutheran theology, Christian studies, and world religions 
is compulsory, but students may be exempted with parental consent. Religious groups are 
permitted to establish private schools, provided that they meet state curriculum requi-
rements. All public and private schools, including religious schools, are publicly funded.5

Ritual slaughter practices not preceded by stunning (including halal and kosher practices) 
were banned in February 2014; there is no provision for religious exemption.6 Circumcision 
of males is legal so long as it complies with Danish law and is performed by a doctor.7 
Religious symbols such as headscarves, turbans, large crucifixes, and skullcaps are not 
permitted as judicial attire.8

Blasphemy (public mockery of, or insult to, the doctrine or worship of a recognised reli-
gion) is illegal, as is hate speech which publicly threatens, insults or degrades individuals 
on the basis of their religion or beliefs.9

According to the most recent hate crime report by the Organisation for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe and the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 
(OSCE/ODIHR), officials have not reported any figures for 2014.10
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Incidents

With respect to reports of anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim activity, it should be noted that 
because ethnicity and religion are often closely linked, it might be difficult to determine 
whether an incident is motivated by racism or by religious intolerance. 

Related to Christianity

According to a television report in 2014, Christians of Middle-Eastern background in 
Denmark experience high levels of harassment in Muslim-dominated neighbourhoods. 
Examples include bullying women for wearing visible crosses or for not wearing head-
scarves.11

In November 2014, a study by the People’s Church Development Fund, conducted by a 
priest with Christian asylum seekers, concluded that those questioned were repeatedly 
exposed to harassment, threats, and physical abuse by other refugees due to their con-
version from Islam to Christianity.12

Related to Judaism

In February 2015, a Danish man of Palestinian origin attacked a Copenhagen synagogue, 
killing a guard and wounding two policemen, a day after attacking a free-speech debate 
featuring an artist who had depicted the prophet Muhammad in cartoons. Officials suspected 
that he was inspired by the Charlie Hebdo attack in Paris a month before. Religious and 
political leaders, as well as up to 1,000 people, participated in a “peace ring” organised by 
a Copenhagen Muslim, circling the synagogue in a show of solidarity after the attack.13

According to the 2014 OSCE/ODIHR hate crime report, law enforcement forces reported 
three physical assaults, two threats, and four incidents of attacks against Jewish-owned 
property.14

There was a sharp increase in anti-Semitic incidents during the Gaza conflict in the sum-
mer of 2014. The Jewish Society reported 29 incidents from July to August of that year. 
Examples include a man wearing a Star of David necklace being spat upon and people 
shouting insults like “Jew pig” in public.15 A Jewish school in Copenhagen was vandali-
sed16 and school leaders warned students not to wear visible Jewish symbols outside of 
school. As a result of these incidents, political and faith leaders met to discuss the issue.17

Related to Islam

OSCE/ODIHR’s 2014 hate crime report does not report any official hate crime data and 
there were no incidents reported by law enforcement forces.18

In June 2015, the Muslim cemetery operated by the Danish Islamic Burial Fund was 
desecrated by vandals, with 50 tombstones destroyed and strewn over the grounds. 
Among those buried in the cemetery was the 22-year-old gunman from the February 
shootings in Copenhagen. Police initially called the incident a “prank”, but then called it 
“political-religious vandalism” following an outraged reaction on social media.19 In August 
2015, a man was arrested for attempted arson of the headquarters of the Islamic Society 
in Denmark while there were 40 people inside the building. The society said that it “was 
likely the result of political and religious motives.”20
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In 2016, two adult education schools announced policies that have been criticised by the 
Muslim community: one has banned wearing the niqab (which covers a woman’s face 
with an opening for the eyes) and the other has banned prayers at school during school 
hours. Regarding the ban on prayer, officials said that “religion and education don’t belong 
together.”21 Of the niqab ban, the school claimed that it was not religiously-motivated, but 
that “free and unhindered communication requires that we can see each other’s faces.”22

In March 2016, plans to build a mega-mosque in Aarhus were postponed after a televi-
sion documentary revealed the presence of a Shari’a council there. After the airing of the 
program, the council voluntarily disbanded out of “respect for Danish values.”23

Prospects for freedom of religion

While it appears that there was no significant increase in governmental restrictions on 
religious freedom during the period under review, there seems to be an increased risk 
of social intolerance towards both majority and minority religions, some of which may 
be a backlash against global terrorism or geopolitical conflicts attributed to particular 
religious groups.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_66_2.asp
2 Evangelical Lutheran Church
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17929661
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238374
5 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238374
6 http://time.com/3974498/denmark-ban-kosher-halal/
7 http://nordic.businessinsider.com/the-danish-government-defends-circumcision-as-a-human-right---e-

ven-though-75-are-against-it-2016-6/
8 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238374
9 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238374
10 http://hatecrime.osce.org/denmark?year=2014
11 http://nyheder.tv2.dk/samfund/2014-09-23-kristne-chikaneres-og-overfaldes-i-danmark
12 http://debatez.com/forum/discussion/50/in-denmark-chistian-refugees-persecuted-by-muslims
13 http://www.thelocal.dk/20150314/peace-ring-at-copenhagen-synagogue-shooting
14 http://hatecrime.osce.org/denmark?year=2014
15 http://antisemitism-europe.blogspot.co.uk/2014_08_01_archive.html
16 http://cphpost.dk/news/local-news/copenhagen-jewish-school-vandalised.html
17 http://cphpost.dk/news/leaders-meet-to-discuss-rise-in-anti-semitism.html
18 http://hatecrime.osce.org/denmark?year=2014
19 http://www.thelocal.dk/20150608/calls-for-unity-in-wake-of-muslim-cemetery-desecration
20 http://www.thelocal.dk/20150816/copenhagen-mosque-arson-suspect-held
21 http://www.thelocal.dk/20160610/debate-rages-as-danish-school-tells-muslims-they-cant-pray
22 http://www.thelocal.dk/20160504/danish-school-rejects-muslim-students-over-niqab
23 http://cphpost.dk/news/aarhus-super-mosque-shelved-following-sharia-revelations.html and http://

www.thelocal.dk/20160307/danish-sharia-council-disbands-and-support-for-aarhus-mosque-crumbles
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YIBUTI 

 

DJIBOUTI

  AREA POPULATION

 zMuslim: 94%
(Sunni: 94%)

 zOthers: 6%

RELIGION

 23.200km² 828.324

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Djiboutian society and Islam are closely intertwined from a political-institutional standpoint, 
even more so than is provided for under the original constitution of 1992. In the first sentence 
of article 1 of the original constitution, Djibouti described itself as a “democratic Republic”. 
This version was revised, however, in 2010. The Preamble now begins with the words “In the 
name of God All-Powerful”, and article 1 opens by declaring ‘Islam is the Religion of the State.’

Some fundamental freedoms are granted to other religions, however. Under articles 1 and 3 
of the constitution, all citizens are equal, “without distinction of language, of origin, of race, of 
sex or of religion”. In both versions of the constitution “It is forbidden [for political parties] to 
identify themselves to a race, to an ethnicity, to a sex, to a religion, to a sect, to a language or 
to a region” (article 6). Article 11 guarantees every person ‘the right to the freedom of thought, 
of conscience, of religion, of worship and of opinion within respect for the order established 
by the law and the regulations’.

In theory, the constitution does not explicitly prohibit proselytising, nor do the laws provide 
sanctions for those who do not follow Islamic rules, or profess belief in other religions. Still, 
there have been repeated reports that converts can sometimes face consequences including 
discrimination in the workplace and even physical violence. Representatives of Christian deno-
minations also report external disfiguring of churches by individuals, and acts of destruction 
of church property.

A law passed in October 2012 gave the Ministry of Islamic Affairs broad powers over the 
country’s mosques and over the content of public prayers. The ministry’s authority thus spans 
all Islamic affairs, from mosques to private denominational schools (over which the Ministry 
of Education also has jurisdiction) to religious events. In addition to the country’s system of 
secular state schools, there are also about 40 private Islamic schools in Djibouti.

The ministry’s High Islamic Council can issue official statements on all matters relating to 
Muslims. It is also in charge of coordinating all Islamic non-governmental organisations (with 
the Foreign Ministry coordinating the non-Islamic organisations). Customarily, the country’s 
president and other government employees (including magistrates) take a religious oath of 
office; however, those who opt out of an oath are not subject to special sanctions.
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Djibouti’s legal codes also contain elements of Islamic law. Islamic courts resolve matters of 
civil and family law for Muslims. These courts apply Islamic law along with civil law. 

For non-Muslims, family matters are referred to state-governed civil courts, so civil marriages 
are permitted for these individuals as well as for foreigners. Non-Islamic religious marriages 
are not recognised.

All foreign and local non-Muslim organisations are required to register with the Ministry of the 
Interior. The ministry begins an investigation as soon as it receives a registration request. Foreign 
or domestic Muslim organisations that must register with the Ministry of Islamic Affairs are 
spared this procedure, which is often lengthy and fraught with inefficiency. Foreign religious 
groups are required to submit a second application to the Foreign Ministry. If this application 
is granted, an agreement listing the group’s activities is then signed. The agreement remains 
in effect for five years.

Incidents
It is reported that, during the reporting period, the government has repeatedly denied state 
registration to non-Islamic groups requesting it, including Catholics, Protestants and Greek 
and Ethiopian Orthodox Christians. In some cases, several religious communities that have not 
been registered, such as Ethiopian Protestants or Muslim congregations, have worked under 
the auspices of other, registered communities. Smaller communities, such as the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses or the Bahá’í, carried out their work in secret without registering.

In recent years, Djibouti has increasingly become a haven for refugees fleeing from the war 
in Yemen, which is located 20 to 30 kilometres beyond the Strait of Bab-el-Mandeb. With its 
very limited means, the Catholic Church in Djibouti is attempting to provide support to the 
small flock of fellow believers in Yemen.

Prospects for freedom of religion
Although the major powers view Djibouti as an anchor of stability in a troubled region, in rea-
lity there are many people suffering from a lack of political freedom in the small East African 
country. The family of incumbent President Ismail Omar Guelleh has been in power since the 
country gained its independence from France in 1977. Guelleh was elected to a fourth term 
in the elections held in April 2016. Opposition candidates had little chance. The situation for 
press freedom in the country is dire as well. The non-governmental organisation ‘Reporters 
Without Borders’ accused the government of arresting BBC journalists and exiling them from 
the country. Djibouti ranks towards the bottom of the NGO’s ranking: out of 180 countries, it 
ranks 170th. The restrictive and in some respects discriminatory approach towards all non-I-
slamic religious communities places considerable constraints on the possibilities for them to 
proclaim their faiths.

(Endnotes)
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy_Index
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DOMINICA 

 

DOMINICA

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 94,42%
(Christian: 61% – Protestant: 18%2 – 
Others: 15,42%)

 zSpiritist: 2,64%

 zOthers: 2,94%

RELIGION1

    751km² 71.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In the preamble of the constitution, the People of Dominica affirm that the Commonwealth 
is founded upon the following principles: the supremacy of God; respect for fundamental 
human rights and freedoms; the position of the family in a society of free men and free 
institutions; the dignity of the human person; and the equal and inalienable rights with 
which all members of the human family are endowed by their Creator. There is, however, 
no official religion.

Chapter One, on the Protection of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms, states that every 
person in Dominica is entitled to the protection of his or her fundamental rights and fre-
edoms, regardless of race, place of origin, political opinions, colour, creed or sex, subject 
to respect for the rights and freedom of others as well as to the public interest.

More specifically, article nine refers to the protection of freedom of conscience, which 
includes “freedom of thought and of religion, freedom to change his religion or belief, 
and freedom, either alone or in community with others, and both in public and in pri-
vate, to manifest and propagate his religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice and 
observance.” At the same time, it is stipulated that no one shall receive, without his or 
her consent, instruction in a religion other than his or her own. The article also states that 
every religious community is entitled to establish and to manage, at its own expense, 
educational institutions.4

Legally, the government has the power of derogation vis-à-vis freedom of conscience, as 
reasonably required by public morality and public interest.

Religious organisations can be recognised as non-profit organisations by registering 
with the Attorney General’s Office, which keeps a record of such organisations. Places of 
worship must also register and can only be used for the purpose of worship.
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Incidents

In February 2014, Caribbean political and religious leaders met in the city of St John’s (Anti-
gua) to promote interfaith dialogue and cooperation in order to contribute to the social 
transformation of the Caribbean countries, with an emphasis on curbing social conflicts.5

In May 2014, religious leaders from Dominica accepted a request made by the Council 
of Churches of Grenada, which became involved in negotiations with the International 
Monetary Fund, to restructure the external debt of the Caribbean islands, where poverty 
and unemployment are high.6

The Catholic Church is an influential shaper of public opinion and, with Protestant religious 
leaders, it takes part in discussions about the country’s social problems.

Prospects for freedom of religion

In Dominica, freedom of worship is enjoyed by many religions; some situations, however, 
have led to differences of opinion, such as the use of marijuana by Rastafarian groups as 
an integral part of their religious rites. In the period between 2014 and 2016 there have 
been no incidents of intolerance or discrimination; on the contrary, the various Churches 
have made efforts in favour of dialogue and joint action. Thus, prospects for religious 
freedom are good.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_69_2.aspaccessed .2nd May 2016
2 Evangelicals
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19246342accessed on 1st May 2016.
4 http://www.constitution.org/cons/dominica.htm accessed on 3rd March 2016.
5 http://www.caribbean360.com/news/antigua_news/caribbean-looks-to-religion-for-spiritual-help ac-

cessed on 3rd March 2016.
6 http://www.caribbean360.com/news/caribbean-religious-leaders-inspire-imf-sunday-schools accessed 

on 3rd March 2016.
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REPÚBLICA DOMINICANA 

 

 

  AREA3 POPULATION4

RELIGION

 zChristian: 94,98%1

(Christian: 68,9% – Protestant: 18,2%2 – 
Others: 7,88%)

 zSpiritist: 2,18%

 zOthers: 2,84%

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

     48.072km2 10.200.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In the preamble of the constitution, God is invoked as a guide to elect the people’s repre-
sentatives, and Catholicism is recognised as the official religion. The national Coat of Arms 
bears the name of God and has at its centre a Bible open on the Gospel of John, chapter 8, 
verse 32, with a cross on top (article 32). The national motto is “God, Fatherland, Freedom”.

The constitution states that all people are born free and equal and all have the same 
rights and freedoms without discrimination on grounds of, inter alia, gender, colour, age, 
disability, religion, and political or philosophical opinions (article 39).

The constitution guarantees freedom of conscience and belief, subject to public order 
and respect for decency (article 45).

Religious marriages have civil effects in the terms established by the law.

In case a state of defence is declared, when national sovereignty or territorial integrity is 
threatened, freedom of conscience and worship cannot be suspended.5

A Concordat has been in place between the Holy See and the Dominican Republic since 
1954.6

In December 2014, changes were incorporated into the new Penal Code, which came 
into effect in December 2015, with respect to offences against religion: the Code now 
includes provisions that prevent religious discrimination as well as protection for all 
places of worship.7

Incidents

Following changes to school uniform regulations requiring girls to wear trousers, the 
parents of an Evangelical student filed a complaint against the new dress code, arguing 
that it should not be imposed if it goes against one’s religious convictions. The Higher 
Administrative Court (Tribunal Superior Administrative) ruled that the student should be 
allowed to wear a skirt until the matter is resolved.8
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nalised abortion after numerous appeals by Catholic bishops. The latter had held various 
pro-life prayers and rallies for that purpose.9

In January 2016, various local Churches gathered to pray for the country in the new year, 
especially taking a stand against violence, corruption and poverty. Evangelist preacher 
Dominic Russo told the congregation: “We join with local churches in the Dominican 
Republic at the beginning of this new year with a show of unity and a clear vision to 
move the country forward.”10

In March 2016, the country’s Catholic bishops spoke out against the US Ambassador’s 
actions in favour of sexual minorities, calling on the Dominican government to file a 
formal protest with the US authorities.11

Prospects for freedom of religion

During the period under review, no serious incidents of intolerance have been observed, 
unlike some episodes reported in 2014; discussions continue, however, over the protection 
of all faiths and the meaning of a secular state, which might eventually inform the drafting 
of a law on religious freedom.

With respect to constitutional safeguards, there is a need to protect a person’s fundamen-
tal rights. Hence, the challenge is to draft new laws that cover all aspects of freedom of 
religion, like religious practice, observance, expression, and education, as well as the right 
to change one’s religion or beliefs or to hold none at all. The resolution of some disputes 
in court is a sign that informal solutions are no longer possible. At the same time, the 
leaders of the country’s religious communities do speak out freely on national issues.

Endnotes
1 http://thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_70_1.aspaccessed on 18th March 2016.
2 Evangelical
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19246340accessed on 6th May 2016.
4 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19246340 accessed on 6th May 2016.
5 http://www.gob.do/index.php/pais/2014-12-16-20-52-13 accessed on 2nd March 2016.
6 http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/secretariat_state/archivio/documents/rc_seg-st_19540616_con-

cordato-dominicana_sp.html accessed on 19th March 2016.
7 http://www.consultoria.gov.do/spaw2/uploads/files/Ley%20550-14.pdf accessed on 19th March 2016.
8 http://www.diariolibre.com/noticias/tsa-ordena-a-liceo-permitir-alumna-vaya-clases-con-falda-PW-

DL1079431 accessed on 19th March 2016.
9 http://www.aica.org/21178-el-tribunal-constitucional-derogo-la-ley-que-despenalizaba-aborto.html 

accessed on 19th March 2016.
10 http://www.cbn.com/mundocristiano/Latinoamerica/2016/January/Multitud-de-evangelicos-cla-

ma-a-Dios-por-Republica-Dominicana/ accessed on 3rd March 2016.
11 http://www.aica.org/22304-los-obispos-condenan-las-intromisiones-del-embajador-gay-norteamerica-

no.htmla accessed on 19th March 2016.
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TIMOR ORIENTAL 

 

 

  AREA POPULATION

RELIGION

EAST TIMOR

  15.410km² 1.200.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The end of a chapter in the history of this young nation took place on 6th February 2015. 
On that day, ‘Xanana’ Gusmao resigned as prime minister, a position he had occupied 
since 2007.2 Already, in March 2012, the other great national figure, Jose Ramos Horta, 
had announced his resignation from politics, following his defeat in the presidential 
elections. But, with the resignation of Xanana Gusmao, it became clear that the epoch of 
the heroes of independence was coming to an end and that the destiny of this country, 
would now pass into the hands of a new generation of leaders.

Gusmao’s government had declined in popularity, and accusations of corruption and 
nepotism had increased. Several ministers were accused of accepting bribes. The pre-
sidential elections of 2017 will therefore be a test of the strength of this young East 
Timorese democracy.

The basic law of East Timor has been built on the model of the Portuguese constitution. 
It guarantees freedom of conscience, religion and worship and is established on the 
principle of separation of Church and state. The constitution also guarantees freedom of 
religious education. That said, the preamble to the constitution makes special reference 
to the Catholic Church in a country, which, along with Malta, has the highest proportion 
of Catholics of any nation in the world. The preamble states: “In its cultural and humane 
perspective, the Catholic Church in East Timor has always been able to take on the suffe-
ring of all the People with dignity, placing itself on their side in the defence of their most 
fundamental rights.”3 Section 11, paragraph 2: states: “The State acknowledges and values 
the participation of the Catholic Church in the process of national liberation of East Timor.” 

There are no restraints on religious freedom. The small Muslim minority, which has remai-
ned in the country since the retreat by Indonesia, has continued to dwindle. That said, it 
is not clear whether the Muslims have migrated to Indonesia because of an environment 
seen as hostile to Islam or in response to the poverty and unemployment that affect all 
of East Timor. The 2014 US State Department Report on World Religious Freedom notes 
some isolated cases of Protestant communities facing difficulties in obtaining land on 
which to build churches, and refers to pupils expelled from their schools on account of 

 zChristian: 99,1%
(Christian: 96,9% – Protestant: 2,2%)

 zMuslim: 0,3%

 zOthers: 0,6%1
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their religious beliefs.4 However, again it is difficult to obtain confirmation from indepen-
dent sources. 

The state may occasionally provide financial support for religious institutions. This was 
the case notably in the capital, Dili, where the government subsidised the renovation of 
the Catholic Church and provided help for the principal mosque in Dili. In both cases, the 
state’s support came in response to a request from the religious communities concerned.

However, in this country, where the Catholic Church has a very strong political and social 
influence (for example, of the 14 national holidays in the country today, nine are festivals 
in the Catholic liturgical calendar), the principal topic of news regarding religion was the 
signing of a concordat between the Holy See and East Timor on 15th August 2015.

It is a sign of the attention that the Vatican pays to this small Catholic country that the 
concordat was signed in Dili by Cardinal Pietro Parolin, the Vatican Secretary of State. As 
well as signing the concordat, Cardinal Parolin came to celebrate the 500th anniversary 
of the presence of the Catholic Church on the island. The agreement between the two 
states, as the cardinal underlined, aims to boost “mutual collaboration for the integral 
development of the people in justice, peace and the common good.” According to the 
cardinal, the concordat rests on two foundations — the values and principles of inter-
national law with regard to religious freedom and the guarantee of the freedom to pro-
fess and practise the Catholic faith freely and publicly. Cardinal Parolin added that the 
concordat “also offers space and opportunities for the Catholic Church to act in society, 
in accord with its mission of service to the people and in line with constitutional norms 
and local legislation.”5

The Prime Minister, Rui Maria de Araujo, said the concordat was a sign of the “special 
relationship” between the Vatican and East Timor. He said the document acknowledged 
that the Catholic faith and the Portuguese language were “two elements which have 
shaped our identity as a nation, and this [is] a good thing”. He said East Timor’s embassy 
with the Holy See was the most important of the 17 such diplomatic presences the former 
has around the world.6

Incidents

There were no incidents recorded during the period under review.

Prospects for religious freedom

According to Father Julio Crispim Ximenes Belo, lecturer in law at the National University 
of Timor Lorosae and director of the justice and peace commission of Baucau diocese 
(one of the three dioceses in the country), the concordat will help to protect religious 
freedom and provide a legal framework for the Church to help to pursue its work also in 
education and healthcare.7
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Endnotes
1 Data from the census of 2010. A more recent census was conducted in 2015, but the results are not yet 

available. Population and Housing Census of Timor-Leste, 2010. Timor-Leste Ministry of Finance : Popula-
tion Distribution by Administrative Areas (pdf ) p. 21.

2 The Sydney Morning Herald : « As Xanana Gusmao departs, Timor must prepare for when the oil runs dry », 
13 February 2015 (http://www.smh.com.au/world/as-xanana-gusmao-departs-timor-must-prepare-for-
when-the-oil-runs-dry-20150212-13des2.html)

3 Constitution of the Democratic Republic of Timor Leste  : http://timor-leste.gov.tl/wp-content/uplo-
ads/2010/03/Constitution_RDTL_ENG.pdf

4 US State Department : « Timor Leste 2014 - International Religious Freedom Report » : http://www.state.
gov/documents/organization/238550.pdf

5 Ucanews : « Vatican, Timor-Leste sign bilateral agreement », 14 August 2015 (http://www.ucanews.com/
news/vatican-timor-leste-sign-bilateral-agreement/74081)

6 Ucanews : « Timor-Leste to sign historic treaty with the Vatican », 6 August 2015 (http://www.ucanews.
com/news/timor-leste-to-sign-historic-treaty-with-the-vatican/74035)

7 Ucanews : « Vatican, Timor-Leste sign bilateral agreement », 14 August 2015 (http://www.ucanews.com/
news/vatican-timor-leste-sign-bilateral-agreement/74081)
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ECUADOR

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian:1 97,08%
(Christian: 85% – Protestant: 12,08%)

 zOthers: 2,92%

RELIGION

    272.045km2 14.800.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution recognises and guarantees the right to practice, maintain, change and 
profess one’s religion or beliefs, in public or in private, individually or collectively. The 
voluntary practice of religion and the right not to profess any faith are protected.4

The Religious Freedom Act recognises and guarantees to all the entities that come under 
its mandate, the right to engage, inter alia, in activities of worship, doctrinal outreach, edu-
cation, and culture. Moreover, religious entities are endowed with rights and obligations.5

Incidents

In September 2014, Andrés Elías, director of the Catholic Observatory in Ecuador, slammed 
attacks, misinformation and lies by an “atheistic association” against the Archbishop of 
Guayaquil, Mgr Antonio Arregui, who was accused of describing gay people as a “virus”.6

The Regulation for the Dissemination of Advertising in social media came into effect in 
November 2014. It looks at advertising involving and destined for children and teenagers. 
It prohibits content that can lead to discrimination, racism, substance abuse, sexism and 
anything that is detrimental to rights. It also bans advertising content that constitute 
direct incitement or explicit incentive to the illegitimate use of violence, the commitment 
of a felony, human trafficking, exploitation, and sexual abuse, as well as the advocacy of 
war and national, racial or religious hate.7 

In September 2015 the Ombudsman’s Office issued an open letter about the censorious 
and humiliating comments made by the judges on the show “Ecuador got talent” against 
a 16-year-old Ecuadorian artist, who publicly expressed her atheism. As the country’s 
human rights advocate, the Office said that the constitution of the Republic of Ecuador 
grants children and teenagers all the rights inherent in the human condition, in addition 
to age-specific rights. The office said the priority should be the protection of their physi-
cal and mental health, education, identity, social participation, cultural rights, aesthetic, 
creative and artistic freedom as well as their right to express their beliefs and religion 
openly, if they so choose, without any distinction relating to age or sex.8
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In February 2016, during a concert by Spanish singer Miguel Bosé, the image of the Virgin 
Mary was used as background to his face, which led to grave charges of desecration, of 
attacking the rights, principles and values   of millions of Catholics Ecuadorians, for whom 
the Mother of God has great spiritual significance.9

Prospects for freedom of religion

People have become increasingly sensitive to issues surrounding religious freedom as 
evinced by statements and situations that, although not in of themselves acts of intole-
rance, have raised awareness of this particular right. Compared to the previous period, 
when there were some incidents of discrimination, it is possible to say that in the period 
under review, the prospects for religious freedom have improved in the country. 

Endnotes
1 http://thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_72_1.asp accessed on 19 March 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19331501 accessed on 6 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19331501 accessed on 6 May 2016.
4 http://www.inocar.mil.ec/web/images/lotaip/2015/literal_a/base_legal/A._Constitucion_republica_

ecuador_2008constitucion.pdf accessed on 1 March 2016.
5 http://www.justicia.gob.ec/wpcontent/uploads/downloads/2012/07/REGLAMENTO_LEY_DE_CULTOS.

pdf accessed on 8 March 2016.
6 https://www.aciprensa.com/noticias/ecuador-denuncian-ataque-de-asociacion-atea-contra-arzobi-

spo-de-guayaquil-49408/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+-
noticiasaci+%28Notici aaas+de+ACI+Prensa%29 accessed on 3 March 2016.

7 http://www.cordicom.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2015/reglamentos/Resolucion%20COR-
DICOM-PLE-2014-039%20(Reglamento%20Difusi%C3%B3n%20publicidad%20infantil).PDF accessed 
on 3 March 2016.

8 http://www.dpe.gob.ec/carta-abierta-en-defensa-de-los-derechos-y-libertad-de-conciencia-de-ni-
nos-ninas-y-adolescentes-en-la-television-ecuatoriana/ accessed on 3 March 2016.

9 http://infocatolica.com/?t=noticia&cod=26016&utm_medium=twitter&utm_campaign=Notica-
sTw&utm_source=infocatolicatw accessed on 3 March 2016.
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EGYPT

  AREA POPULATION4

 zChristian: 4,95%
(Orthodox: 4,8%2 – Others: 0,15%)

 zMuslim: 95%
(Sunni: 93,1%3 – Others: 1,9%)

 zOthers: 0,05%

RELIGION1

     1.000.000km2 83.900.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Arab Republic of Egypt has a long tradition as a nation state. Although predominantly 
Muslim, the country is home to the largest Christian community in the Arab world – the 
Copts. The proportion of Christians is at its highest in the governorates of Upper Egypt. Many 
Christians also live in Cairo. There is a tiny Jewish minority of several hundred members. The 
number of Shi‘a Muslims, Baha’i and other groups is very small too. In recent years Egypt has 
suffered from political and economic instability and turmoil. In 2011 long-time President 
Hosni Mubarak was toppled after mass demonstrations. In 2012 Mohammed Morsi, of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, was elected president by a slim margin. In June and July 2013, the 
Egyptian military removed him from power following street protests by millions of Egyptians. 
They accused him of islamising the country and administering it poorly. Those opposed to 
Morsi’s fall from power and its context described the development as a coup. Supporters said 
it was necessary to save democracy. Egypt remains highly divided on the matter. Since 2014 
General Abdel Fatah al-Sisi has been the elected president of the country. But economic and 
security problems continue. Especially on the Sinai peninsula, the country is facing an Islamist 
insurgency by groups allied with Daesh (ISIS). Cairo has also been the scene of attacks against 
state officials.5 

In January 2014 the revised constitution6 of the state was accepted by referendum. More 
than 98 percent of those who voted were in favour of the text. The Catholic Church welcomed 
the text. Coptic Catholic Bishop Kyrill William of Assiut told Aid to the Church in Need that 
the revised constitution’s retention of Shari‘a law as a source of legislation in Egypt was not 
necessarily problematic. He said: “This has been the case in Egypt for a long time, even before 
Morsi. It never did us Christians any harm. But what is more important is that the new article 3 
guarantees Christians and Jews autonomy in matters of civil status and internal Church affairs.”7

The preamble of the 2014 constitution describes Egypt as: “The cradle of religions and the 
banner of glory of the revealed religions. On its land, Moses grew up, the light of God appea-
red, and the message descended on Mount Sinai. On its land, Egyptians welcomed the Virgin 
Mary and her baby and offered up thousands of martyrs in defence of the Church of Jesus. 
When the Seal of the Messengers Mohamed (Peace and Blessings Be Upon Him) was sent to 
all mankind to perfect the sublime morals, our hearts and minds were opened to the light of 
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Islam. We were the best soldiers on Earth to fight for the cause of God, and we disseminated 
the message of truth and religious sciences across the world.”

According to article 2, “Islam is the religion of the state and Arabic is its official language. The 
principles of Islamic Shari‘a are the principal source of legislation.” The preamble specifies that 
“The reference for interpretation thereof is the relevant texts in the collected rulings of the 
Supreme Constitutional Court.” Article 3 states: “The principles of the laws of Egyptian Chri-
stians and Jews are the main source of laws regulating their personal status, religious affairs, 
and selection of spiritual leaders.” 

Article 7 protects Al-Azhar University as the most important Sunni institution of Islamic teaching. 
“Al-Azhar is an independent scientific Islamic institution, with exclusive competence over its 
own affairs. It is the main authority for religious sciences, and Islamic affairs. It is responsible 
for preaching Islam and disseminating the religious sciences and the Arabic language in Egypt 
and the world.”

Article 53 declares: “Citizens are equal before the law, possess equal rights and public duties, 
and may not be discriminated against on the basis of religion, belief, sex, origin, race, colour, 
language, disability, social class, political or geographical affiliation, or for any other reason”. 
Article 64 states: “Freedom of belief is absolute. The freedom of practising religious rituals and 
establishing places of worship for the followers of revealed religions is a right organised by 
law.” According to article 74, “No political activity may be exercised or political parties formed 
on the basis of religion, or discrimination based on sex, origin, sect or geographic location.”

And article 244 states: “The state grants youth, Christians, persons with disability and expatriate 
Egyptians appropriate representation in the first House of Representatives to be elected after 
this Constitution is adopted, in the manner specified by law.” Under article 98 (f ) the penal 
code, denigrating religions, promoting extremist thoughts with the aim of inciting strife, 
demeaning any of the “divine religions” and harming national unity carry penalties ranging 
from six months’ to five years’ imprisonment.8

Although religious conversion is not prohibited by law, in practice the government does not 
recognise conversion from Islam, and Muslim-born citizens who leave Islam for another religion 
may not change the religion entry on their identity cards.9 The law does not recognise the 
Baha’i Faith or its religious laws and bans Baha’i institutions and community activities. Baha’is 
do not have recourse to civil law for personal status matters. The same applies to Jehovah’s 
Witnesses.10

When former General al-Sisi took his oath as Egypt’s new President in June 2014, he paid 
tribute to the role of the Coptic Church in Egypt both in terms of the past and the present. 
Reporting on al-Sisi’s speech, Coptic Catholic Bishop Antonios Aziz Mina of Giza, stated: “The 
new President said the Church has played an important role in Egypt’s history and has made 
undeniable contributions to safeguard national unity, facing those who fomented conflicts 
among the Egyptian people. [He] also said that the Church, together with the Sunni University 
of al-Azhar, can give a valuable contribution to free religious speech from the exploitation it 
has suffered in recent years.”11 
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The Catholic Church welcomed the election of al-Sisi. Bishop Adel Zaky, head of the Roman 
Catholic Christians in Egypt, said: “Sisi is the right man at the right time. His victory gives us 
Christians security and a perspective for the future. Better times are coming.”12 The former 
commander-in-chief of the Egyptian armed forces was elected with more than 93 percent 
of the votes.13

Incidents

Ehab Karam, a Coptic dentist, was killed in September 2014 in the province of Assiut, Upper 
Egypt, after he was abducted by unknown persons, probably for ransom. Karam had been 
stopped by the kidnappers while he was going home; he was a dentist in the town of el-Badari.14 

In October 2014, Ahmed Harqan, an atheist, stated that police had detained, beaten, and 
interrogated him. Harqan and his wife had fled to a police station in Alexandria after a mob 
threatened them with violence. Five days earlier, Harqan had discussed his atheist beliefs on 
a widely-viewed television talk show. According to Harqan, the police questioned them about 
their religious convictions and called them apostates. On 26th October, the public prosecutor 
ordered the investigation of a defamation of religion complaint filed against Harqan by a 
group of lawyers for statements he made during the talk show.15

In October 2014 in the Egyptian village of al-Qusiya, 50 km from Assiut, members of Coptic 
families were forced to barricade themselves in a house after a gang of extortionists had 
attacked them for not paying “taxes” imposed on them by a Muslim clan. The Coptic Watani 
network reported that at least 20 complaints lodged with the local police after similar cases 
had fallen on deaf ears. The scourge of “taxes” imposed on Copt family groups by Muslim 
extortionists is becoming a cause for concern in Assiut, in the Upper Nile.16 

According to information given to the local media by Copt Christian Mina Thabet, a member 
of Maspero Youth Union and founder of the Peoples Party in December 2014, in the Minya 
governorate alone the amount of money paid for the release of kidnapped Christians since 
January 2011 is now more than 120 million Egyptian pounds (equivalent to 16 million Euro). 
Mina Thabet stated he thought criminals who attack Copt Christians are protected by the 
bureaucratic apparatus, which is meant to guarantee security. It was reported that corruption 
explains at least in part the lack of police reaction to this criminal activity.17

In December 2014 Islamist websites warned Muslims to refrain from any form of participation, 
even indirectly, in the Christmas celebrations. The sites attacked Muslims who give their best 
wishes to their Christian neighbours at Christmas. In the Islamist blogosphere there have 
also been death threats and incitement to organise attacks against churches during the busy 
Christmas liturgical celebrations. In response, prominent Egyptian Muslims took a stance 
against the threats.18

In January 2015 at least three Christian Copts – including a 10-year-old child – were among 
the victims of the clashes in Cairo and other Egyptian cities on the occasion of the fourth 
anniversary of the end of President Hosni Mubarak’s long regime. Local sources claim that, 
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during the riots, shots were fired at the church of St Raphael the Archangel in Maadi. Egyptian 
media said 18 died and more than 50 were wounded.19

In February 2015 the first Catholic Church on the Sinai Peninsula was consecrated at Sharm 
el-Sheikh. Aid to the Church in Need contributed to its construction.20 Coptic Catholic Bishop 
Makarios of Ismailia, to whose diocese Sharm el-Sheikh belongs, said at the consecration 
ceremony: “This is a great day of joy for Catholics in Egypt.”21

A video of the decapitation of 21 Egyptian Copts kidnapped in Libya at the beginning of January 
2015 was put online by jihadist websites in February 2015. Daesh took responsibility. In reta-
liation, Egyptian Air Force planes attacked and bombed jihadist positions in Libya, mainly in 
the area of Derna. “Revenge for Egyptian blood” – says a statement issued by Egyptian armed 
forces regarding raids in Libyan territory – “is an absolute right and will be implemented.” 
Egypt’s presidency announced seven days of national mourning for the 21 murdered Copts.22

In March 2015 the Coptic Catholic Church of Kafr el-Dawar, dedicated to the Virgin Mary and 
officiated by the Franciscan fathers, was attacked in the early hours of the morning by armed 
men who used an explosive device against the place of worship and wounded two policemen 
guarding the building.23

In March 2015 Abel Hai Azab, Dean of the University of Al-Azhar, announced that the institute 
would open its doors to Christian doctors and professors within the five hospitals connected 
to the medical school of the Islamic university.24

In March 2015 the Egyptian Court of Appeal confirmed a five-year jail sentence in the case of 
preacher Ahmed Mahmoud, also known as Abu Islam. He was convicted for having torn the 
pages of a Bible during a demonstration in 2012. Salafist militants set fire to the sacred text 
after it had been damaged by the preacher. The Egyptian Supreme Court has also condemned 
Abu Islam to pay a fine of about $1,000. The confirmation of the sentence is relevant because 
the process against the preacher was the first filed in Egypt for a case of blasphemy against 
Christianity.25

In March 2015 the Ministry of Education announced that it had decided to remove and/or 
clarify passages from primary school textbooks, particularly Islamic education books, deemed 
to promote incitement and extremist ideology.26

In April 2015, an Egyptian court sentenced about 70 people to life imprisonment for burning 
a church in the village of Kafr Hakim outside Cairo.27

In Egypt, efforts to “renew religious speech” and therefore “dry up the sources” of extremism 
and terrorism, “are still not sufficient”. This is what Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said 
in a speech broadcast nationally in May 2015. He urged the Islamic University of Al-Azhar and 
other national religious institutions to do more in this area, since it had the potential for major 
impact in Egypt and nearby countries. About four months earlier, in a speech to scholars and 
religious leaders at Al-Azhar University, President al-Sisi urged the religious leaders of Islam 
to promote “a religious revolution” in order to eradicate bigotry and replace it with a “more 
enlightened vision of the world”.28
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In October 2015, at least 10 Copts were wounded during clashes in the town of Samalut, Minya 
Governorate. Several shops and homes were badly damaged but nobody died.29

Attacks against places of worship “go against the authentic Islamic religion and its teachings 
of tolerance”, but fail to undermine the unity of the Egyptian people. This is how Ahmed 
al-Tayyeb, Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, condemned the attack carried out in November 2015 
against a church in Cairo belonging to the Evangelical Coptic community. In the attack, men 
on motorcycles shot members of the security forces who were guarding the Christian place 
of worship, in the Giza district of Cairo, seriously injuring a policeman.30

In January 2016 President al-Sisi attended the Coptic Christmas Eve Mass celebrated by the 
Coptic Orthodox Patriarch Tawadros II. During his greetings, al-Sisi is also reported to have 
made reference to the attacks on the churches and Christian communities in Egypt carried 
out by extremist groups. He apologised for the delay in the repair of churches destroyed 
during the riots in August 2013, when about 80 institutions and Christian places of worship 
were attacked and devastated by gangs of thugs linked to the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
Salafists. A year earlier, al-Sisi attended Christmas Mass in the same cathedral. That was the 
first time an Egyptian President attended a Christmas service.31

That same month, Egypt’s parliament convened, consisting of 596 members, including an 
unprecedented 36 Christians.32

In January 2016, 10 Coptic men were arrested while they were building a wall for the Coptic 
Church in the village of Abu Hennis, near the city of Salamout, in the governorate of Minya. 
The news was reported by the Coptic Orthodox Diocese of Salamout, saying that the arrests 
were made on the grounds that the workers did not present legal authorisations for the 
construction of the wall.33

In January 2016 the court of Beni Mazar sentenced a Coptic teacher convicted on charges of 
insulting Islam to three years in prison. The episode happened last spring at a village school in 
Nasiriyya, near the town of Beni Mazar, in Minya province. Four of the students were arrested 
for having shown a video, filmed with a mobile phone, in which they mimicked the scene 
of the slaughter of a faithful Muslim in an attitude of prayer. It is said to have imitated the 
horrific executions committed by Daesh jihadists. The brief video sparked anger. The teacher 
held partly to blame for the film had already been forced to leave Nasiriyya village with his 
family.34 At the end of February 2016 the Egyptian Court in Minya passed a heavy sentence 
against the students: three were given five years in prison and the fourth, not yet 18, will go 
to a guarded residence for juvenile offenders.35 In March 2016 the Justice Ministers promised 
a “solution” for Coptic students punished for offending Islam.

In March 2016 the court for misdemeanours in Cairo rejected the appeal filed by writer and 
blogger Fatima Naoot against a conviction for blasphemy she had received the previous 
January. The writer had been sentenced to three years in prison and payment of a fine of 20,000 
Egyptian pounds (US$ 2,550) for criticising the Islamic practice of sacrificing lambs, calves and 
sheep each year on the occasion of Eid al Adha, the “feast of sacrifice”. The writer, currently on 
tour in Canada, became the second Egyptian public figure convicted of blasphemy in recent 
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months. In December 2015, Beheri, an Islamic researcher, was convicted of blasphemy for 
expressing views considered offensive to Islam.36 

In May 2016 the new text of the law on the construction of places of worship was issued in its 
pre-definitive version, and will be discussed by the Egyptian Parliament. The draft legislation 
was delivered to the leaders of the Coptic Orthodox Church, so that they could evaluate the text 
and raise any objections. In autumn 2014, representatives of the main churches and Christian 
communities in Egypt had sent a memorandum to the leaders of the Egyptian government 
with suggestions and proposals. The underlying intention that inspired the proposals of the 
Christian leaders – according to Anba Antonios Aziz Mina, Coptic Catholic Bishop of Giza – 
was to “facilitate the implementation of streamlined and clear procedures that depend only 
on the law, and are to be subtracted to any kind of arbitrariness”. According to the Churches’ 
proposals, permits for the construction of places of Christian worship should be granted by 
the local municipal authorities – rather than involving the provincial or national authorities. 
This is reported to be the case for the construction of private buildings. The bureaucratic con-
straints that complicate the construction of new churches date back in part to the Ottoman 
period. In 1934, the Interior Ministry added the so-called “ten rules”, which forbid, among other 
things, the building of new churches near schools, channels, government buildings, railways 
and residential areas. In many cases, the strict application of these rules has prevented the 
building of churches in cities and villages inhabited by Christians, especially in the rural areas 
of Upper Egypt.37

In May 2016 extremists burned down a church in Minya, Upper Egypt, according to a local Coptic 
Bishop. “St Mary’s Church in the village of Esmaelia al-Bahreia was burned down completely 
after an attack carried out by extremists,” said Bishop Macarius of Minya. Egyptian media, which 
reported the fire, have claimed that an electric short-circuit caused the incident. However, 
the bishop claimed the fire was arson. St Mary’s Church was a makeshift church made from 
wood, located 6km north of Minya City. It was used in lieu of a “proper church” because of 
government restrictions: The bishop said: “The makeshift church has been used for worship 
for over a year... since a proper church is yet to be authorised by the government since 2009.”38

The May 2016 meeting between Pope Francis and Ahmed al-Tayeb, the Grand Imam of the 
Sunni Al-Azhar University, held at the Vatican, prompted high hopes of bringing Christians 
and Muslims closer together. In an interview with Aid to the Church in Need, Father Rafic 
Greiche, from the Catholic Church in Egypt, said: “It was the first time that the Grand Imam 
of Al-Azhar University visited the Pope. It was clearly a very cordial meeting. You could see 
that from the body language and the familiarity between the Pope and the Grand Imam. We 
believe that this has broken the ice in the relations between the Vatican and Al-Azhar Uni-
versity.” He added: “The resumption of official dialogue, which was suspended by Al-Azhar 
University in 2011, may not have been explicitly announced yet, but that is just a formality. I 
am firmly convinced that talks will resume.” The most important Islamic institution of Egypt, 
which is highly respected throughout the Sunni world, had unilaterally suspended bilateral 
talks with the Holy See in 2011.39
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Prospects for freedom of religion

The situation concerning religious freedom has improved since an upsurge of anti-Christian 
violence peaked in August 2013 with the attacks on nearly 80 churches and other Coptic 
centres including convents, schools and clinics.40 Father Rafic Greiche, from the Catholic 
Church in Egypt, emphasised that the position of Christians in Egypt has improved vastly 
since Mohammed Morsi of the Muslim Brotherhood was ousted from the Presidency in July 
of 2013. In May 2016, Father Greiche said: “There is no comparison between the situation 
today and that during the government of the Muslim Brotherhood. Today, we have very good 
relations between Church leaders and government agencies. However, there are still many 
problems, of course. But it is my impression that Muslims are growing more aware of our 
situation.”41 President al-Sisi is sending encouraging signs for national unity of Muslims and 
Christians alike. His visits to the Coptic Christmas service in recent years are testament to it. 
Also the President’s call for a reform of Islam has had a positive influence on public opinion. 
The new constitution of 2014 is also a step in the right direction. That said, often laws and 
government policies discriminating against non-Muslims remain unchanged. Also, deeply 
rooted social intolerance and discrimination of non-Muslims, especially Christians, remains a 
serious societal problem, especially in Upper Egypt. Christians are often victims of crimes such 
as blackmail and kidnapping, encouraged by a climate of impunity. And, given the focus on 
the traditional monotheistic religions, atheists and groups such as the Baha’i face daunting 
societal and governmental challenges. 

There are signs of a change of approach in institutions such as the Sunni Al-Azhar University. 
But a lot still has to be done. Coptic Catholic Bishop Youssef Aboul-Kheir told Aid to the Church 
in Need: “The Al-Azhar University is regarded as a moderate force. But in fact there are many 
things in its teachings and programmes, which are anything but moderate. For example, the 
use of force in cases of apostasy by Muslims is justified. This is in contradiction to moderate 
views. The Al-Azhar University must correct its programme.”42
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EL SALVADOR

  AREA POPULATION2

 zChristian: 96,51%
(Christian: 52,5% – Protestant: 27,6% – 
Others: 16,41%)

 zOthers: 3,49%

RELIGION1

   21.041km² 6.300.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution broadly protects against religious discrimination. Thus (i) it guarantees 
the exercise of civil rights, without restrictions of nationality, race, sex or religion (article 
3); (ii) in relation to freedom of expression, it prohibits media companies from discrimi-
nation on the basis of the political or religious content of what is published (article 6); (iii) 
in the case of labour rights, it bans discrimination on religious grounds (article 38); (iv) 
regarding the right of association, it bans armed groups based on political, religious and 
professional interests (article 7), and in the workplace, it guarantees, inter alia, the right 
of association of private employers and workers, without distinction of creed (article 47); 
(v) schools cannot deny admission to students on the basis of the type of union of their 
parents or guardians or because of social, religious, racial or political differences (article 58).

Article 25 of the constitution guarantees the free exercise of all religions, subject to the 
limits of morality and public order; it expressly prohibits, however, the use of a religious 
act to establish the civil status.

As for the specific regulation of the exercise of worship, (i) special consideration is given to 
gatherings or associations for religious purposes, whose constitutional rights cannot be 
suspended under emergency regulations (article 29); (ii) the ministers of religion cannot, 
inter alia, belong to political parties, nor are they eligible for elected office (article 82); 
(iii) civil or ecclesiastical corporations or foundations may not own or manage real estate, 
except for those properties that are immediately and directly in the service or object of 
the institution (article 108); (iv) temples and connected buildings with a religious function 
are exempt from property taxes (article 231).

Only lay people can be elected President of the Republic, become government ministers 
or deputy ministers, Supreme Court justices, appeal court judges, first instance judges, 
justices of the peace, or governors.3

The Penal Code imposes prison sentences on those who publicly offend the religious 
beliefs of others, and on those who destroy religious objects.
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The Interior Ministry has the authority to register, regulate and supervise the funding 
of non-governmental organisations, non-Catholic churches and other religious groups. 
The law specifically exempts the Catholic Church from registration. Most applications for 
registration are approved, but others remain pending because of a lack of the necessary 
information from applicants; so far, none has been rejected.

Public education is secular. The constitution guarantees the right to establish private and 
religious schools without government interference.4

Incidents

In August 2014, El Salvador’s Catholic Church expressed concern over violence, extortion 
and various forms of crime affecting the country. It announced that it would co-operate 
with government authorities – whilst strengthening its own identity and independence – 
in order to set up a commission with four Church representatives, which would promote 
and work for a peaceful environment in El Salvador.5

In April 2015, spokesmen for gangs (known as maras), which have plagued the country 
with crimes and violence, apologised to society for the damage they had caused, and 
offered civil authorities a truce. All this was motivated by the beatification of Archbishop 
Romero, set for 23rd May 2015.6

In July 2015 the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of El Salvador, meeting in Ordinary Assembly, 
praised the Salvadorian people for forging ahead, despite the serious violence prevalent 
in the country. The bishops called on parish churches to perform an hour of adoration 
of the Blessed Sacrament every Thursday and Saturday afternoon, asking for the gift of 
peace for the nation. It urged those who chose violence to change their attitude and 
asked state authorities to act responsibly and to avoid actions which might generate 
greater divisions in the people.

The Bishops, after their Ordinary Assembly held from 25th to 27th January 2016, issued a 
similar message in which they stressed that impunity for crimes should not be normalised.7

In October 2015, a group of petitioners that included, among others, the Passionist Social 
Service of El Salvador and the Anglican Church of El Salvador, went before the Inter-A-
merican Commission on Human Rights to ask for increased government action on behalf 
of citizens forcibly displaced inside the country as a result of high rates of violence and 
poverty, which affect more than 40 percent of the population. On that occasion, various 
organisations pointed out that El Salvador is one of the most violent countries in the 
world whilst government representatives explained the measures being implemented 
to solve conflicts.8

In November 2015, the Office for the Defence of Human Rights of El Salvador asked the 
Supreme Court to annul a resolution adopted in August 2011 that prevents the execution 
of an international arrest warrant against Salvadorian military involved in the murder of 
six Jesuit priests more than 26 years earlier.9
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The Catholic Church exercises great influence on the Salvadorian people, freely performing 
its duties, even though it has seen a drop in membership in recent years.10

Prospects for freedom of religion

With respect to the period under review, one notes that religious organisations, such as 
the Catholic Church and the Anglican Church, have actively addressed the serious violence 
and poverty that El Salvador has endured for much of its recent history. It is especially 
noteworthy that young people have great trust in religious groups11and actively partici-
pate in their activities. This is of great importance in a country where gangs with largely 
underage members play a major role in acts of violence.

As in the previous period, the climate of violence prevailing in the country in 2014-2016 
has not adversely affected respect for freedom of religion. In this sense, the latter has 
neither worsened nor improved. Overall, given the background of violence and poverty 
that characterises Salvadorian society, one can conclude that such freedom is not espe-
cially threatened, which can be interpreted as positive prospect for religious freedom.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_74_2.asp accessed on 4th May 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19401932 accessed on 4th May 2016.
3 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_74_6.asp accessed on 2nd March 2016.
4 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238756.pdf accessed on 8th March 2016.
5 http://www.arzobispadosansalvador.org/index.php/18-noticias-y-eventos/326-mensaje-de-la-confe-

rencia-episcopal-sobre-la-violencia accessed on 4th March 2016.
6 https://es.zenit.org/articles/el-salvador-maras-ofrecen-una-tregua-en-recuerdo-de-romero/ accessed 

on 8th March 2016.
7 h t t p s : / / i s s u u . c o m / a r z o b i s p a d o d e s a n s a l v a d o r / d o c s / m e n s a j e _ d e _ c e d e s _ j u l . _ 3 0 -

15/1?e=11240498/14522933 accessed on 4th March 2016.
https://es.zenit.org/articles/el-salvador-los-obispos-se-muestran-preocupados-por-la-violencia-del-pais/ ac-
cessed on 8th March 2016.
8 http://hrbrief.org/2015/10/situacion-de-violencia-y-desplazamiento-interno-en-el-salvador/ accessed 

on 4th March 2016.
9 http://derechoyreligion.uc.cl/es/docman/boletin-juridico/2015/409-boletin-juridico-noviembre-2015/

file accessed on 17th March 2016.
10 http://www.catholic-hierarchy.org/country/scsv3.html
11 http://observatoriointernacional.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/El_Salvador_Politica-Nacio-

nal-de-Juventud-y-Plan-de-Acci%C3%B3n-2011-2024.pdf accessed on 8th March 2016.
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  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 88,7%
(Christian: 80% – Protestant: 8,7%)

 zMuslim: 4%

 zOthers: 7,3%

GUINEA ECUATORIAL 

	

EQUATORIAL GUINEA
RELIGION

 28.052km2 757.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Article 13 of the constitution, (adopted in 1995 and amended most recently in the new 
constitution which was approved by a referendum in 2011) guarantees freedom “of reli-
gion and worship,” while article 15 states that “all discriminatory acts committed on the 
basis of tribal affiliation, sex, or religion” are “punishable by law.” Article 23 adds that “the 
State guarantees every person, private organisation or religious community the right to 
establish schools,” provided that they respect the official syllabus. The same article also 
permits the free choice of religious instruction “on the basis of freedom of conscience.”1 
This provision is confirmed by the law, which states that every individual is free to study 
his or her religion and should not be forced to follow another religion without consent. 

In state schools, the study of religion is optional and may be replaced by a course in civil 
or social education. As article 9 of the constitution makes clear, religion is not permitted 
as a defining policy of political parties.

A 1991 law, which, in the following year, was confirmed in a presidential decree, sets out 
the norms for the registration of religious groups and for officially sanctioned preferential 
treatment towards the Catholic Church and the Reformed Church of Equatorial Guinea 
– neither of which is required to obtain state registration. Also, in October 2013 the 
government of Equatorial Guinea and the Holy See signed a concordat. This preferential 
treatment is demonstrated, in practice, by the inclusion of the Catholic Mass in all official 
ceremonies, particularly during celebrations of the anniversary of the 1979 coup d’état, 
on Independence Day and on the President’s birthday.

Other religious groups are required to register through a written request to the ministry 
of justice, religious worship and prisons. The evaluation of this request is entrusted to the 
director-general of this ministry. Some religious groups, such as Muslims or Baha’i, need 
register only once. Some other, newer denominations may be required to renew their 
registration periodically. Unregistered groups can be fined or disbanded. In practice the 
registration process is extremely slow – in some cases it can take a number of years – but 
this appears to be because of the local bureaucracy rather than because of any explicit 
political decision to target any particular religious group.
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A Ministry of Justice, Religious Affairs and Prisons decree, published on 4th April 2015, 
specifies that any religious activities taking place outside the hours of 6:00 a.m. to 9:00 
p.m. or outside of registered places of worship require permission from the ministry. The 
decree prohibits religious acts or preaching within private residences and requires foreign 
religious representatives or authorities to obtain advance permission from the ministry 
in order to participate in religious activities.2 

Incidents

The Catholic Church is reported to be close to the government and to enjoy many privile-
ges. For instance, a certificate of Baptism can be accepted as an official document and can 
even be requested for some official purposes.3 Opposition and civil society groups often 
criticise the Catholic Church for allegedly being silent in front of governmental abuses of 
power. On 3rd August 2015, the archbishop of Malabo, Juan Nsue Edjang Maye, presided 
over a Mass attended by high-ranking officials at Oyala, the projected new capital, on the 
occasion of the anniversary of the 1979 coup d’État, in which he praised President Obiang.4 

Prospects for freedom of religion

During the reporting period, no facts of deliberate persecution against any significant part 
of the population for specific religious reasons were reported. In practice, however, this 
freedom has to be seen in the context of broader political oppression and of the gover-
nment’s lack of respect for basic human rights. In particular, there have been frequent 
complaints from Muslims living in the country of harassment and of accusations by the 
Police of being sympathisers of Boko Haram. The Muslim population has been increasing 
in recent years, due to the growing number of immigrants from West African countries 
as well as from the Middle East. In March and April 2015, hundreds of citizens from West 
African countries were arrested and deported. In many cases, the Police crackdown 
took place on Fridays, in places near mosques where it was easy to identify and trap the 
immigrants in question. In most cases, they were not even given time to alert their family 
members or to collect their belongings. Some human rights activists reported that there 
were cases in which the detainees, while in Police custody, where forced to work at the 
residences of Police officers.5 The year before, several deportations of immigrants from 
West African countries, in very similar circumstances, were also reported.6

Endnotes
1 ww.guineaecuatorialpress.com/imgdb/2012/leyfundamentalreformada.pdf
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2014/af/238210.htm
3 Conversation with a Catholic priest from Equatorial Guinea
4 http://www.diariorombe.es/juan-nsue-edjang-celebro-la-misa-en-la-conmemoracion-del-golpe-de-e-

stado-mezclando-espanol-y-fang/
5 Conversation of the author of the report with two human rights activists from Equatorial Guinea
6 http://puentehumano.blogspot.com/2014/07/32-inmigrantes-africanos-expulsados-de.html
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 zChristian: 47,9%
(Christian: 13% – Orthodox: 30% – 
Others: 4,9%)

 zMuslim: 50,1%
(Sunni: 50% – Others: 0,1%)

 zOthers: 2%

ERITREA 

 

ERITREA
RELIGION

 117.600km2 6.536.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In 1997, five years after Eritrea’s independence, the National Assembly approved the coun-
try´s constitution. Article 19 states that “Every person shall have the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and belief.” It further adds that: “Every person shall have the freedom 
to practise any religion and to manifest such practice.”1 However, the constitution as such 
has never been implemented and the authorities have always governed by decrees. In 
one of them, issued in 1995, the government indicated that just four religious commu-
nities were to be recognised by the state – the Eritrean Orthodox Tewahedo Church, the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Eritrea, the Catholic Church and Islam.

For the last few years, the government has secured the leadership of the Orthodox Church 
and the Muslim community under its own control, not only paying their hierarchies’ 
salaries and providing them with means of transport, but also controlling their activities 
and financial resources. However, the Catholic Church and the Lutheran Church have 
continued to maintain their autonomy.

The four authorised religious communities still require permission from the religious affairs’ 
office to print and distribute religious literature among their faithful. Their religious leaders 
and the media with whom they have formal links are forbidden to comment on political 
matters. They are also required to submit reports to the government every six months 
on all their activities. Every year the Religious Affairs Department reiterates the provision 
contained in the decree of 1995 in regard to the religious organizations. It instructs the 
four recognised religions to cease accepting funds from abroad, to operate on the basis of 
financial self-sufficiency and to limit their activities to religious worship only. The decree 
further states that if the churches wish to engage in social works, they must register as 
NGOs and cede the supervision of their funding from abroad to the authorities. In practice, 
however, these prohibitions are not enforced or observed.

Apart from the four officially recognised religions, the other main faith groups are the 
Pentecostal Christians, evangelicals and Jehovah’s Witnesses. These were tolerated until 
2002 when it was required by decree that their organisations submit requests for regi-
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stration with detailed supporting information about their leaders. They were warned that 
failure to comply would result in their being declared illegal.

Extreme human rights violations, including abuse of fundamental religious liberty, is 
described as a core factor in Eritrea becoming what Amnesty International calls “one of 
the biggest refugee producing countries”.2 The UN High Commissioner for Refugees has 
reported that 5,000 people have been leaving Eritrea every month.3 The threat of indefi-
nite military service was explained as a principal cause of people fleeing the country but 
reports also highlighted an increasing clampdown on religious expression and severe 
penalties for non-compliance with government efforts to control the faith life of the 
nation. At least 3,000 Christians are among religious groups imprisoned for their beliefs.4 

Incidents

During the reporting period, the government continued to detain or harass members of 
some religious groups, including at least 85 jailed members of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, 
who have been singled out for particularly harsh treatment because of their refusal to 
bear arms or participate in the citizen´s militia programme.5 Members of this denomina-
tion are reported to be systematically refused government jobs and issued with national 
identity cards.

One of the bones of contention between the government and the religious groups has 
always been the fact that even clergy and other religious individuals are required to under-
take military service. Military conscription is organized at the discretion of the authorities 
for individuals up to the age of 50. In practice, however, even this limit is theoretical and 
in reality there are many men aged over 50 who continue to do military service. In the 
past a partial exception was agreed for the priests and seminarians of the Catholic Church, 
but since 2005 the Catholic clergy and seminarians have, in principle, been liable to be 
called up for military service and they are forbidden from travelling abroad. Because of 
this, Catholic religious orders are unable to send their seminarians and religious Sisters 
for studies outside the country.6

Between 2007 and 2008, the government in Asmara forced 18 Catholic missionaries (both 
male and female) to leave the country by refusing to renew their residence permits in the 
country, and no foreign missionary has been able to obtain a permanent visa. Even those 
religious temporarily visiting the country, for example to guide religious retreats for the 
congregations, are unable to obtain visas for religious purposes, but are instead obliged 
to apply for tourist visas and required, in theory at least, to reside in hotels.

Despite the repressive atmosphere that reigns in the country, in June 2014 the four Catho-
lic bishops published a pastoral letter entitled “Where is your brother”, marking the 23rd 
anniversary of the country’s independence. In the document the bishops decry the mass 
exodus of youth from the country and they criticise the lack of religious freedom in the 
country.7 The government did not comment on the letter, at least in public. 
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A confidential report given to the Roaco meeting in Rome in June 2015 decried the alle-
ged discrimination that the Catholic Church was suffering at the hands of the Eritrean 
government because of its resistance to state control. The report stated: “It is only the 
Catholic Church which is still active and relatively independent. The government does not 
like this and has set plans to weaken her. First, it is by trying to take the young pastoral 
agents (priests and religious) for unlimited time of military service. Second, it is wanting 
to confiscate…schools, clinics, kindergartens and women promotion centres. Third, it is 
wanting to control and limit the Church’s financial activities. Bringing money from abroad 
is not wanted and income generating initiatives by the Church are considered commercial.”

In October 2015, a man named Benyam, who fled Eritrea and who eventually gained 
asylum in the UK, described being threatened with violence by state forces for refusing 
to recant his conversion from Eritrean Orthodoxy to Pentecostal Christianity. The man, 
who recalled fighting for Eritrea’s independence from Ethiopia, stated: “The very same 
freedoms I had fought for started to seem a long way away.” In an account published by 
human rights organisation Christian Solidarity Worldwide, he stated: “Eritrea is one of the 
world’s most repressive nations – a single party state that has been ruled for more than 
20 years by a cruel dictator. There is no freedom of expression, no freedom of religion or 
belief.” Underlining the threat of “indefinite military service”, he said: “I decided to flee. 
I set off on foot towards the border with Sudan.” At great risk to his safety, he made it 
across the border and travelled to the UK. He said: “I was lucky. I didn’t go to one of the 
desert prisons where people are kept in shipping containers or in pitch-black solitary 
confinement. You cannot be a Christian in Eritrea.”8 

The UN Commission of inquiry on human rights in Eritrea produced its long-awaited 
report in June 2015. It stated: “The [Eritrean] Government perceives religion as a threat 
to its existence and has set about controlling it.” Even the four authorised faith groups 
– Eritrean Orthodox, Catholics, Lutherans and Sunni Muslims – “are to varying degrees 
targeted by restrictions and attacks by the Government. Interference in religious structu-
res is rampant”. As for unauthorised religions, the report stated that their gatherings are 
“prohibited. Religious materials are confiscated, adherents are arbitrarily arrested, ill-treated 
or subjected to torture during their detention and prisoners are coerced to recant their 
faith. Many religious followers have been killed or have disappeared.”9 It goes on to state 
that Jehovah’s Witnesses have been deprived of their citizenship, which means they have 
no legal protection as their national identity documents are immediately confiscated. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Egregious and systematic denial of religious freedom is not least of the reasons why thou-
sands upon thousands of people are fleeing Eritrea. With 2015 reports stating that after 
Syrians, Eritreans are the second most common nationality to arrive on Italian shores – as 
reported in The Guardian newspaper in the UK,10 it is no surprise that Eritrea has been 
named the “The North Korea of Africa”.11 Even the four registered faith groups are under 
pressure and for everyone lies the threat of unlimited military service for failure to comply 
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with repressive measures contravening essential tenets of religious liberty. Unauthorised 
faith groups in particular have suffered on-going government monitoring, interference, 
detention without charge, forced labour, torture and illegal execution. Problems are 
compounded by reports that, as human rights organisation Open Doors puts it, “radical 
Muslims appear to be gaining support and the government has sympathy for extremist 
groups such as Rashaida and al-Shabaab – they have reportedly supplied al-Shabaab 
with weapons at times.”12 Recommending once again that Eritrea be designed by the 
U.S. Government as “a country of particular concern”, the US International Commission on 
Religious Belief, stated in its report for 2016 that “The Eritrean government continues to 
repress religious freedom”. With a failed economy, people fleeing en-masse, unrelenting 
international pressure to bring President Isaias Afwerki before the International Criminal 
Court, there is little or no sign that the situation is likely to improve as regards religious 
freedom at least in the short term.13

In 2014, Eritrea was named by the US State Department among the eight “countries of 
particular concern” (6) that severely violate religious freedom rights within their borders 
(Burma, China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan). The fact that the 
government has pursued the same policy of exerting tight control over the religious 
institutions and curtailing their activities shows that little has changed since. As far as 
religious freedom is concerned, nothing seems to suggest that any positive changes may 
occur in Eritrea in the near future.

Endnotes
1 http://www.eritrea.be/old/eritrea-constitution.htm
2 https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/afr64/2930/2015/en/Eritrea: Just Deserters – Amnesty Interna-

tional – p6
3 Ibid
4 Aid to the Church in Need, Persecuted and Forgotten, A Report on Christians oppressed for their Faith 

2013-15 (October 2015); Executive Summary, p23
5 U.S. State Department – International Religious Freedom Report for 2014 - http://www.state.gov/docu-

ments/organization/238424.pdf
6 6.Interview with Eritrean clergy
7 http://www.tesfanews.net/four-eritrean-catholic-bishops-issue-pastoral-letter- decrying-emigration/
8 http://www.csw.org.uk/2015/10/29/feature/2846/article.htmYou cannot be free.
9 United Nations General Assembly -–Report of the commission of inquiry on human rights in Eritrea, 4th 

June 2015 https://documents-dds ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G15/114/50/PDF/G1511450.pdf?OpenE-
lement – Sections 25-6

10 http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2015/mar/19/eritrea-ruthless-repression-human-ri-
ghts-violations-un-commission

11 http://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/worldwatch/eritrea.php
12 Open Doors - http://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/worldwatch/eritrea.php
13 http://www.uscirf.gov/reports-briefs
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ESTONIA 

	

ESTONIA

  AREA POPULATION4

 zChristian: 23,3%
(Protestant: 8,4%2 – Orthodox: 13,7%3 – 
Others: 1,2%)

 zAteus: 54%

 zOthers: 22,7%

RELIGION1

     45.200km2 1.325.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution states that everyone has a right to practise their religion, both alone and 
in community with others, in public or in private. Exceptions to this rule are only made 
should this freedom be “detrimental to public order, health or morals”. The constitution 
also states: “The incitement of religious hatred, violence, or discrimination shall be prohi-
bited and punishable by law.” This punishment varies from a fine up to a three-year prison 
sentence. There is no state Church.

The law differentiates between religious associations and religious societies. Religious 
associations are defined as Churches, congregations, unions of congregations and 
monasteries. Meanwhile religious societies are understood as being organisations which 
undertake confessional or ecumenical activities outside the traditional forms of religious 
rites of a church or congregation and which need not be connected with a specific church 
or congregation.

Religious associations are registered by county and city courts. Churches, congregations, 
and unions of congregations are required to have a management board, and monasteries 
are required to have an elected or appointed superior. Citizens and legal residents may 
be members of the board. In order to register formally, the management board of a reli-
gious association must submit an application signed by all its members. A congregation 
must have at least 12 adult members. The minutes of the constitutive meeting, a copy of 
statutes and a notarized copy of signatures of the board members serve as supporting 
documents for the registration application. Religious societies register under the law 
governing non-profit associations.

The law treats registered churches and religious organisations as non-profit entities 
entitled to tax benefits. There are more than 500 religious associations registered with the 
government. Activities of unregistered religious associations are not prohibited by law. 
Unregistered entities, however, cannot present themselves as legal persons and cannot 
exercise the rights or seek the protections accorded to a legally registered religious entity.
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The law requires the commanding officer of each military unit to provide defence force 
members the opportunity to practise their religion. Prison directors must also provide 
the opportunity for inmates to practise their religious beliefs.

In state schools a basic instruction on religious themes is optional and available. If at 
least 12 students request it, a school must by law offer religious studies at the primary or 
secondary level. Comparative religious studies are available in state and private schools 
on an elective basis.5

The government has by law no permission to force individuals to divulge their religious 
or other convictions and in addition it may not collect such information against an indi-
vidual’s will.6 

Incidents

A report on foxnews.com warned about a possible recurrence of anti-Semitism in the 
Baltic Countries. In Estonia this was connected with a controversial Holocaust-themed 
museum exhibition in February 2015 and the relative success of a far right party during 
elections held in the same month. The exhibition in Tallinn showed among its exhibits a 
picture of the iconic Hollywood sign replaced with the word “Holocaust”. Some visitors and 
critics perceived this as a suggestion that the genocide was an entertainment event. In 
addition, 20 naked actors played tag in a recreated gas chamber in an apparent humorous 
interpretation of events in Auschwitz and elsewhere. There were a number of protests 
and in response the exhibition closed. 

In the February 2015 Parliamentary elections, seven members of the national conserva-
tive EKRE party became delegates (the total number of delegates was 101). An article on 
foxnews.com attacked Mart Helme, the leader of the party, describing him as controver-
sial. Helme was accused of racism by Efraim Zuroff, the Director of the Simon Wiesenthal 
Centre in Jerusalem, for coining the slogan “Estonia. For the Estonians”. Helme defended 
himself by arguing that a Russian TV station deliberately mistranslated the slogan to pre-
sent Estonians as xenophobic and intolerant of minorities. The slogan, which was used 
during several demonstrations, was supposed to say “For Estonia”, which Helme alleged 
sounds very similar in the Estonian language. Furthermore, Helme denied the existence 
of anti-Semitism in Estonia, pointing out that there are very few Jews left in the country. 
At the same time, the leader of EKRE explained that his movement opposes Muslim immi-
gration, citing the failures of integration in the West, especially in France and Sweden.7 

Prospects for freedom of religion

According to the Freedom House Report, religious freedom is greatly respected in Estonia 
both in theory and in practice.8 Some Western media outlets remain sensitive and possibly 
biased about what they perceive as enduring xenophobia and anti-Semitism in the Baltic 
countries. It is possible that Russian reports, through defamation and misinformation, 
fuel this impression in the West. 
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Endnotes
1 2011 census
2 Lutheran
3 Estonian Orthodox Church and Estonian Apostolic Orthodox Church
4 US Government (2014 estimate)
5 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238376#wrapper
6 https://www.eesti.ee/eng/inimoigused/inimoigustega_seotud_teemad/sonavabadus
7 http://www.foxnews.com/world/2015/03/12/jews-in-baltics-fear-creep-anti-semitism.html
8 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2014/estonia
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  AREA POPULATION
 1.104.300km2 96.506.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The 1993 Constitution of Ethiopia enshrines, in article 11, the principle of separation 
between the state and religion. It further adds that no religion shall be considered as 
official. The constitution goes on to state that the state and religious groups shall not 
meddle in each other’s affairs. Article 27 acknowledges the freedom of conscience and 
religion of all its citizens, including the freedom, either individually or in community with 
others, and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, 
practice and teaching. It also certifies the right to disseminate one’s own beliefs and to 
convert to another faith, and the right of parents to educate their children in the religion 
which they practice.1

The Preamble of the Constitution states that the “equal development of the various cultures 
and religions” is one of the indispensable conditions which “guarantee a lasting peace, 
a flourishing and irreversible democracy and a rapid economic and social development 
for our country Ethiopia”.

The constitution also prohibits religious teaching in all schools, both public and private. 
Article 90, section 2 states: “Education shall be provided in a manner that is free from any 
religious influence, political partisanship or cultural prejudices.” Religious instruction is 
permitted in churches and mosques.

The law prohibits the formation of political parties based on religion.

Under a law introduced in February 2009 – the Charities and Societies Proclamation – all 
Churches and religious groups are considered as “charity organizations”, and as such are 
required to submit a request for registration with the justice ministry. They are required to 
renew this application every three years. In the absence of such registration, they cannot 
engage in such activities as opening a bank account nor can they be represented legally. 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church (EOC) and the Ethiopian Islamic Affairs Supreme Council 
(EIASC) are exempt from this three-yearly renewal process. The Church and other agen-
cies specializing in charitable and development work are required to register with the 
Charities and Societies Agency separately from the religious body to which they belong, 
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and are thereby subject to current legislation on the NGOs. There is a limit of 10 percent 
on funding received from abroad.

The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which is the largest single religious group, is predominant 
particularly in the Tigray and Amhara regions and in some parts of Oromia. Meanwhile 
the Sunni Muslims, who represent approximately a third of all Ethiopians, are dominant in 
the Oromia, Somali and Afar regions. The Evangelical and Pentecostal Christians represent 
around nine percent of all Ethiopians and are most strongly represented in the south-west.2

A law of 2008 makes it a criminal offence to incite religious hostility by means of the media, 
as well as blasphemy and the defamation of religious personalities. Various government 
and civil society initiatives seek to promote harmonious coexistence between the reli-
gions and to prevent and resolve conflict related to religion. This government initiative 
has given rise to a “National Interfaith Peace Council”, which works together with the 
regional governments to foster religious co-existence.

The government does not grant permanent visas to foreign religious workers, unless 
they are involved in development projects managed by registered NGOs affiliated to the 
church to which the foreign missionary belongs. This policy is not normally applied in 
the case of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.

The government officially recognizes both Christian and Muslim holidays and mandates a 
two-hour lunch break on Fridays to allow Muslims to go to a mosque for prayers. Official 
holidays include: Christmas, Epiphany, Good Friday, Easter, Meskel, Eid al-Adha, the Birth 
of the Prophet Muhammad, and Eid al-Fitr.

Incidents

Muslims and Pentecostal Protestants have complained of alleged local injustices and 
discrimination in the allocation of loans for the construction of buildings for religious 
use. The Protestants claim discriminatory treatment by local authorities, both Muslim 
and Ethiopian Orthodox, in regard to requests for land for the building of churches and 
cemeteries. The Muslims have complained of the difficulties they experience in gaining 
permits to build mosques in the northern regions of Ethiopia, where the population is 
overwhelmingly Ethiopian Orthodox and where the Muslim community represents a small 
percentage of the population. They also complain that their foreign imams are generally 
granted very limited residence permits, a policy which the government is said to pursue 
in order to exert a tight control over the spread of Islamic fundamentalism.3

Following the murder of 30 Christian Ethiopian migrant workers by militants of the 
Islamic State in Libya in mid-April 2015, a mass demonstration took place in the capital, 
Addis Ababa, on Wednesday, 22nd April, which turned violent. Addressing a rally staged 
in Addis Ababa, which was attended by hundreds and thousands of the City’s dwellers, 
Prime Minister Hailemariam Dessalegn said the “killing is intend to create division among 
Ethiopians”. However, he added: “Ethiopia’s long history of religious tolerance will not be 
hampered by this evil act.” Representatives of various religious institutions also decried 
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the killing of the Ethiopians as a callous terrorist attack targeted at innocent civilians. They 
noted that terrorism doesn’t represent any religion and that an ISIS attack against Ethiopian 
Christians will not affect the centuries-old tradition of religious tolerance in Ethiopia.4

On 3rd August 2015, a court in Ethiopia sentenced 18 Muslims, including clerics and a 
journalist, to up to 22 years in prison under the Anti-Terror Proclamation legislation. The 
18 were convicted in July 2015 on charges including terrorism and conspiracy to create an 
Islamic state.5 They had been arrested in 2012 over protests against alleged government 
interference in religious affairs, when a section of Ethiopia´s Muslim community staged 
protests over allegations that the government was interfering in the choice of the main 
religious body, the Islamic Supreme Council. Four of the defendants – Abubakar Ahmed, 
Ahmedin Jebel, Yasin Nuru and Kemal Shemsu – were sentenced to 22 years each in prison. 
The other 14 received sentences ranging from seven years to 18 years. The group denied 
the charges and said they were mistreated during their detention.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Concerning the right to religious freedom, during the reporting period the situation has 
remained stable and no incidents of particular concern have been reported. Religious 
denominations, generally, can carry out their activities without any significant restrictions, 
although some minority groups complained of what they perceived as a discriminatory 
treatment. The cases of detention of Islamic militants and the control that the State exerts 
on Muslim communities seem to be motivated by legitimate security concerns rather 
than by a will to curtail religious activities.

Endnotes
1 http://www.africa.upenn.edu/Hornet/Ethiopian_Constitution.html
2 G. Prunier & Elio Ficquet. Understanding Contemporary Ethiopia. Hurst &Company. London. Nairobi 2015
3 Interview with a Catholic expatriate missionary in Addis Ababa
4 http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/04/anti-isil-rally-turns-violent-ethiopia- 150422151713828.html
5 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-33759946
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FIYI 

	

FIJI

 zChristian: 63,92%
(Protestant: 25%2 – Others: 38,92%)

 zHindus: 27,74%

 zSikhs: 0,51%

 zMuslim: 6,2%

 zOthers: 1,63%

RELIGION1

   18.270km2 874.742

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Since independence from Britain in 1970, Fiji has witnessed considerable political uphe-
aval as rivalries continue between indigenous Fijian and the ethnic Indian communities. 
Political instability has threatened democracy, with four military coups in 20 years. 

In Fiji, religious beliefs are closely linked with racial identity and so directly affect the 
island’s politics. The majority of indigenous Fijians are Christian. Of the total population, 
according to the 2007 census, 64 percent of the population is Christian, 28 percent Hindu, 
six percent Muslim and two percent are other faiths or none.

Fiji’s former President, Epeli Nailatikau, signed the country’s fourth constitution into law 
in September 2013, implementing a number of changes. These included eliminating 
race-based and seat quotas, district-based representation, the unelected upper chamber, 
and the role of the hereditary Council of Chiefs. The constitution declares Fiji a secular 
state yet it guarantees citizens the right to demonstrate their religion through worship, 
observance, practice or teaching. 

Incidents 

The state’s distrust of the Church has influenced the constitution to the extent that none 
of its articles can be disregarded for religious reasons. The largest and most influential 
of the Christian denominations is the Methodist Church with about 290,000 members, 
or about one-third of the population. In 2014, the government lifted restrictions which 
had prevented the Methodist Church from holding its annual conference from 2009 to 
2011 after allegations that the Church had become too political.3 Methodist ministers had 
been accused of being on the payroll of the ousted Soqosoqo Duavata ni Lewenivanua 
government (SDL) and of spying on the military before the 2006 coup. The ban was lifted 
following an announcement by Church leaders that stated the Church was apolitical. 
Clergy who wished to contest the elections were required to resign and were banned 
from endorsing a particular political party or candidate. 
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FIJ
I In 2013, the government accused the Catholic Church of spreading misinformation. Prime 

Minister Commodore Voreqe Bainimarama said that the Church risked aggravating public 
opinion by making remarks criticising the new constitution. Archbishop Peter Loy Chong 
of Suva was reported by Fides news agency in 2013 as voicing his misgivings about the 
constitution, saying: “We are concerned about whether a secularist state wants to reduce 
faith to a purely individualistic matter.”

Many religious organisations including Anglican, Catholic, Hindu, Methodist and Muslim 
groups operate numerous schools, and several missionary groups are involved in social 
welfare, health, and education projects. Non-governmental organisations brought together 
different religious groups to promote respect and understanding of traditions.

Prospects for freedom of religion

During the period under review, there were reports of harassment of religious groups 
viewed by some as outside the mainstream. Religious groups are required to register 
with the government under the Religious Bodies Registration Act and permits for church 
meetings are required. Some religious groups reported that they found it difficult to 
operate in some villages and smaller islands. Authorities also investigated the vandalism 
of a Hindu prayer hall at the Nadi Arya Samaj Primary School in April 2014. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2014/eap/238296.htm
2 Methodist
3 http://fijilive.com/news/2013/06/methodist-conference-to-go-on-as-planned/54122.Fijilive
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FINLANDIA 

	

FINLAND

  AREA3 POPULATION4

 zChristian: 76%
(Protestant: 75%2 – Orthodox: 1%)

 zOthers: 24%

RELIGION1

     338.145km2 5.400.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees freedom of religion and conscience, which includes the right 
to profess and practise a religion, to express one’s beliefs and to belong to or not belong 
to a religious community. It prohibits discrimination based on religion.5 “Breach of the 
sanctity of religion” is against the law.6

The Freedom of Religion Act governs the recognition of religious communities and 
recognised communities are eligible for the receipt of public funds. Registered religious 
communities include the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland (ELC), the Orthodox 
Church of Finland, and other communities such as the Catholic Church, the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, the Evangelical Free Church, and the Seventh-Day Adventists.7

The ELC has a special status as an institution under public law and has the exclusive right 
to take initiative for amendments to the Freedom of Religion Act.8 Members of the ELC 
or Orthodox Church must pay a church tax or formally terminate their memberships. The 
ELC and Orthodox Church must maintain cemeteries and may register births, marriages, 
and deaths for the state.9

Students belonging to a recognised religious community are given religious education in 
accordance with their families’ convictions, while others are taught ethics. The singing of 
traditional hymns at school celebrations and at Christmas is not considered the practise of 
religion and is therefore permitted, to preserve Finnish culture. There are a small number 
of private religious schools.10

There are legal restrictions on animal slaughter, but the law allows some religious slau-
ghter, provided that the animals are killed and stunned simultaneously. Leaders of the 
Muslim and Jewish communities have opposed restrictions.11

Conscientious objection to military service for religious reasons is permitted, provided 
that objectors complete alternative civilian service. Failure to serve can result in impri-
sonment. Only Jehovah’s Witnesses are exempt from both military and civilian service.12
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Generally, there are no restrictions on wearing religious clothing or symbols. There are 
no bans against wearing headscarves.13 In February 2014, national unions of bus drivers 
and bus companies agreed that a Sikh turban could be worn by drivers at work.14

Incidents

With respect to reports of incidents relating to religious minorities, it should be noted that 
because ethnicity and religion are often closely linked, it might be difficult to determine 
whether an incident is motivated by racism, xenophobia, or by religious intolerance. 

Official figures reported to the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
and the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) for its 2014 
hate crimes report include 71 “anti-religious hate crimes,” including 31 physical assau-
lts, eight cases of damage to property or vandalism, 18 cases of threats, three cases of 
disturbance of domestic peace, four thefts, and seven other crimes. The data provided 
does not classify the incidents by faith. Law enforcement forces reported no religiously 
motivated incidents.15

Related to Christianity

According to the Finnish Immigration Service, half of the asylum applications in 2014 
submitted by Iranians were based on their conversion to Christianity and argued that 
converts faced apostasy charges in Iran.16 Some Finnish politicians have called for prefe-
rence to be given to persecuted Christians in the selection of refugees according to the 
European Union quota.17

Related to Islam

The Ankara-based Foundation for Political, Economic and Social Research’s (SETA) 2015 
European Islamophobia Report says, “That Islamophobia is rising in an alarming way 
throughout public discourse, including media, politics and especially in the realm of 
cyberspace and social media. Other academic research cited in this report has shown 
that Islamophobia is one of the reasons of Muslim radicalisation and why some Muslims 
decide to leave Finland and move to Syria.”18

The construction of a large central mosque in Helsinki was endorsed by the deputy mayor 
and the Network for Muslim Affairs in 2015.19 Concerns have been raised, however, as to 
potential funding by the government of Bahrain and whether it would be run by Finnish 
Muslims or by imams from outside of Finland20 According to the SETA report, there was 
at least one demonstration against the mosque project organised by the non-govern-
mental organisation the Finnish Defence League (Against radical Islam for freedom and 
democracy), and the youth branch of the party True Finns published a statement against 
the mosque.
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Prospects for freedom of religion

It appears that there were no significant new or increased governmental restrictions on 
religious freedom during the period under review. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238378
2 Evangelical Lutheran Church
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17288360
4 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17288360
5 http://www.minedu.fi/OPM/Kirkollisasiat/uskonnonvapaus/?lang=en
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238378
7 http://www.minedu.fi/OPM/Kirkollisasiat/uskonnolliset_yhdyskunnat/?lang=en
8 http://www.minedu.fi/OPM/Kirkollisasiat/uskonnolliset_yhdyskunnat/?lang=en
9 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238378
10 http://www.minedu.fi/OPM/Kirkollisasiat/opetus/?lang=en
11 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238378
12 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238378
13 http://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/reports/2015/en/EIR_2015_FINLAND.pdf
14 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238378
15 http://hatecrime.osce.org/finland?year=2014
16 http://www.migri.fi/for_the_media/bulletins/press_releases/press_releases/1/0/iranian_christian_con-

verts_frequently_arrested_and_questioned_61876
17 http://yle.fi/uutiset/rasanen_more_selective_choices_possible_for_quota_refugees/7232600
18 http://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/reports/2015/en/EIR_2015_FINLAND.pdf
19 http://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/reports/2015/en/EIR_2015_FINLAND.pdf
20 http://yle.fi/uutiset/finnish_muslims_broadly_back_helsinki_mosque__but_question_funding_sour-

ces/8415109
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RELIGION1
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The 4th October 1958 Constitution of France establishes the country as a secular State: 
“Article 1: France shall be an indivisible, secular, democratic and social Republic. It shall 
ensure the equality of all citizens before the law, without distinction of origin, race or 
religion. It shall respect all beliefs.” Articles 1 and 2 of the French Law of 1905 provide a 
description of what a “secular Republic” means in France: “Article 1: The Republic ensures 
the liberty of conscience. It guarantees the free exercise of religion, under restrictions 
prescribed by the interest in public order. Article 2: The Republic does not recognise, 
remunerate, or subsidise any religious denomination.”

In France, the State is the owner of most of the places of worship and other religious 
buildings. This dates back to the 1905 Law on the Separation of the Churches and State 
passed by the Chamber of Deputies on 9th December 1905. The law was based on three 
principles: the neutrality of the State, the freedom of religious exercise, and public powers 
related to the Church. This law is seen as the backbone of the French principle of laïcité. 
It led to the expulsion of many religious orders and the closing of most Catholic schools. 
Most Church buildings were declared property of the State but were made available to 
the Church for religious activities. 

According to this law, the government may not directly help religious groups by fun-
ding the construction of new mosques, churches, synagogues or temples. That said, the 
government may provide loan guarantees or lease property to groups at advantageous 
rates. It also exempts places of worship from property taxes. 

There are three French territories where the 1905 Separation Law does not apply: Alsa-
ce-Lorraine which was part of the German Empire during the passage of the 1905 law, 
French Guyana which was governed under the colonial laws, and the French Overseas 
Departments and Territories.

Public schools are secular. By law, the government subsidises private (mainly Catholic) 
schools. In 98 percent of private schools, the government pays the teachers’ salaries pro-
vided the school accepts all children regardless of their religious affiliation.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



FR
AN

CE
 

245Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

Law on conspicuous religious signs

In March 2004, the French Parliament adopted a law that prohibits public schools students 
from wearing clothing or insignia that “conspicuously manifest a religious affiliation”. The 
law was approved by an overwhelming majority of 494-36 in the National Assembly, 
276-20 in the Senate, and was strongly supported by public opinion throughout France.

Law on the full-body veil

On 11th October 2010, Nicolas Sarkozy, then President of France, promulgated the law 
“prohibiting the concealment of the face in the public space”. This law made wearing 
the niqab (which shows only the eyes) or the burqa (full-face veil) punishable by up to 
a 150 EUR fine. 

The law prohibits covering one’s face in public places, including public transportation, 
government buildings, and other public spaces such as restaurants and cinemas. If the 
police encounter someone in a public space wearing a face covering such as a mask or 
burqa, they are legally required to ask the individual to remove it to verify their identity. 

Individuals who coerce a woman to cover her face by threat, violence, force, or abuse of 
power or authority, are subject to a fine of 30,000 EUR and can receive a sentence of up 
to one year in prison. The fine and sentence are doubled if the victim is a minor.

Laws on Sects

In America, Europe and Asia, a series of violent atrocities in the 1990s, including suicide 
and murder, apparently linked to sects, prompted countries in Europe, notably France, 
to take steps aimed at protecting citizens. On 29th June 1995, the National Assembly 
unanimously adopted a resolution creating an inquiry commission “to study the sect 
phenomenon.” On 9th May 1996, an Inter-ministerial Observatory on Sects was created 
by decree. From 1996 to 1998, training and awareness programmes for the police, State 
prosecutors, judges and teachers were initiated to reinforce the control of sects by 
government agencies and the state. On 7th October 1998, the President and the Prime 
Minister signed a decree creating the Mission Inter-ministérielle de lute contre les sectes 
(MILS – Inter-ministerial Mission to Combat Sects). On 1st December 1998, the Ministry of 
Justice sent to the staff of the public prosecutor’s office a circular to ask prosecutors and 
judges to work with anti-sect associations such as the UNADFI and the CCMM “to combat 
attacks on persons or private property committed by groups of a sectarian nature.” On 
15th December 1998, the authorities set up a Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry into 
the finances, property and fiscal standing of sects. On 30th May 2001, all-parliamentary 
groups of the National Assembly unanimously adopted the controversial About-Picard 
Law which strengthened the legislative arsenal used to repress the activities of minority 
religious groups and their members. On 28th November 2002, a presidential decree was 
adopted to replace the controversial MILS with the MIVILUDES (Inter-ministerial Mission 
for Monitoring and Combatting Cultic Deviances). More laws and decrees targeting alle-
gedly harmful cults have been adopted since then. 
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Incidents

Related to Islam

Terrorism in the name of religion

In Paris, on the night of 13th November 2015, gunmen and suicide bombers targeted a 
concert hall, a major stadium, restaurants and bars, leaving 130 people dead and hundreds 
wounded. According to Paris chief prosecutor Francois Molins, the near-simultaneous 
attacks were carried out by “three co-ordinated teams”,4 and the following day Daesh (ISIS) 
claimed responsibility.5 Two weeks later, France’s Interior Minister Bernard Cazeneuve said 
police had arrested 232 people and shut down three mosques under emergency laws 
passed in the wake of Paris attacks.6 He said police had carried out 2,235 raids across the 
country. During the operations, police seized 334 weapons, including 24 military-grade 
weapons. In response to the Paris attacks, Anouar Kbibech, president of the French Council 
for the Muslim Religion (CFCM), said he would create a permit to preach for imams in 
a bid to root out extremists and promote a “tolerant and open Islam”, as well as a new 
religious body to fight back against jihadist propaganda.7 

The state of emergency was prolonged until July after the 2016 UEFA European Cham-
pionship had taken place in France.

Days after the football tournament, there were two further Islamist attacks which took 
place just outside the period under review but whose relevance is undisputed. On 14th 
July, Mohammed Laouhaiej drove a truck through the crowds in Nice as thousands of 
people watched the fireworks to celebrate Bastille Day, a national holiday in France. By 
the time police shot Laouhaiej at the wheel of the vehicle, 84 people had been killed and 
400 injured. Although no particular group admitted carrying out the attack, French Prime 
Minister Manuel Valls told France 2 television that Lahouaiej was a “terrorist without doubt 
linked to radical Islamism in one way or another”.8

On 26th July, two 19-year-olds in Saint-Étienne-du-Rouvray, Normandy, slit the throat 
of Father Jacques Hamel, 85, as he was celebrating morning Mass, and seriously inju-
red another member of the congregation. The two attackers were shot dead by police 
outside the church. Daesh (ISIS) said two of its “soldiers” had carried out the attack, and 
both were known to French security services, having been turned back after attempting 
to join Daesh in Syria.9

Ban on religious attire

On 1st September 2015, the Ministry of the Interior announced that in the last four years 
1,546 offences had been reported by the police: about 234 women in 2011, 332 in 2012, 
383 in 2013 and 397 in 2014. In the first nine months of 2015, 200 offenders were reported.

The fine of 150 EUR itself has proven not very dissuasive. Rachid Nekkaz, an opportunistic 
Algerian real estate businessman, has set up a fund to pay fines for women who wear 
Islamic veils or the burqa in public “in whatever country in the world that bans women 
from doing so”.10 He has committed to paying most of them. On 9th October 2015, he told 
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the AFP that he had just paid “his” 973rd fine and had thereby helped 683 women: most 
of them were recidivists and two-thirds were converted French women.

On 1st July 2014, the European Court of Human Rights upheld a ban by France on wearing 
the Muslim full-face veil – the niqab.11 A case had been brought by a 24-year-old French 
woman, who argued that the ban on wearing the veil in public violated her freedom of 
religion and expression.

Wearing conspicuous religious symbols

At the end of April 2015, a 15-year-old French Muslim girl in Charleville-Mezieres was 
banned from her class twice for wearing a skirt that was too long and therefore suppo-
sedly a conspicuous display of religion.12 The student already apparently removed her 
headscarf before entering the school, in accordance with French law. But her long skirt 
was deemed a “provocation” and potential act of protest.

Related to Christianity 

In the first five months of 2016, the website christianophobie.fr13 recorded 233 acts of 
Christianophobia perpetrated in 47 departements.14

In April 2016, more than 100 websites of Catholic churches and congregations were 
hacked by Tunisian cyber-jihadists who call themselves the Fallaga Team.15 They claimed 
responsibility for their operation on their Facebook page.

On 15th May 2016, the altar at the Church of St. Madeleine-de-l’Île in Martigues, about 
800km south of Paris, fell victim to criminal arson. That day in the same region, an unk-
nown person desecrated the tabernacle of the church at Jonquières, which contained 
the consecrated hosts. 

In 2015, many cases of violence against Catholic places of worship, buildings and ceme-
teries were recorded by the Observatory on Intolerance and Discrimination Against 
Christians.16 A few examples:

January 2015: Unknown perpetrators forced open the tabernacle door in the Church 
of Notre-Dame-des-Marais in Montluel and stole a chalice and consecrated hosts. The 
following Sunday morning Mass had to be moved to the neighbouring town of Dagneux 
and the church remained closed for five days.

February 2015: The French news channel BFMTV reported statistics about the profanation 
of cemeteries in 2014. It reported 206 cases concerning Christians, six cases in Jewish 
cemeteries and four cases in Muslim sites.

March 2015: At the Church of Saint-Elisabeth in Paris unknown perpetrators committed 
acts of vandalism and sacrilege on a work of art behind the choir at the foot of the cross.

April 2015: French police arrested an Algerian Muslim man suspected of planning an 
attack on ‘one or two churches’ near Paris. According to the Paris prosecutor, documents 
linked to al-Qaeda and Daesh were found at his apartment and a contact in Syria had 
advised him to target churches.
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May 2015: A judge in the small town of Ploermal ordered that a statue of Pope St John 
Paul II be removed because of the “ostentatious character” of the monument.

June 2015: In the name of laicité, the RATP (Paris transport agency) required the withdrawal 
of the phrase “in favour of Christians of the Middle East” from posters announcing a con-
cert of the group “Les Prêtres” (The Priests) in the metro. The RATP stated “the principle of 
neutrality of the public service in the context of an armed conflict abroad” as the reason 
behind this removal from the 250 posters. The “Coordination des chrétiens d’orient » 
(CHREDO) lodged a complaint to be allowed to use the terms “in favour of Christians of 
the Middle East” arguing that Christians in the Middle East were victims of the conflict and 
not perpetrators of it. On 12th June, Alain Vidalies met a CHREDO delegation, asserting 
his support for the Christians in the Middle East and recognizing that they are victims. 
After this meeting the RATP president, Ms Borne, admitted there had been an error of 
appreciation and the complaint was withdrawn. However, in the same month, the RATP 
accepted a publicity poster of the telephone company Lebara Mobile wishing its clients 
a “Happy Ramadan” in French and in Arabic.

August 2015: Local policemen found that 40 graves had been desecrated in a cemetery 
in the town of Labry, in north-east France. Thirty-five funeral ornaments, mostly crucifixes 
and plaques, were displaced, and four were broken.

September 2015: The destruction of 43 graves was discovered in the small French village 
of Montjavoult. Swastikas were spray-painted on six of them and crosses were broken 
off and left on the ground.

October 2015: A statue of the Virgin Mary was decapitated in Aisne. It had been erected 
only two months earlier. 

December 2015: Christmas cribs were vandalised in Aix-en-Issart, Chaville, Villejuif and 
Lapoutroie. Cases of arsons were also reported in Giraumont and Maseveaux.

Related to Judaism 

Despite the fact that most French people have favourable attitudes towards Jews, acts of 
anti-Semitic violence, property destruction and hate speech are increasing. Apart from a 
dwindling old extreme-right anti-Semitism, a new form has emerged. These new sources 
come from French citizens of Muslim culture, from immigrants from the Middle East and 
North Africa, and from French-born jihadists returning home after fighting in Syria. 

Reported anti-Semitic crimes in France have more than doubled between 2014 and 2015, 
according to a report by Human Rights First.17

In January 2016, a 15-year-old Turkish citizen of Kurdish origin stabbed a Jewish teacher 
in the shoulder in the southern French city of Marseille. He told police he had attacked 
the other man in the name of Daesh. 

In January 2015, an accomplice of the perpetrators of the Charlie Hebdo shooting attacked 
a kosher market in a Jewish area of Paris. He killed four hostages. They were struck down 
in a cold-blooded and merciless manner because they were Jews.
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In December 2014, armed assailants broke into a suburban Paris residence of a Jewish 
couple, raped the woman and robbed them. During the robbery, one of the assailants 
said “Tell us where you hide the money. You Jews have money.”

In 2015, approximately 8000 French Jews migrated to Israel, making France the highest 
source of immigrants to Israel, and many more have migrated to the UK and Canada.

Some other cult issues

No religious or belief community of the French sect/cult list was sentenced on criminal 
charges in 2015-2016 but the state agency MIVILUDES was found guilty of defamation 
against the French Society for the Defence of Tradition, Family and Property (TFP) by the 
Court of Appeals in Paris on 2nd July 2015. In a separate trial, on 20th November 2015, the 
Paris Court of Appeal ordered the anti-sect movement UNADFI to pay 21,000 EUR to the 
Church of Scientology and its members for having abused the legal process by acting 
as plaintiff against the Church in a trial that took place in 2009 for the first instance and 
in 2011 for the appeal.

Prospects for freedom of religion

The principle of laïcité (separation between state and religion) in France is a fundamental 
value which is fully supported by all political parties and public opinion. Throughout the 
20th century, the Catholic Church, the Protestant Churches and Judaism have progressi-
vely managed to integrate their religious practices within this constitutional and legal 
framework imposed by the 1905 Law. Islam, which is mainly imported into the country 
through migration from its former colonies, has yet to blend into the culture of secularism 
and it can be expected that tensions between the State and some parts of the Muslim 
community will persist in the near future, especially in the current global geo-political 
context.

French governments have always tried to promote religious harmony and have been 
committed not to leave hate speech and hate crimes unpunished. However, they are 
now confronted with new challenges because of increasing acts of intolerance and social 
hostility that do not spare any religious group.

The ongoing frequency and cruelty of the attacks in French territory by radical Islamist 
extremists are bound to have consequences on the daily life of French society and espe-
cially in matters related to religious harmony. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/country_83_1.asp; The French government does 

not keep official statistics on religious affiliation.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17298730
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17298730
4 BBC News, ‘Paris attacks: What happened on the night’, 9th December 2015 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/

world-europe-34818994
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5 Rukmini Callimachi, ‘ISIS Claims Responsibility, Calling Paris Attacks ‘First of the Storm’, The New York Ti-
mes, 14th November 2015 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-34818994

6 France 24 - http://f24.my/1OzinpY
7 AFP ‘French Muslim body to create ‘licence to preach’ for imams’, 24th November 2015 Yahoo News 

(24.11.2015) - https://goo.gl/hAh22B
8 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-36808020
9 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-36900761
10 France 24, ‘French businessman ‘to pay all burqa fines’, News 24, 19th August 2016 http://www.france24.

com/en/20110819-french-businessman-pay-all-burqa-fines-belgium-rachid-nekkaz/
11 See court decision at http://www.strasbourgconsortium.org/portal.case.php?pageId=10#caseId=864
12 http://www.bfmtv.com/societe/une-collegienne-exclue-a-cause-de-sa-jupe-trop-longue-881835.html
13 www.Christianophobie.fr
14 Carte de France des actes christianophobes http://www.christianophobie.fr/la-carte-de-france-des-

actes-christianophobes#.V2AMyDFf3uh
15 See http://www.la-croix.com/Urbi-et-Orbi/France/Des-sites-catholiques-pirates-par-des-cyberdjihadi-

stes-tunisiens-2016-04-19-1200754518
16 http://www.intoleranceagainstchristians.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/reports/Report_2015_Release_

June_2016.pdf
17 http://www.humanrightsfirst.org/resource/breaking-cycle-violence-countering-antisemitism-and-ex-

tremism-france
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  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 84,52%
(Christian: 50,3% – Protestant: 34,22%)

 zMuslim: 10,22%

 zOthers: 5,26%

GABÓN 

	

GABON
RELIGION

 267.667km2 1.802.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The 1991 Constitution of the Republic of Gabon, modified in August 2003, recognizes 
in its first article “the freedom of conscience, of thought, of opinion, of expression, of 
communication and the free practice of one’s religion, notwithstanding the respect to 
public order”. It was because of this legal reservation that, in April 2012, the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs banned a church named “Plenitude Exode”, after receiving numerous 
reports of public disturbances because of high levels of noise during their night prayer 
services.1 The constitution also enshrines the secular character of the state. The same 
article number one guarantee, “the right to form religious associations and communities 
under the conditions established by the law”, and it states that “religious communities shall 
administer their own affairs independently, under reserve of the respect to the national 
sovereignty and the public order”. Finally, all acts of discrimination – including religious 
freedom violations – are forbidden, regardless of the cause. 

No official registration of religious groups is compulsory, although the government advi-
ses religious denominations to do so in order to enjoy full constitutional protection. The 
Ministry of Interior keeps a record of all registered religious groups. These are exempt 
from having to apply for construction permits. They can also apply for a tax-free certifi-
cate once they obtain official recognition as non-profit organisations. Should a religious 
group not comply with these procedures, it will still be able to carry out its activities, but 
it will be required to pay customs’ duties for any imports and it will not be exempted 
from paying taxes. 

Gabon is a member of the Islamic Conference (on the grounds that its leaders are Muslims). 
However, despite being constitutionally a secular state, it was the first African nation to 
sign a full agreement with the Holy See, in 1977, which is still in force.2 This document 
recognizes full juridical rights to the Catholic Church and all its institutions, and it grants 
civil recognition to canonical marriages.

The main religious groups, Catholic, Protestant and Muslims, own and run Primary and 
Secondary schools. These centers must be registered with the ministry of Education. 
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The following religious festivals are observed as national public holidays: All Saints, 
Ascension, Assumption of our Lady, Christmas, Easter Sunday, Easter Monday, Pentecost, 
Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Kebir.

Incidents

In recent years, as political tensions have erupted in Gabon, relations between the gover-
nment and Archbishop Basil Mvé of Libreville have soured. The archbishop used to have 
excellent relationships with the premier, Omar Bongo. Since his election in 2009, Ali Bongo 
is reported to have looked at the Catholic Church with suspicion, as a stronghold of the Fang 
ethnic group, the largest in the country and to which many opposition leaders belong.3 

One of the Catholic Church’s privileges is that it is granted free air time on State TV, a perk 
that has often been contested by other religious minority groups who do not enjoy this 
right. Many of Gabon’s political leaders have traditionally belonged to Masonic groups 
and this is seen as explaining their neutral attitude to religious groups.4 

A 1970 decree banning the Jehovah’s Witnesses continues to be in force, at least theo-
retically. However, in practice the members of this group practise their religion without 
any restriction and can engage in proselytism. 

On 20 December 2014, the Front Uni de l’Opposition pour l’Alternance organized a 
demonstration in Libreville to protest against President Ali Bongo. The security forces 
dispersed the crowds at Carrefour Rio and some of the opposition leaders took refuge at 
the neighbouring Saint Michel church, in the Nkembo neighbourhood. The Police were 
reported to have entered the church and used force to remove the demonstrators from 
the compound and arrest them.5

Prospects for freedom of religion

In common with many other countries from the Central African region, Gabon is expe-
riencing growing political and social tensions. However, no trends have been detected so 
far to show that these circumstances have had a negative effect on freedom of religion, 
a right which the country has always upheld.

Endnotes
1 http://gabonreview.com/blog/pollution-sonore-a-libreville-le-silence-des-autorites/
2 http://www.zenit.org/fr/articles/historique-des-concordats-et-accords-conclus-par-le-saintsiege
3 Interview of the author with several Catholic priests in Libreville
4 http://www.jeuneafrique.com/Articles/Dossier/JA2726p022.xml0/congo-tchad-gabon-togoafri-

que-les-nouveaux-francs-macons.html
5 http://observers.france24.com/fr/20141222-infos-intox-week-end-protestation-libreville
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GAMBIA 

	

THE GAMBIA

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 4,3%

 zEthnoreligionist: 5,5%2

 zMuslim: 88,7%
(Sunni: 88,7%)

 zOthers: 1,75%

RELIGION1

    11.295km² 1.967.709

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of The Gambia was until recently a secular state, according to its constitu-
tion. However, shortly before Christmas 2015, the long-ruling Gambian head of state, 
President Yahya Jammeh, proclaimed the “Islamic Republic of the Gambia”. This makes 
it, after Mauritania, the second formal Islamic Republic in Africa.4

What does this mean in practice for The Gambia and for the region? Many people see this 
step by President Jammeh as a clear signal that all non-Muslims are formally excluded. 
For years now The Gambia has been the focus of attention of human rights organisa-
tions, such as Amnesty International, which accuse President Jammeh of glaring human 
rights abuses, in particular against freedom of expression and press freedom. Critics of 
the regime have been imprisoned, they claim, and, according to some reports, tortured.5

 “The fate of The Gambia lies in the hands of Allah, the Almighty,” said President Jammeh, 
according to information from the presidential office on 10th December 2015. He was spe-
aking in Brufut, 25km from the capital Banjul, during a tour of this tiny African country.6 
He told state television: “As Muslims are the majority in the country, The Gambia cannot 
afford to continue the colonial legacy. As from today, [The] Gambia is an Islamic state. 
We will be an Islamic state that respects the rights of its citizens.”7

At the same time, he maintained that Christians and members of other religions in The 
Gambia would continue to be able to practise their faiths. “No one has the right to inter-
fere in their way of life,” the President said, adding that the Christian feast of Christmas 
would continue to be respected. Women would also be allowed to dress as they wished. 
He gave no official explanation as to what implications this change would otherwise have.

President Jammeh has ruled over this country since seizing power in a coup 21 years ago. 
Since then, he has been elected as president for four successive terms, in 1996, 2001, 2006 
and 2011. In 2002 he pushed through constitutional changes allowing the president to 
be re-elected repeatedly, without restrictions. President Jammeh is a practising Muslim 
who frequently appears in public with the Qur’an in his hand. Many Gambians attribute 
mystical powers to him. In March 2014 he announced that The Gambia would cease to 
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use English as the official national language and would instead decide upon an African 
language, though to date no changes have been introduced.8

In 1888 The Gambia became a distinct colony under British rule, and in 1965 it gained 
independence as part of the British Commonwealth. In October 2013 President Jammeh 
announced that The Gambia was leaving the Commonwealth, since this English-speaking 
union was, in his view, a “colonial” establishment.

Last year, more than 11,500 people left The Gambia. According to UN data, The Gambia 
is one of the poorest countries in the world. Islam is the dominant religious and cultural 
force in The Gambia. Many Muslims belong to Sufi brotherhoods, for example Tijaniya, 
Qadiriya and Muradiya, which are known for their particular form of mysticism and their 
belief in non-violence. Catholics make up the majority of Christians, but there are also 
Anglican and other Protestant as well as Pentecostal communities.

Incidents

In early January 2016, less than a month after the president declared The Gambia an Isla-
mic Republic, in a memo to staff, female government employees were ordered to wear 
headscarves at work. Apparently, the president, Yahya Jammeh, had personally issued 
the directive.9 However, there was widespread protest, and a short time later the ban was 
lifted again. According to The Guardian newspaper, “The order sparked resistance from 
opposition leaders, activists and pro-democracy groups. In a statement to state radio 
on Wednesday (13th January 2016), the presidency said the directive had been lifted.”10

The government of The Gambia is now planning to adapt the country’s laws to suit the 
requirements of an Islamic Republic.11 For the time being, article one of the constitution 
defines The Gambia as a sovereign and secular republic.12 Article 25 acknowledges freedom 
of religion. Generally speaking, the government has respected this provision in the past. 
Religious groups are not required to register. For Muslims, Shari‛a law applies in matters 
of marriage, divorce and inheritance. The law provides for Islamic and Christian religious 
instruction in state and private schools, and the state generally respects this provision.

Good relations exist between the Islamic institutions and the Catholic Church. In addition 
to the major Muslim festivals, the main Christian feast days of Christmas, Good Friday 
and Easter are also celebrated. Members of the “Interfaith Group for Dialogue and Peace” 
– which includes Muslims, Christians and Baha’i – meet regularly to discuss matters of 
importance for all the religions in The Gambia, above all that of religious coexistence. 
Marriages between Christians and Muslims are not uncommon in The Gambia.13

During the period covered by this report there were no (further) serious incidents con-
cerning violations of religious freedom. 
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Prospects for freedom of religion

One of the biggest challenges for Gambian society is the massive exodus of young 
people to Europe, a trend that has increased in recent times.14 For the most part, it is a 
flight from poverty, hopelessness and the lack of freedom prevalent in the authoritarian 
state. Those who depart leave behind great gaps, not only in their own families but also 
in their own local communities and faith groups. While the money sent back by these 
exiles are important for many families, they cannot replace the often permanent absence 
of a young family member.

It also remains to be seen what effect the announcement of an Islamic Republic by Pre-
sident Jammeh will have on the flourishing tourist industry in The Gambia. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_87_2.asp
2 Traditional African religions.
3 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015
4 Die Tagespost vom 09.01.2016
5 https://www.amnesty.de/jahresbericht/2015/gambia?destination=suche%3Fwords%3DGambia%26se-

arch_x%3D0%26search_y%3D0%26form_id%3Dai_search_form_block
6 Die Tagespost, 09.01.2016
7 ibid.
8 ibid.
9 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jan/05/gambia-female-government-workers-headscarves-i-

slamic-republic
10 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jan/14/the-gambia-lifts-headscarves-directive-after-resistan-

ce
11 Die Tagespost, 09.01.2016
12 http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text.jsp?file_id=221242
13 U. S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
14 http://www.deutschlandfunk.de/gambia-flucht-vor-armut-und-arbeitslosigkeit.799.de.html?dram:arti-

cle_id=332218
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GEORGIA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 88,8%
(Christian: 0,8% – Orthodox: 88%1)

 zMuslim: 10%

 zOthers: 1,2%

RELIGION

  69.700km2 3.729.500 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Freedom of religion and the separation of church and state are upheld in the constitution. 
However, laws and policies favour the Georgian Orthodox Church (GOC), which enjoys 
privileges not extended to any other religious group. A concordat with the government 
gives the GOC unique status. The concordat grants rights which include legal immunity 
for the GOC patriarch, the exclusive right to staff the military chaplaincy, exemption of 
GOC clergy from military service, and a consultative role in government, especially in 
education. The GOC has an exclusive right to purchase state property and to privatize 
state-owned agricultural land free of charge. By law, public schools cannot be used for 
the purposes of religious indoctrination, proselytizing, or forcible assimilation. There 
were reports of forced religious conversion however, and at least one incident of violence 
between police and religious protesters. 

The GOC and Jehovah’s Witnesses were affected by restrictions on religious activities in 
the regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, which remained outside the control of the 
central government. Reliable data from the region is hard to obtain. In South Ossetia, 
the separatist authorities did not permit services in GOC churches near the ethnic Geor-
gian villages of Nuli, Eredvi, Monasteri, and Gera. Some Jehovah’s Witness communities 
established a working relationship with local authorities, which allowed them to hold 
some public religious assemblies and conventions. In South Ossetia, Jehovah’s Witnesses 
were not officially recognized and conducted religious services privately; the de facto 
authorities reportedly harassed them on occasion. In Akhalgori, South Ossetia, the local 
authorities prevented Jehovah’s Witnesses from conducting religious activities and their 
literature was listed as “extremist” by the separatists. Jehovah’s Witnesses remained offi-
cially banned in Abkhazia.2 

Members of groups comparatively new to the region, including Baptists, Pentecostals, 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses, have faced harassment and intimidation by law enforcement 
officials and Georgian Orthodox extremists. In 2014, construction of a previously approved 
prayer house for Jehovah’s Witnesses in Terjola was suspended following protests from 
locals. Since political changes began in Egypt in 2011, there has been an influx of Coptic 
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Christian immigrants. Coptic leaders have complained of incidents in which Orthodox 
authorities denied Coptic Christians permission to worship in Orthodox churches.3

In February 2016, Georgia dropped a proposed anti-blasphemy bill strongly opposed by 
free speech activists and members of religious minorities. The proposal was to set large 
fines for insults to the GOC, although the wording was unclear on what would constitute 
an offence. The GOC gave apparently contradictory responses to the proposal but in the 
end distanced itself from it. Individual Orthodox priests saw the bill as too radical and 
offensive to minorities.4

Incidents

Jehovah’s Witnesses reported an increase in physical assaults and harassment, including 
one case where an individual died following surgery. Another incident occurred in Tbilisi 
on 7th July 2014 when five men destroyed the books of three proselytizing Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses, overturned their cart, and beat one of them. Representatives of minority religious 
groups said many people claimed they threatened the country’s cultural values and that 
they had experienced resistance to their religious activities. A report by the Tolerance 
and Diversity Institute (TDI) stated GOC clergy contributed to hostile societal attitudes 
towards minority religious communities. 

On 17th June 2014, it was reported that a Georgian had broken the nose of a Jehovah’s 
Witness near a Kingdom Hall in Kutaisi. Jehovah’s Witnesses reported that the perpetrator 
and another man had verbally and physically assaulted them because of their religion, 
but following an investigation a prosecutor decided that it was not a case of religious 
intolerance. The prosecutor charged both parties with inflicting bodily injury on the 
other. According to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, during surgery following his injuries, the 
victim experienced acute respiratory failure and died. On 7th October the perpetrator 
was convicted of inflicting light bodily injury. 

On 10th September 2014, opponents of a new residential madrassah for children in 
Kobuleti slaughtered a pig in front of the school building and nailed the pig’s head to 
the school’s front door. In October 2014 a dispute over a building that once operated as 
a mosque led to a protest and an altercation between protesters and police in Mokhe, 
Adigeni municipality of Samtskhe-Javakheti. Local authorities had set aside the site, clai-
med by both the Muslim and Christian communities in the village, for the construction 
of a community centre and library.5 

Prospects for freedom of religion

While there is continuing societal discrimination both against religious minorities new 
to the region and Muslims, the government took steps to improve the situation. In May 
2014, the government adopted a National Strategy for the Protection of Human Rights 
for 2014-2020, which prioritized freedom of religion and the protection of religious 
minorities. Objectives included establishing legislative guarantees against the discrimi-
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nation of religious groups, prevention and effective investigation of crimes motivated by 
religious hatred and intolerance, reinforcement of the principle of secularism in the civil 
service, compensation for damages inflicted upon religious organizations, promotion 
of religious equality through the education system, and raising public awareness and 
levels of tolerance. 

Endnotes
1 Georgian Orthodox: 84%, Armenian Apostolic Church (AAC) 4%
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238382#wrapper
3 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/georgia
4 http://www.eurasianet.org/node/77341
5 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238382#wrapper
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ALEMANIA 

 

	

GERMANY

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian: 61%
(Christian: 30% – Protestant: 28% – 
Orthodox: 2% – Others: 1%)

 z Jewish: 0,1%

 zMuslim: 5%

 zOthers: 33,9%

RELIGION1

    357.000km2 82.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Basic Law (the constitutional law for the Federal Republic of Germany) provides for 
equality before the law, and that no one may be disadvantaged or favoured because of 
his faith or religious opinion.4 Article 4 of the Basic Law protects freedom of faith and of 
conscience, as well as the freedom to profess a creed and practise religion, and the right 
to conscientious objection to military service.5

The Basic Law prohibits a state church, but religious groups may organise themselves freely 
and are not required to register with the state. However, to qualify for tax-exempt status, 
religious groups must register as non-profit associations.6 Further, religious societies may 
apply to organise themselves as public law corporations (PLC) and, if granted this status, 
may levy church taxes and appoint prison, military, and hospital chaplains.7 Decisions as 
to PLC status are made at a state level. An estimated 180 religious groups have PLC status.8

Federal and state Offices for the Protection of the Constitution (OPCs) monitor activities 
of some religious groups suspected of violating the constitution, including Scientologists 
and some Muslim groups suspected for their extremist views.9

Religious instruction (or ethics courses for those who opt-out of religious education) in 
state schools is available throughout Germany. Religious groups are permitted to establish 
private schools, provided they meet state curriculum requirements. Home schooling is 
not permitted, even on religious grounds.10 Parents do not even have the right to opt out 
for a short period and home school their children in certain areas like sexual education, 
for religious reasons. Offenders have to pay fines, and occasionally, prison sentences 
are pronounced. The law was first drafted as the NS-Reichsschulgesetz in 1938. It is now 
specified in different state laws, with varying fines. The UN special rapporteur on the right 
to education, Mr Vernor Munez, spoke in his 2006 report on Education in Germany of a 
“criminalisation” of home schooling. No improvements have since been made.11

Laws among states vary regarding halal and kosher ritual slaughter practices and circumci-
sion of males. The Constitutional Court struck down a blanket ban on Islamic headscarves 
for teachers in March 2015.12 Courts have also stated that church institutions do not have 
to allow their employees to wear the symbols of another faith.13 
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For historical and cultural reasons, the government subsidises some religious groups, 
particularly the Jewish community. Such subsidies include helping to maintain or build 
cemeteries and synagogues. Synagogues and other Jewish institutions receive police 
protection.

Incidents

With respect to reports of anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim activity, it should be noted that 
because ethnicity and religion are often closely linked, it might be difficult to determine 
whether an incident is motivated by racism or by religious intolerance. 

Related to Christianity

Official figures relating to hate crimes motivated by anti-Christian sentiments are not 
available, as the police do not disaggregate data beyond a “bias against religion”, which 
may include any religion, including – but not limited to – Christianity.14 The most signifi-
cant incidents of violence or discrimination against Christians were linked to the “refugee 
crisis”, which started in 2015. Due to the severe situation and ongoing injustice against 
Christian minorities in overloaded German asylum centres, in May 2016 Open Doors 
Germany (with the cooperation of various charitable organisations) published a survey 
to help cast light on the circumstances people were living in. According to the report, up 
to 40,000 Christian refugees have been harassed, insulted and attacked.15

231 Christian migrants (69 percent from Iran, 13 percent from Afghanistan, five percent 
from Syria) participated in the survey. 88 percent of the interviewed refugees had been 
discriminated against by other migrants, whereas 49 percent of them were also haras-
sed by guards. Those numbers were even higher in asylum centres in Berlin, where 69 
percent (of 124 people) had been subjected to discrimination by guards and 92 percent 
by other migrants. 

42 percent reported discriminatory insults from Muslim migrants, 37 percent were physi-
cally injured, and 32 percent received death threats because of their religion. Others had 
been the victims of theft, or been threatened or disturbed during the night. 

Only about 20 percent of the cases were reported to the police and every third victim 
had filed a complaint with the corresponding administrator. However, the majority of 
respondents choose to withhold their statements because they were afraid of becoming 
a victim of repeated offenses or further aggravating the situation. According to the report, 
the authorities seemed to give little support and understanding to Christians and they 
comprised a small minority in centres where Muslim migrants and guards were the vast 
majority. Victims and witnesses often refused to give statements because they were 
afraid of the consequences. Complaints often got counter-reported by the offenders and 
were usually dismissed due to a lack of evidence. This reflected badly on the victims, who 
were then considered troublemakers, which could cause repercussions in their asylum 
applications.16
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Anti-religion groups have created a climate hostile to frank discourse in the public sphere. 
Besides defamation campaigns and negative stereotyping, the number of hate incidents 
has increased since 2013. Examples of these incidents include the disruption of a peaceful 
gathering by 4,500 supporters of “Demo für Alle” by counter demonstrators. The “Demo 
für Alle” organisation is backed by various faith groups, and has been protesting against 
a proposed school curriculum that would emphasise “gender ideology” and “sexual diver-
sity”. This resulted in clashes between counter demonstrators and police: 18 people were 
injured, including three policemen. Three buses carrying “Demo für Alle” participants were 
attacked with stones and two suspects were arrested.17

Growing numbers of burglaries and attacks against religious buildings reflect another 
aspect of a societal climate hostile to Christian communities. As there are no general stati-
stics including any anti-Christian bias as a motive, we are forced to rely on regional surveys 
such as a report from North Rhine-Westphalia, which recorded more than 3,500 of such 
incidents since 2010.18 There is evidence of a similar growing tendency of anti-Christian 
vandalism in other parts of Germany.19

Related to Judaism

According to the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe and the Office for 
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) 2014 hate crime report (the 
most recent available at time of writing), officials recorded 413 anti-Semitic hate crimes 
(39 involving physical assaults) and civil society sources reported 30 physical assaults 
(including two against rabbis); four threats; and 76 incidents of attacks against property.20 

One example of physical violence is the 2014 attack on a man wearing Jewish symbols 
in a Berlin park. Officials described this as a religiously motivated right-wing hate crime. 
The assailants punched him repeatedly and he had to be treated in hospital.21

Examples of attacks against property include the theft of the iron gate bearing the words 
“Arbeit Macht Frei” (“Work sets you free”) at the former Nazi concentration camp at Dachau 
and multiple attempts to set fire to synagogues across Germany. The most common acts 
involved the use of graffiti with swastikas and anti-Semitic slogans.22

A sharp increase in societal anti-Semitism was witnessed as part of demonstrations against 
the Israeli military bombardment of Gaza during the summer of 2014. Examples include 
demonstrators chanting “Hamas, Hamas, Jude ab ins Gas” (“Hamas, Hamas, Jews to the 
gas”). In September 2014, governmental, as well as religious leaders, gathered at Berlin’s 
Brandenburg Gate to protest against such views. Chancellor Angela Merkel said, “Jewish 
life is part of us, of our identity and culture.”23

In early 2015, in the wake of an increase in anti-Semitic incidents, the German government 
established a new commission on anti-Semitism, but was criticised for not including a 
Jewish person.24

Although authorities and NGOs mostly attribute anti-Semitic acts to neo-Nazism or other 
right wing groups, they have also noted a rising anti-Semitic trend among Muslim youth.25 
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In December 2015, a German court convicted an imam for incitement to hatred for calling 
for the extermination of Jews during the Gaza conflict earlier in the year.26

In March 2015, the Jewish Youth Congress indicated that bullying of Jewish students in 
schools, primarily by Arab children, has caused some students to leave state schools for 
Jewish institutions. And the president of the Central Council of Jews in Germany said 
that in some areas of German cities, wearing Jewish symbols or clothing is seen as a 
“provocation.”27

Related to Islam

Of the one million migrants and refugees who arrived in Germany in 201528, at least 80 
percent (or 800,000) were believed to be Muslim, according to estimates by the Central 
Council of Muslims in Germany (ZMD), an Islamic umbrella group based in Cologne.29 It 
is difficult to determine, in many cases, whether an incident is specifically motivated by 
an anti-Muslim bias or a general xenophobia.

In November and December 2014, a movement known as PEGIDA (“Patriotic Europeans 
against the Islamisation of the Occident”) began to hold weekly demonstrations in Dre-
sden. Some rallies attracted as many as 17,000 demonstrators as well as thousands of 
counter-demonstrators from political parties, churches, NGOs, and trade union groups. 
Similar but smaller protests and counter-protests were held in other cities.30 A January 
2015 Forsa poll revealed that one in eight respondents would join an anti-Muslim march 
if PEGIDA organised one in their town and 13 percent would attend one nearby. While 
two-thirds of the respondents said that the idea of the “Islamisation of Germany” was 
exaggerated, 29 percent believed that Islam was having enough of an influence on Ger-
many that these marches were justified.31

As already mentioned above, official figures relating to hate crimes with an anti-Muslim 
motivation are not available, as the police do not disaggregate data beyond a general 
“bias against religion”. This has been the subject of criticism.32

In the OSCE/ODHIR hate crime report for 2014, civil society reporter NSSAN reported two 
physical assaults against Muslim women, two incidents of threats, six arson attacks against 
Mosques or places of worship, one incident of the desecration of a mosque and three 
incidents of damage to property. World Without Nazism reported two physical assaults 
against Muslim women, one arson attack and one incident of damage to a mosque.33

On 10th August, 2014, an unknown person entered the prayer room of the Süleymaniye 
Mosque in Bielefeld and set several Qur’ans and other literature on fire.34 The next day, a 
fire broke out in the Melvana Mosque in the Kreuzberg district of Berlin, known as “Little 
Istanbul” because of its high population of Turks. On 28th August, officials confirmed that 
this was an arson attack.35 On 30th August, a security camera at the Haci Bayram Mosque 
filmed unknown perpetrators throwing two Molotov cocktails at the mosque.36

In September 2014, small groups of Salafists wearing jackets labelled “Shari‘a Police” sta-
ged patrols in Wuppertal, Aachen, and Bonn. They carried notices proclaiming a “Shari‘a 
Controlled Zone” and declaring a prohibition on alcohol, gambling, smoking, and concerts. 
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They also called on young people to convert to Islam. The Central Council of Muslims in 
Germany condemned the action. Nine were arrested for an infringement of the police’s 
legal and authorised monopoly on the legitimate use of force. In December 2015, a court 
ruled that the group had not violated the law, and prosecutors lodged an appeal.37

On 5th May, 2015 German police arrested four alleged right-wing extremists suspected of 
planning attacks on mosques and asylum seekers in Germany. According to the Federal 
Prosecutor’s office, the four suspects intended to carry out terrorist attacks on targets 
including mosques, accommodation for asylum seekers, and well-known Salafis.38

After the Paris attacks in November 2015, Aiman Mazyek, head of the Central Council of 
Muslims (ZMD), said that attacks against Muslims were on the rise in Germany. Mazyek 
gave an example of the words “murderers and pigs” written on the entrance of a mosque 
in Saarbrücken on 17th November.39

On 31st December, 2015, men with “migrant backgrounds” reportedly committed widespread 
assaults on women in several German cities. According to police most of the attackers in 
Cologne were from countries in Northern Africa or Arab countries. These incidents led to 
a rise in anti-Muslim sentiments. ZMD said that since the New Year’s Eve attacks “it had 
been forced to cut off all phone lines after being inundated with abusive and racist calls 
and emails”. ZMD’s Aiman Mazyek said, “We are experiencing a new dimension of hatred,” 
he said, “The far-right mob sees its prejudices confirmed and an opportunity to give free 
rein to hatred of Muslims and foreigners.”40

Prospects for freedom of religion

While it appears that there were no significant increased governmental restrictions on 
religious freedom during the period under review, there appears to be an increased risk 
of societal intolerance against both majority and minority religions, some of which may 
be a backlash to global terrorism or geopolitical conflicts attributed to religious groups, 
as well as anti-immigration sentiments in Germany. There is also the new phenomenon 
of bullying and physical threats against Christian refugees by other asylum seekers and 
Muslim security staff.
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GHANA 

	

GHANA

  AREA POPULATION2

 zChristian: 72%

 zEthnoreligionist: 5%1

 zMuslim: 18%

 zOthers: 5%

RELIGION

   238.535km2 26.327.649

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Ghana is one of the most stable nations in West Africa, both with regard 
to respect for basic human rights and for economic development. Although its economic 
growth slowed from 7.1 percent in 2013 to 4.2 percent the following year, the medium-term 
prospects still look favourable. Ghana was largely spared the devastating consequences 
of the Ebola outbreak, which in 2014 and 2015 caused a huge crisis in several other West 
African countries.3

The stable economic and political situation contributes to the fact that relations between 
the various religions and faith communities in Ghana are in many respects exemplary. 
Where there is less poverty, incidents of social tension also tend to be fewer and less acute.

A former British colony, Ghana gained independence in 1957 – the first country in 
sub-Saharan Africa to do so. It has a particularly broad spectrum of faith communities. 
More than two-thirds of the people are Christian, with a far smaller group of Muslims. In 
addition to a small proportion of followers of traditional African religions, there are small 
numbers of Baha’is, Buddhists, Hindus and Jews.4

Dominant among the Christians are the Pentecostal and charismatic communities (28.3 
percent), followed by Protestants (18.4 percent) and Catholics (13.1 percent).5 The Muslims 
mostly belong to a moderate form of Sunni Islam. Extremist Islam has few followers in 
Ghana, in contrast to many other countries in the region, such as Burkina Faso, Mali and 
Niger.

In the widely respected Ghana Conference on Religion and Peace (GCRP), in which the 
Ghana’s Catholic Bishops’ Conference is also involved, Christians and Muslims work 
constructively together in pursuit of their stated objective: the building of a country of 
peaceful coexistence.6

The basis for this peaceful coexistence among the religions is established in article 21 of 
the constitution which establishes the right to religious freedom.7 Officially, registration 
is compulsory for all religious groups, though in practice many, in particular the traditio-
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nal African communities, do not observe this law, which has been on the statute books 
since the 1980s. So far, they have suffered no consequences from their failure to do so.8

Generally speaking, not-for-profit religious activities, such as charitable work and educa-
tion, are tax-exempt. During the period of this report, there were no indications of any 
problems between the various religious organisations.

These freedoms enable the Catholic Church in Ghana to play a full part in shaping society. 
In addition to its pastoral work, the Catholic Church is active in numerous ways in the 
social field. Outside the country, in the wider Catholic world, the Ghanaian Church is well 
respected; one example of this was the worldwide appeal by Ghanaian Cardinal Peter 
Turkson, President of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, to take seriously and 
put into practice the papal encyclical Laudato si. For him, this papal encyclical carries not 
merely an ecological but above all a social message, as the encyclical focuses particularly 
on themes such as poverty, social exclusion, human trafficking, refugees, the persecu-
tion of Christians, religious intolerance, the family, youth and the elderly. He also notes 
that economic and political rulers are called upon to recognise the consequences their 
decisions will have for others.9

One problem affecting not only Ghana but many other West African nations is the mass 
emigration of young people. Many attempt to get to Europe via the western or central 
Mediterranean. Just how many young people have lost their lives so far in this endeavour is 
unknown. What is certain is that there are many young people from Ghana among them.10 

Cardinal Turkson lamented the fact that most of these economic migrants harbour great 
illusions about their future in Europe. “The real story of their wanderings is never told at 
home. The sufferings and humiliations are not spoken about,” he observes. He would like 
to see realistic information given in Africa about the dangers of migration and the real 
situation in Europe. Cardinal Turkson also appealed to Europeans to tackle the causes of 
the exodus in the countries of origin. He said that what was needed also was “targeted 
development programmes for the endangered states, which would tackle education, 
training and democratic government practices on every level”.

Incidents

No incidents have been noted. So far, the phenomenon of Islamic jihadism has not yet 
appeared in the form of violent attacks in Ghana. 

Prospects for Freedom of Religion

On account of its economic and political stability, Ghana is one of the safest destination 
countries in West Africa. This is one reason why the favourable security situation for the 
members of all the religions represented in Ghana is likely to endure, even though the 
number of refugees is considerable. During 2015, about 14,000 refugees were being 
cared for in Ghana by the UNHCR, including people who had fled the political unrest in 
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the Ivory Coast, to the west of Ghana. But several thousand people have also moved to 
Ghana from neighbouring Togo, many of them for economic reasons.11 

Endnotes
1 Traditional African religions
2 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, Estimate, July 2015
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4 U.S. State department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
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6 Munzinger-Archiv 2016
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8 US-State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2013
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11 UNHCR 2016: 2015 UNHCR subregional operations profile - West Africa
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  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 91,82%1

 zHindus: 0,13%

 zMuslim: 4,23%

 zOthers: 3,82%

RELIGION

  131.957km² 11.093.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution recognises Greek Orthodoxy as the “prevailing religion”. It states that 
freedom of religious conscience is inviolable and provides for freedom of worship under 
the protection of the law with some restrictions. Development of religious conscience 
among citizens is listed as one of the goals of state education. 

The constitution states that illegal forms of proselytism, such as blackmail or fraud, are 
forbidden. The following practices are not considered proselytism by the law and are 
therefore fully legal: public announcements of one’s religious faith, the natural decision 
to change a religion or belief through persuasion by arguments or personal conviction, 
sermons, missionary activities, publication and sale or distribution of printed materials, 
public and free admission lectures both indoors and outdoors as well as any public refe-
rence to religious belief. The practice of faith must not offend public order or morality, for 
example the use of narcotic substances for religious reasons or mass suicides are forbid-
den, as they infringe on individual freedoms and dignity. In September 2014 the existing 
laws concerning hate speech were amended towards a stricter prosecution of such cases.

In the preceding years, the Greek Orthodox Church, the Jewish community, and the 
Muslim minority of Thrace were the only religious organisations with the status of official 
religious legal entities under public law. In October 2014, parliament passed legislation 
that for the first time provides for the establishment of religious legal entities beyond 
these three groups. It automatically recognised as legal entities the Catholic Church; the 
Anglican Church; two evangelical Christian groups; and the Ethiopian, Coptic, Armenian, 
and Assyrian Orthodox Churches. The October 2014 law also provides recognition of 
Catholic Church canon law.

For groups not automatically granted legal status, the law sets criteria for legal recognition 
of religious groups, provided the groups meet certain requirements related to the num-
ber of members, qualifications of the leadership, and adherence to public order. Once a 
religious group has legal status, it can legally transfer property and administer houses of 
prayer and worship, private schools, charitable institutions, and other non-profit entities. 
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The new law also allows religious communities without status as legal entities to appear 
before administrative and civil courts as plaintiffs or defendants.

In May the Ministries of Education and Religious Affairs, Environment, Energy and Climate 
Change, Public Order and Citizen Protection, and Health issued a joint ministerial decision 
regarding the granting of house of prayer permits. The decision required approvals from 
local urban planning departments to attest to the compliance of a proposed house of 
prayer with local, public health and safety regulations. Once obtained, planning appro-
vals had to be submitted to the Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs together with 
the documents describing the basic principles and rituals of the religious group, along 
with a biography of the religious minister or leader. Groups eligible to apply for house 
of prayer permits had to be classified as known religions without hidden doctrines and 
with rites of worship open to the public. A separate permit was required for each physical 
place of worship.

A religious group that had obtained at least one valid permit was considered a “known 
religion” and acquired protection under the law; this protection was reiterated by the 
October 1st religious entities law. Religious groups that had never received house of 
prayer permits and did not receive legal status under the October 1st law, including 
Scientologists, Hare Krishnas, and polytheistic Hellenic groups, could not function as 
religious legal entities, and some religious groups functioned as registered non-profit 
civil law organisations. The government did not legally recognise weddings conducted 
by those religious groups.

Greek Orthodox religious instruction in primary and secondary schools is included in 
the school curriculum; students may be exempted upon request, regardless of religious 
affiliation. The law does not allow non-Greek Orthodox religious instruction in public 
schools, except for optional Islamic religious instruction in public schools in Thrace for the 
recognised Muslim minority, and optional Catholic religious instruction in public schools 
on the islands of Tinos and Syros. 

All religious groups, including the Greek Orthodox Church, were subject to taxation on 
their property owned and used for non-religious purposes. Property used solely for reli-
gious purposes remained exempt from taxation per the 2013 change in the law. 

The 1923 Treaty of Lausanne gives the recognised Muslim minority of Thrace the right 
to maintain mosques and social and charitable organisations (awqafs), allows govern-
ment-appointed muftis to render religious judicial services in the area of family law, and 
provides for bilingual education for the Muslim minority. The government continued 
to provide space free of charge to some groups of Muslims whose members requested 
places of worship during Ramadan and for other religious occasions. Police reportedly 
closed some informal mosques for operating without permits and in locations, which 
did not meet safety standards for public spaces. Muslim leaders in Athens continued to 
criticise the absence of a government-funded mosque and the lack of Muslim cemeteries 
outside of Thrace, stating that this obliged Muslims to travel to Thrace for Islamic burials; 
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additionally, municipal cemetery regulations requiring exhumation of bodies after three 
years were said to contravene Islamic religious law.2 

On 31st July 2014, the parliament approved a law containing technical provisions enabling 
the creation of crematory facilities. This ruling is opposed by the Greek Orthodox Church, 
which protests its “unconstitutional character”, as it threatens religious freedom in church 
facilities, which do not wish to offer burials by cremation.3

Incidents

Discrimination and hate speech, including both anti-Semitic and anti-Islamic statements, 
were directed at members of minority religions and immigrants. Because religion and 
ethnicity are often closely linked, it is difficult to categorise many incidents as being 
solely based on religious identity. Vandalism of cemeteries and memorials and attacks 
on houses of worship of a variety of religious groups occurred. Government officials 
condemned the known cases.

There have been cases of social ostracism because of non-affiliation with Greek Orthodoxy. 
A small number of metropolitan bishops of the Greek Orthodox Church made anti-Se-
mitic statements in letters and social media, including encouraging readers to read The 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion and blaming Jews for widespread killings of Christians 
in North Africa and the Middle East. At the same time there were many cases of Greek 
Orthodox clergymen defending the religious freedom of other groups and participating 
in ecumenical services.

On 27th June 2014, unknown perpetrators vandalised the Holocaust Memorial in Athens 
with anti-Semitic graffiti containing threats against the Jewish community. On 30th 
October, the Holocaust Memorial was vandalised again by unknown perpetrators. The 
government, including the deputy prime minister, publicly denounced the incidents. 

In September 2014, unknown individuals shot at a Sikh house of prayer in Marathonas; 
earlier that same day, unknown individuals broke windows of a different Sikh house 
of prayer. On 17th October 2014, unknown individuals placed a pig’s head and wrote 
anti-Muslim slogans on the front of the Hellenic-Arab Educational Centre in Athens. The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs condemned the incident.4

During Easter 2016 the Church of All Saints in the Kallithea district in Athens was set on 
fire by arsonists of unknown origin. Some witnesses pointed to “Arabic speakers” as the 
culprits.5

In June 2016 a Greek Orthodox Church in Crete was smeared with faeces by attackers 
claiming to be modern-day adherents of ancient Greek pagan religions. Several other 
churches on Crete were also vandalised by neo-pagans, for example by smearing anti-Chri-
stian messages on icons.6

Metropolitan Seraphim of Pireaus has opposed plans for an official mosque in Athens. 
Supporters of the construction claim that this would be a measure to prevent Islam in 
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Greece going underground and becoming more radical. There were reports of hate spe-
ech sermons in unofficial mosques. Such places have also been physically attacked by 
members of the far-right Golden Dawn party.7

In 2014 and 2015 three mosques in Athens received a license, while many more remain 
unofficial and therefore illegal. While regular preachers rarely pose a problem, there is 
the danger of guest preachers staying only for a few sermons and spreading extremist 
positions.8

In October 2015 the Jewish cemetery in Athens was vandalised by C-18, a small neo-
Nazi group.9 Christos Pappas, a member of the Golden Dawn party attacked Israel as the 
“eternal enemy of Greece and Orthodoxy”, evidently linking both. This is an example of 
the intermingling of ethnic and religious violence by the far right party members. Greek 
Defence Minister Panos Kammenos criticised these remarks as racist and xenophobic. 
Minister Kammenos was himself attacked in the past for anti-Semitic comments, but has 
since then expressed a more positive attitude towards Israel.10

Prospects for freedom of religion

Considering the very difficult political, economic and social situation in Greece, which 
faces the full brunt of the refugee and financial crisis as well as the existence of an extreme 
right party, the future for religious freedom in the country looks remarkably positive. The 
law passed in October 2014, which enabled legal recognition of religious groups beyond 
the Greek Orthodox Church, the Jewish Community and the Muslim minority of Thrace, 
was an enormous step towards improvement in religious freedom. Another positive step 
was a law also passed in 2014, which reinstated Greek citizenship to Jews who lost their 
citizenship in the era of the Second World War. 

The Greek Orthodox Church continues to benefit from government aid. However, unlike 
in previous years, there were no reports of other faith groups complaining about the 
amount of financial help and relief being given to the Greek Orthodox.11 The government 
took a number of steps to promote inter-faith dialogue and religious tolerance. 

During a pontifical visit to the island of Lesbos in April 2016, Pope Francis joined with 
other religious leaders in voicing his support for a humanitarian and ecumenical response 
to the refugee crisis. It was also agreed that the possibility for the religious communities 
to remain safely in their homeland remains the principal goal.12 The Greek Orthodox 
Church has been engaged in broad humanitarian help for the refugees, by organising 
soup kitchens for immigrants of all nationalities and religions and by animating believers 
to reach out to those in need. It also funded a refugee child arriving without parents and a 
centre for people arriving on the island of Chios. The church-funded charity organisation 
Apostoli is behind many of such projects.13
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Endnotes
1  There are no official statistics on religious groups. The number of Roman Catholics is less than 3% 

of the population.
2  http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238386#wrap-

per
3  http://www.ekathimerini.com/206522/article/ekathimerini/news/church-vows-to-continue-fi-

ght-against-unconstitutional-crematoriums
4  http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238386#wrap-

per
5  http://www.frontpagemag.com/fpm/263101/christians-beheaded-and-slaughtered-easter-ray-

mond-ibrahim
6  http://www.christiantoday.com/article/modern.pagans.are.the.greek.gods.on.their.way.

back/87965.htm
7  http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-06-11/muslims-forced-to-worship-in-underground-mosque-

in-athens/7501488
8  http://greece.greekreporter.com/2015/11/23/three-legal-mosques-operating-in-a-

thens-many-more-illegally/
9  http://greece.greekreporter.com/2015/10/22/athens-jewish-cemetery-vandalized-by-neo-na-

zi-group/
10  http://www.haaretz.com/jewish/news/1.722675
11 http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/crisis-prompts-greek-government-to-push-austeri-

ty-on-orthodox-church-a- 858905.html
12  http://www.france24.com/en/20160416-catholic-orthodox-unite-migrants-refugee-cri-

sis-greece-pope
13  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/15/love-has-no-religion-priests-and-pastors-rea-

ch-out-to-refugees
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GRANADA 

	

GRENADA

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian1: 96,58%
(Christian: 44% – Protestant: 34% – Others: 
18,58%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 1,27%

 zOthers: 2,5%

RELIGION

    344km2 105.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees the protection of the fundamental rights and freedoms of 
every person, regardless of race, place of origin, political opinions, colour, creed or sex, 
subject to respect for the rights and freedoms of others and the public interest.

Nobody can be denied the right to enjoy freedom of conscience, including freedom of 
thought and of religion, freedom to change one’s religion or belief, and freedom to manifest 
and propagate one’s religion or belief, either alone or in community with others, both in 
public and in private. No one attending a place of education can be required to receive 
religious instruction or take part in or attend a ceremony or observance that relates to 
a religion other than their own. For minors aged 18 or under, the consent of his or her 
guardian is required.

Every religious community has the right to establish and manage its own schools at its 
own expense.4

Matters relating to religious organisations are dealt with through the Religious Affairs 
Division of the Ministry of Youth, Sports and Religious Affairs.5

A number of Christian denominations belong to the Grenada Conference of Churches.6

Incidents

In March 2014, the Prime Minister named a Chief Rabbi to serve the country’s Jewish 
community and opened a Jewish Student Centre at St George’s University.7

In October of the same year, the Pope met in audience with Grenada’s Prime Minister 
and highlighted the contribution of the Catholic Church in the educational, social and 
charitable fields.8

In December 2014 and January 2015, the appointment of an atheist as head of the Senate 
sparked a debate. In this context, the leaders of the Grenada Conference of Churches were 
criticised for not opposing the appointment.9
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In October 2015, the government and the opposition accepted a proposal by the Grenada 
Conference of Churches – Caribbean Jubilee – to seek financial relief for debts incurred 
as a result of reconstruction following Hurricane Ivan (2004). The Jubilee USA Network 
was behind the initiative.10

Prospects for freedom of religion

Grenada is a country where religious organisations remain closely connected to social life 
with no signs of intolerance or religious discrimination. The exercise of religious freedom 
thus seems robust as evinced by the active participation of various religious confessions, 
and the respect shown to the cultural and religious heritage of beliefs of African origin.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_95_2.asp accessed on 6 May 2016
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19598301l accessed on 6 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19598301 accessed on 6/ May 2016.
4 http://www.grenadaconsulate.com/uploads/files/grenada_constitution[1].pdf accessed on 2 March 

2016.
5 http://www.gov.gd/ministries/youth_sports.html accessed on 21 March 2016.
6 http://conferenceofchurchesingrenada.jimdo.com/ accessed on 21 March 2016
7 http://lubavitch.com/news/article/2030747/Chabad-Center-Opens-in-Grenada.html accessed on 21 

March 2016.
8 http://www.news.va/es/news/audiencia-al-primer-ministro-de-granada-importante accessed on 21 

March 2016.
9 http://www.gov.gd/egov/news/2015/jan15/19_01_15/item_1/minister_expresses_concern_religious_

leaders_ndc_politician.html accessed on 21 March 2016.
10 Cf. http://www.jubileeusa.org/home.html
 https://caribbeandebtnetwork.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/jubilee-caribbean-page-1.jpg accessed on 21 
March 2016.
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GUATEMALA 

	

GUATEMALA

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian: 97,36%
(Christian: 65% – Protestant: 30,7% – 
Others: 1,66%)

 zOthers: 2,64%

RELIGION1

    108.890km² 15.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The preamble to the constitution states that it is enacted, sanctioned and promulgated 
in the name of God.

Under article 19, the constitution grants convicts the right to communicate with chaplains 
of their religion.

Under article 33, in regulating the right to assembly, the constitution states that religious 
demonstrations outside temples are allowed and regulated by law.

Freedom of religion is enshrined in the constitution. The free exercise of all religions is 
allowed. The right to public and private worship is recognised. Religious education is 
allowed without restrictions, other than those required by public order, and respect for 
the dignity of the hierarchy and the faith of other creeds (article 36).

There is no interference in the curriculum of religious education. The Education Ministry 
works with various religious groups to incorporate into the curriculum broad notions of 
citizenship that do not necessarily belong to any particular creed.

The State recognises the legal status of the Catholic Church, and grants legal recognition 
to other religious entities, which cannot be denied except on the grounds of public order. 
The State recognises assets owned by the Catholic Church, which it uses peacefully for 
its own purposes, which belonged to it in the past and cannot be registered in the name 
of third parties. The assets religious entities allocate to worship, education or social assi-
stance are tax exempt (article 37).

The ministers of religious entities recognised by the administrative authorities can cele-
brate marriages that are civilly valid (article 49).

Religious education is optional in public schools, although in practice it is not offered. 
Under article 73, the State shall contribute to the maintenance of religious education 
without discrimination. 

Ministers of religion cannot be President, Vice President, Ministers of State, Magistrates 
or Judges (articles 186, 197 and 207).4
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The Penal Code punishes violations of religious freedom and the desecration of places 
of worship.

The law allows Mayan groups to perform religious ceremonies in places that are historically 
connected with their culture but are now owned by the government. However, Mayan 
religious leaders have complained about restrictions on the access to archaeological sites, 
such as by the payment of fees for admission.

Protestant leaders have also claimed that local authorities sometimes require payment of 
taxes on properties which they own, despite the tax exemption status they enjoy under 
the law.

Incidents

In January 2015, Congressman Marvin Osorio introduced a bill that would make Bible 
reading mandatory in all public and private schools.5 In July of the same year, Carlos Men-
doza, a consultant and a member of the Guatemalan Association of Secular Humanists was 
booed by religious believers who supported the bill to make Bible teaching mandatory 
in schools.6 In the same month, the association also issued a statement in relation to the 
bill in which it reiterated its respect for freedom of religion.7

In June 2015, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Guatemala issued a statement in which 
it called for an end to the country’s widespread corruption, and urged voters to cast their 
ballot in accordance with their conscience in the September 2015 election.8

In June 2015, the Apostolic Vicariate to Petén issued a statement expressing solidarity 
with the people of Sayaxché, a community affected by the contamination of the Pasión 
River, which killed local wildlife. Many other local communities were affected as well.9

In August 2015, members of different faiths, including Catholics, Evangelicals, Buddhists, 
and Protestants, united in protest and marched against political corruption in the country.10

In November 2015, a man wearing a cassock and claiming to be a Dominican priest was 
reportedly promoting abortion and secularism in Guatemala.11

Constitutionally the Catholic Church has a privileged position. However, at the same time, 
some secularist sectors of society threaten the freedom to teach religion.

Prospects for freedom of religion

In general, a drop in acts of violence suggests an improvement in the freedom of reli-
gion. However, the marked difference between the constitutional status of the Catholic 
Church, compared to the obligation of other religious groups to register, is a challenge 
for Guatemala in the coming years. Measures are required to grant legal and actual equa-
lity to all religious groups. At the same time, the protection of the country’s indigenous 
communities, and the recognition and appreciation of their religious practices, falls short 
of what is needed to adequately protect their religious freedom.
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Guatemala has experienced turbulent times. Various reports have exposed widespread 
corruption among its political leaders. Against this backdrop, some have promoted the 
idea of mandatory Bible studies as a remedy. This has generated a climate of violence 
between groups with different views. A crucial goal for Guatemala in the coming years 
will be to strengthen political authorities and institutions, so as to separate the exercise 
of religious freedom and worship from governance and state administration.

Endnotes
2 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_98_2.asp accessed on 28 March 2016.
3 http://www.ine.gob.gt/sistema/uploads/2016/01/13/FijigScCmvJuAdaPIozybqKmr01Xtkjy.pdf accessed 

on 28 March 2016.
4 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19635877 accessed on 4 May 2016.
5 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_98_6.asp accessed on 28 March 2016.
6 http://www.soy502.com/articulo/diputado-propone-ley-lectura-obligatoria-biblia-escuelas accessed on 

28 March 2016.
7 http://lahora.gt/congreso-religiosos-abuchean-a-consultor-que-defendia-educacion-laica/ accessed on 

28 March 2016.
8 http://www.humanistasguatemala.org/comunicado-sobre-la-propuesta-de-ensenanza-biblica-obliga-

toria/ accessed on 28 March 2016.
9 http://www.iglesiacatolica.org.gt/20150603.pdf accessed on 28 March 2016.
10 http://www.iglesiacatolica.org.gt/20150616.pdf accessed on 28 March 2016.
11 http://lahora.gt/religiosos-unen-esfuerzos-contra-la-corrupcion/ accessed on 28 March 2016.
12 https://www.aciprensa.com/noticias/falso-sacerdote-catolico-promueve-aborto-y-laicismo-en-guate-

mala-63393/ accessed on 28 March 2016.
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GUINEA BISSAU

  AREA POPULATION2

 zChristian: 12,2%

 zEthnoreligionist: 42%

 zMuslim: 44,5%
(Sunni: 44,5%)

 zOthers: 1,3%

RELIGION1

   36.125km2 1.726.170

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Guinea Bissau in West Africa is a country of wide religious diversity. This 
diversity is also reflected in the ethnic make-up of the population. 

According to article 6 of the constitution, Guinea Bissau is a strictly secular nation. Article 
4 therefore prohibits political parties from identifying with any particular Church, religious 
group, doctrine or form of worship. At the same time, the fundamental right to religious 
freedom is enshrined in law and is in practice protected by the government. Religious 
groups are required to obtain a licence, although there is no indication that any applica-
tions for such a licence have been refused.3

Under the strictly secular character of this former Portuguese colony, there is no religious 
instruction in the state schools. However, religious communities are permitted to offer 
such instruction on their own initiative, without interference by the state, provided the 
instruction does not break the law. In recent decades, despite the unstable political 
situation and the enduring poverty in the country, there have been few tensions of a 
religious nature.

Incidents

There has been no notable change during the period of this report. The country’s big-
gest challenges lie elsewhere. With coups and frequent changes of government, there is 
political instability and a lack of internal security. In addition, drug smuggling from Latin 
America is a huge problem.4

Nonetheless, despite the statutory existence of religious freedom, there are various dan-
gers to faith in Guinea Bissau. When the country’s Catholic bishops joined hierarchy from 
Senegal, Mauritania, Cape Verde and for an ad limina meeting in Rome on 10th November 
2014, Pope Francis told them: “The Catholic faith in some countries of Africa is threatened 
from two sides – on the one hand from religious notions which in the moral field are 
easier and less demanding, and on the other by the phenomenon of secularisation.”5 Pope 
Francis recommended that in response the local Churches do more to invest in a “solid, 
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doctrinal and spiritual instruction and on-going formation of the laity” and to provide the 
laity with “permanent support”. He warned them to beware “that the faith is not pushed 
to one side in public life”. The Pope also emphasised the need for seminarians to receive 
intensive training so they can carry out inter-religious dialogue in everyday life.

Prospects for freedom of religion

It remains to be seen whether and to what extent the spread of jihadist Islamic funda-
mentalism in West Africa, already responsible for an increasing number of attacks in the 
region, will impact on relations between the religions in Guinea Bissau.

Endnotes
1 Association of Religion Data Archives (ARDA),
2 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015
3 U.S. Department of State; International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
4 BBC country profile Guinea-Bissau (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13443186)
5 http://de.radiovaticana.va/storico/2014/11/10/papst_an_afrikanische_bisch%C3%B6fe_laien_besser_

ausbilden/ted-835611
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GUINEA 

	

GUINEA CONAKRY

  AREA POPULATION4

 zChristian2: 8%

 zMuslim3: 85%

 zOthers: 7%

RELIGION1

     245.857km² 11.780.162

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Guinea Conakry, officially called the Republic of Guinea, in West Africa is a country domi-
nated by Islam. Muslims make up the majority of the population in all regions of the 
country. About seven percent of the population follow traditional African beliefs, and a 
similar number are Christians. Christian communities are particularly found in the larger 
towns and also in the south and east of the country. There are also small Baha’i, Hindu 
and Buddhist minorities. 

The laws of the country guarantee broad religious freedom, such as the right to choose 
one’s religion freely and also to convert to another religion. Guinea is a country of wide 
ethnic and religious diversity, and in practice these rights are generally observed without 
any major restrictions – even though the attitude of the government towards the various 
religious groups shows strongly authoritarian tendencies. Thus Islam has traditionally 
shown a relatively moderate attitude towards other religions. There is also an Inter-reli-
gious Council, which works closely together with the government in religious matters.5 
During the period in question, there were reports by non-Muslim clerics of preferential 
treatment being given to Muslims by state institutions. However no concrete examples 
were adduced.6

The religious communities are required to register with the relevant authority, the Secre-
tariat for Religious Affairs (SRA), and every officially recognised group must provide a 
report on its activities every six months. Registration entitles the communities to certain 
tax exemptions and energy subsidies. There were no reports of any major difficulties in 
this regard during the period in question.7

Religious groups are not permitted to own radio or TV stations. However, they are allowed 
to broadcast religious programmes via commercial TV channels. The various religious 
communities are also allocated free broadcasting time on state TV through the SRA. This 
includes the transmission of Muslim Friday prayers, instruction in the Islamic faith and 
Christian Sunday worship on a rotating basis. The SRA has inspectors in all parts of the 
country whose task is to supervise religious worship and preaching. Their remit covers 
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all religions. It also provides weekly topics for preaching, and monitors the religious 
communities for compliance.8

Incidents

The SRA also provides support for religious pilgrimages, although the Ebola epidemic in 
2014/2015 meant that 10,000 Muslim pilgrims who would have been helped were unable 
to travel to Mecca, since they were refused entry by Saudi Arabia on account of the epi-
demic. For the first time ever, the government also subsidised Catholic pilgrims travelling 
to pilgrimage sites in Europe. 100 pilgrims were given subsidies for pilgrimages to France, 
Spain and Portugal and similar aid was promised more generally in the future – a gesture 
widely seen as a sign of the good relations between the various religions in Guinea.9

In the field of education there is a strict separation of state and religion, and consequently 
there is no religious instruction in the official school syllabus. However there are many 
private schools run by religious groups throughout the country, both Muslim and Chri-
stian, and many of these also received support from the local authorities.10

Relations between the various religious communities are essentially good. However, it 
remains to be seen what impact the outcome of the presidential elections of 11th October 
2015 will have in the medium and longer term on the overall social situation. In the pre-
sidential and parliamentary elections of 2010 and 2013, the opposition had accused the 
government of rigging the results, and in 2015 there were again accusations of fraud, this 
time against the governing party surrounding the sitting president and election winner, 
Alpha Condé. Opposition leader, Cellou Dalein Diallo and his party called for the results to 
be declared invalid.11 Archbishop Vincent Coulibaly of the diocese of Conakry described 
the 2015 elections as a “test of political maturity”.12 There are hopes that the presidency 
of 77-year-old Mr Condé will bring greater democracy, after decades of dictatorial rule. 
However, in some quarters President Condé has been accused of arbitrary use of power.

At the same time, Guinea is only slowly recovering from the devastating Ebola epidemic, 
which broke out in spring 2014 and crippled the country, claiming over 2,500 lives in Guinea 
alone by the time the country was declared Ebola free by the World Health Organisation 
on 29th December 2015. And there is still the possibility that further outbreaks could 
occur.13 The epidemic has also caused great harm to a number of religious communities, 
while families have been devastated and village communities torn apart. In many places, 
the basis of community life has been virtually destroyed. Another grave problem facing 
the country is the high levels of crime and corruption, and Guinea has become a major 
transhipment point of international drug trafficking in West Africa.14

Prospects for freedom of religion

Despite political controversy and other issues continuing to afflict the country, broadly 
speaking the prospects for religious freedom appear to be good. The extension of the 
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SRA’s support for pilgrimages to non-Muslim citizens seems to indicate increasing parity 
for religious groups. 

Endnotes
1 U.S. Department of State; International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
2 Christian groups include Roman Catholics, Anglicans, Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Seventh-day Adven-

tists, and other evangelical groups active in the country and recognized by the Government.
3 Muslims are generally Sunni; there are relatively few Shi’a, although they are increasing in number.
4 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015.
5 ibid.
6 ibid.
7 ibid.
8 ibid.
9 ibid.
10 ibid.
11 http://www.dw.com/de/cond%C3%A9-bleibt-pr%C3%A4sident-in-guinea/a-18789036
12 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/10/15/guinea_erneut_vorwurf_manipulierter_wahlen_/1179451
13 https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de
14 http://www.isn.ethz.ch/Digital-Library/Articles/Detail/?id=182200
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GUYANA 

	

GUYANA

  AREA POPULATION2

 zChristian: 54,78%
(Christian: 8% – Protestant: 29%1 – Others: 
17,78%)

 zHindus: 30,09%

 zMuslim: 7,52%

 zOthers: 7,61%

RELIGION

   214.969km² 758.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution states that Guyana is a secular state (article 1). Individual freedoms 
include, inter alia, freedom of conscience, expression, assembly and association, without 
distinction of creed, subject to respect for the rights of others and the public interest 
(articles 40 and 149). No-one can be denied the right to enjoy freedom of conscience, 
which includes the freedom to change one’s religion or belief, and to manifest and pro-
pagate one’s religion or belief, either in public or in private, individually or collectively. 
No-one can be compelled to take an oath that is contrary to their religion or belief, or in 
a manner contrary to their religion. Article 140 acknowledges the right of conscientious 
objection to military service.

Religious communities cannot be denied the right to offer religious instruction to their 
members. No-one attending a school can be compelled to receive religious instruction, or 
take part in a religious ceremony other than their own. The Ethnic Relations Commission 
is tasked, inter alia, with encouraging and generating respect for religious, cultural and 
other forms of diversity in a plural society (article 212D).3

Religious and faith-based groups must register and provide information about their places 
of worship. Once places of worship are officially recognised by the Interior Ministry as 
non-profit organisations, they can engage in financing activities.

Foreign missionaries require an authorisation from the Foreign Affairs Ministry. Foreign 
religious groups also require an authorisation from the local village council. Religious 
education is not compulsory. Most religious schools are Anglican or Methodist. The rights 
of parents take precedence in children’s education.

The law punishes blasphemy by up to one year in jail. The government has been critici-
sed for allegedly trying to dissuade religious groups from speaking out on social issues, 
especially when they take a critical stance against government actions or the police.4 
Religious groups say that they continue to feel the adverse effects after the government 
took over the administration of some 600 private schools and hospitals in 1976, many of 
which were run by religious organisations. The government pays a yearly rent to religious 
groups, which some view as a form of control that should end.5
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Incidents 

In an interview in July 2014, the secretary of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Guyana 
said that the shortage of full-time pastors was a challenge for proclaiming the Gospel, 
and keeping young people in the Church.6

In November 2014, the Catholic Church issued a statement in response to the suspension 
of Parliament by the President of Guyana on 10th November. In it, the Church called on 
people to examine their own beliefs, and their practice of the faith in everyday life, so as 
to enable them to face intimidation and corruption.7

At present, the Catholic Church is influential in public life and works on solving social 
conflicts within its sphere of influence.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Although Guyana has a high crime rate, no violent incidents with obvious religious overtones 
have been reported. The reason for this lies in the country’s ethnic diversity, something 
that was already discernable in the 2014 Report. Hence, in relation to religious freedom, 
nothing has changed. Given the lack of cases of intolerance or discrimination, one may 
deduce that the prospects for religious freedom are good. Occasionally, racially-charged 
statements have been made, but these have been broadly rejected by all societal groups.8

According to some reports, complaints have been made against the government for 
trying to dissuade and control some religious groups involved in the country’s social 
problems. Hence, Guyana’s top challenge in the coming years will be to enhance religious 
groups’ real autonomy, by differentiating their purposes and goals from those of other 
non-religious, non-governmental organisations involved in conflicting social issues. 
Moreover, the promotion of strong political leadership has the effect of restricting the 
scope for action by religious entities, thus cutting them off from participating in public 
life as representatives of the population.

Endnotes
1 Pentecostals: 17%, Anglicans: 7%, Adventists 5%
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19546909 accessed on 3 May 2016.
3 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_102_6.asp accessed on 8 March 2016.
4 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238762.pdf accessed on 8 March 2016.
5 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238762.pdf accessed on 8 March 2016
6 https://americalatinacaribe.lutheranworld.org/es/content/secretario-de-la-iglesia-de-guyana-goolsar-

ran-reflexiona-sobre-la-reforma-desaf%C3%ADos-que-la accessed on 8 March 2016.
7 https://es.globalvoices.org/2014/12/04/el-presidente-de-guyana-suspende-al-parlamento-para-evi-

tar-una-mocion-de-censura/ accessed on 8 March 2016.
8 https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=16951 accessed on 8 March 2016.
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HAITÍ 

	

HAITI

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 94,35%
(Christian: 54,7% – Protestant: 23,3%2 – 
Others: 16,35%)

 zSpiritist: 2,71%

 zOthers: 2,94%

RELIGION1

    27.750km² 10.700.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Although the 2006 census reported that few Haitians chose Voodoo as their religion, many 
more are involved in its practices without considering it their main religion.4

The constitution guarantees the right to freedom of conscience and states that all religions 
and beliefs can be exercised freely and that everyone has the right to profess their religion, 
provided they do not disturb public order. It also repeals the 1935 Decree-Law on superstitious 
beliefs. No-one may be compelled to belong to a religious organisation or to follow a teaching 
contrary to their convictions. The law sets out the conditions for recognising religions. Labour 
unions are considered non-profit, non-denominational, and non-partisan organisations. The 
right to private property is also guaranteed for foreigners and foreign institutions, including 
for religious purposes. Centres of African beliefs are protected by the State, as part of the 
country’s historical and cultural heritage.

The Government must appoint a representative of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Haiti 
and a representative of Protestant religions to the nine-member Provisional Electoral Council.5 
Although Catholicism is not the official religion, a concordat has been in place with the Catholic 
Church since 1860 under which the government provides financial support to Catholic priests, 
schools and organised religious groups.

The law regulates the establishment and operations of religious groups. The Bureau of Wor-
ship is responsible for registering churches, clergy, and missionaries. Registration with the 
Bureau of Worship provides civil recognition to documents such as marriage and baptismal 
certificates. Registered religious groups enjoy tax-exempt status, but must submit an annual 
report of their activities.

While the Voodoo religion and places of worship are recognised by law, Voodoo leaders are 
not yet eligible to conduct legally recognised marriages. Conversely, Islam is not recognised 
by law and Islamic marriages cannot be registered civilly. The government has not provided 
any explanation for this. 

In prison, inmates have access to a Protestant minister, a Catholic priest or Voodoo leader. 
Faced with requests for Muslim religious services, the government has indicated that it does 
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not have the capacity to provide every kind of religious service, especially outside of the 
capital, Port-au-Prince.6

Incidents

Haiti has been going through a major political crisis since 2014, and several political institu-
tions have been paralysed. On 12th January 2015, the mandate of the Chamber of Deputies 
and of two-thirds of the Senate ended, but no new elections were held. The Catholic Church 
intervened through a reconciliation initiative called “Together for the good of Haiti”.7

In January 2015, the fifth anniversary of Haiti’s earthquake, the Salesian missionaries highli-
ghted the urgent need to educate the country’s children and youth, many of whom continue 
to live in Displaced Person’s camps.8

In October 2015, Church leaders expressed concern over the violence and killings sparked by 
the upcoming general election. They complained about organisational shortcomings, and the 
lack of a real election campaign. Unlike the Protestant denominations, the Catholic Church 
rejected the idea of   supporting a political party to represent them.9

The Catholic Church plays a mediatory role in society in order to find peaceful solutions, 
without actively participating in the country’s political life.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Haiti is going through a major political crisis, involving legislative and executive branches 
of government. Haiti’s various religions are treated differently. Muslim representatives have 
unsuccessfully sought official recognition. Many Christian groups, by contrast, seem to have 
no intention of seeking state recognition. 

During the period under review, Islam continued to be discriminated against. Haiti’s challenge 
is to offer the same legal treatment to all confessions, as well as to ensure a distance between 
political-governmental activities and religious practice, especially considering the state’s policy 
of annual monitoring of officially recognised religious groups.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_103_1.asp accessed on 17th March 2016.
2 Baptists: 15.4%, Pentecostals: 7.9%
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19548810accessed on 4th May 2016
4 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_103_2.aspaccessed on 18th March 2016.
5 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_103_6.aspaccessed on 8th March 2016.
6 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238764.pdfaccessed on 8th March 2016.
7 http://www.lastampa.it/2015/04/22/vaticaninsider/es/en-el-mundo/en-hait-la-iglesia-est-en-primera-l-

nea-para-la-reconstruccin-del-pas-XtxIgM4B7uckmwmAVbs1iO/pagina.htmlaccessed on 6th March 2016.
8 https://es.zenit.org/articles/haiti-educacion-para-fortalecer-al-pais/accessed on 6th March 2016.
9 https://es.zenit.org/articles/haiti-elecciones-del-domingo-marcadas-por-la-violencia/accessed on 6th March 

2016.
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HONDURAS 

 

HONDURAS

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 95,76%
(Christian: 47% – Protestant: 36%2 – 
Others: 12,76%)

 zOthers: 4,24%

RELIGION1

    112.492km² 7.900.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees the free exercise of all religions and faiths (article 77) as 
long as they do not violate the law and public order. Ministers of religion may not hold 
public office, neither may they engage in political propaganda in any form nor invoke 
or cite religious motives for that purpose. Only lay people can hold elected public office 
(articles 198 and 238).

Freedom of association, assembly and demonstration is guaranteed by the constitution 
without any special reference to religious associations. 

Article 151, second paragraph, states that national education will be secular and based on 
the essential principles of democracy. The rights of parents take precedence in children’s 
education (article 152).4

Foreign missionaries must obtain entry and residence permits. Foreign missionaries who 
use witchcraft or satanic rituals are not allowed into the country. The Government has 
signed an agreement with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and Seventh-day 
Adventists to facilitate the entry and residence of missionaries from these religious groups.

There are procedures for churches to obtain legal recognition. They can also obtain 
recognition of their legal personality under existing laws. A difference is made between 
recognised churches and registered religious organisations. To obtain juridical personality, 
religious organisations must apply to the Secretariat of State for Human Rights, Justice, 
Government and Decentralisation, and obtain the approval of the Comptroller General 
and the president’s signature. The register does not differentiate between religious and 
non-religious organisations. Registered groups can apply to the Finance Ministry for tax 
exemption status.

At present, only the Catholic Church is recognised under the law. The Government reclas-
sified the Evangelical Confederation of Honduras as a religious organisation rather than 
Church. Such a designation does not entail the same rights and privileges as granted to 
Churches, like tax exemptions for clergy salaries and state recognition of religious marriages.
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The Secretariat of State for Human Rights, Justice, Government and Decentralisation is 
involved with religious organisations in the development of registration rules that diffe-
rentiate between religious and non-religious non-governmental organisations, since the 
same rules are currently applied to both types of organisation.

Every military base has a Catholic and a Protestant chaplain. Both churches are broadly 
represented in the government, whose members are usually invited to religious meetings 
and ceremonies.5

Incidents

The Education Secretariat has dispensed members of the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
from attending Civic Saturdays, which are mandatory classes offered in public and private 
schools on some Saturdays. Nevertheless, some Adventists continue to complain that tea-
chers and principals continue to expect their attendance in Saturday classes, which they 
say infringes upon their freedom or religion. The same charges have also been levelled 
at some universities that do not offer alternative days for exams or courses.

In February 2015, the Archbishop of Tegucigalpa expressed the support of the Catholic 
Church for the Plan of the Alliance for Prosperity, which includes Guatemala, Honduras 
and El Salvador, the Inter-American Development Bank and the United States government. 
The plan’s aim is to finance opportunities for young people to find work in their native 
countries and not be forced to leave.6

In July 2015, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Honduras voiced its concerns over corrup-
tion, violence and hunger in the country. It called for the strengthening state institutions 
as well as respectful, open and sincere dialogue, also complaining about specific cases 
of corruption affecting the country.7

The National Mother-and-Child Health Policy for 2008-2015 considers the use of contra-
ceptive methods as a relevant and positive tool to manage fertility rates, and prevent 
unwanted and high-risk pregnancies. The government policy considers the use of such 
methods over the past 20 years as inadequate and criticises religious beliefs as a barrier 
to women having access to them.8

The situation of the Catholic Church allows its members to worship peacefully and par-
ticipate actively in the public life of the country.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Honduran legislation still sharply differentiates between a legally recognised Church 
and a religious organisation. In practice, the differences between the two notions entail 
different benefits. Government authorities favour changes in this regard, but it would be 
desirable to speed up the adoption and implementation of such developments.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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The leaders of the country’s dominant religions exert great influence on public opinion, 
a situation that is reinforced by its ongoing social conflicts. Moreover, smaller religious 
groups can be the subject of misunderstanding and intolerance, as evinced by institutions’ 
expectations that students should attend Saturday classes despite the clash with their 
religious practice. It would be desirable to see the promotion of a culture of recognition 
for all religious beliefs.9

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_105_2.asp accessed on 8th March 2016.
2 Evangelical.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18954311 accessed on 4th May 2016.
4 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238766.pdf accessed on 8th March 2016.
http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_105_6.asp accessed on 8th March 2016.
5 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238766.pdf accessed on 8th March 2016.
6 https://es.zenit.org/articles/iglesia-en-honduras-favorable-a-plan-de-desarrollo-pap/ accessed on 8th 

March 2016.
7 http://www.iglesiahn.org/images/comunicados/DIALOGOPARALAPAZSOCIAL.pdf accessed on 8th March 

2016.
8 http://observatoriointernacional.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Pol%C3%ADtica-Nacional-de-Sa-

lud-Materno-Infantil-2008-2015.pdf accessed on 8th March 2016.
9 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238766.pdf accessed 8th March 2016.
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 zChristian: 86,68%1

 z Jewish: 0,92%

 zMuslim: 0,24%

 zOthers: 12,16%
  AREA POPULATION

RELIGION

HUNGARY

  93.030km² 9.930.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution provides for freedom of conscience and religion – including freedom 
to change religion or belief – and freedom, either alone or with others and in public or 
in private, to manifest religion or belief through religious acts or ceremonies, or in any 
other way, in worship, teaching, practice and observance.

The role of Christianity in preserving the nation is explicitly mentioned in the preamble of 
the constitution. It also voices respect for all religious traditions existing in the country. The 
constitution separates religious communities and the state and stipulates that religious 
communities are independent legal entities, but that the state may cooperate with them 
on common goals. A co-operating religious community (umbrella groups encompassing 
churches and religious organisations) shall function as a “recognised church.” According to 
the law, the registration of a religious group as a “recognised church” requires the approval 
of parliament. This requirement, enacted in 2011, de-registered more than 350 religious 
groups and church organisations recognised under the previous law and required them 
to reapply if they wish to regain their status. A two-thirds parliamentary majority must 
approve the request for church status.

Every religious community may use the word “church” in its official name, regardless 
of whether it is officially recognised by parliament. Officials from both recognised and 
non-recognised religious organisations are not obligated to disclose information shared 
with them in the course of their faith-related service (confession). Non-recognised religious 
groups are not prohibited from faith-based and other activities. No state office may deter-
mine or supervise a group’s faith-based activities. Their doctrines, internal regulations and 
statutes are not subject to state review, modification or enforcement. Their names, symbols 
and rites are protected by copyright law, while buildings and cemeteries are protected 
by criminal law. If recognised churches or religious organisations cease to exist (e.g., by 
dissolving themselves) and have no legal successor, their assets become state property 
that must be used to finance public services. This may also occur if, on the initiative of 
the government, the Constitutional Court rules that the activity of a recognised church 
violates the constitution, along with confirmation by a two-thirds parliamentary majority. 
The Constitutional Court also rules on the request of the Budapest Metropolitan Tribunal 
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about whether a religious organisation violates the constitution, but the decision on its 
dissolution depends on the tribunal.

A concordat with the Holy See regulates relations between the state and the Roman 
Catholic Church, including the financing of public services and religious activities and the 
settlement of claims for property seized by the state during the Communist era. These 
agreements with the Catholic Church also serve as a model for regulating state relations 
with other religious groups.

Non-recognised religious organisations are not entitled to provide religious education 
as part of the mandatory curriculum in public schools. It is, however, possible to offer 
extra-curricular religious education in public schools if requested by students or parents.

Public denial, expression of doubt, or belittling of the Holocaust, genocide, and other 
crimes against humanity committed by the National Socialist or the Communist regimes 
are prohibited by criminal law. Wearing, exhibiting, or promoting the swastika, the logo of 
the Schutzstaffel (SS), the arrow cross, the five-pointed red star, or the hammer and sickle 
in public, in a way that harms the human dignity or the memory of victims, is punishable 
by custodial arrest as a misdemeanour.

The year 2014 was dedicated by the government to commemorating the 70th anniversary of 
the Holocaust in Hungary. The plans were developed in co-operation with representatives 
from the Jewish community and foreign embassies. The president, prime minister, cabinet 
members, and opposition politicians made repeated criticism of anti-Semitic incidents, 
spoke of the culpability of the Hungarian state and of its officials for the Holocaust, and 
attended events commemorating the Holocaust.

Incidents

Anti-Semitic incidents and public statements, in particular by the Jobbik Party, continue 
to raise concerns in the Jewish community. Expressions of anti-Semitism by political and 
public figures prompted strong reactions from the Jewish community as well as from 
senior members of the government, civil society, and other religious groups. Some Jewish 
leaders stated that the Jobbik Party’s continued use of anti-Semitic rhetoric in parliament 
and in public statements contributed to a public culture condoning anti-Semitism.2 In 
late August 2014 an exhibit designed to commemorate the victims of the Shoah was 
vandalised in Budapest. In addition, a swastika was painted on a nearby synagogue.3 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Generally, freedom of religion is respected in Hungary. The Catholic Church and other 
Christian churches are well-respected within society and function freely. There are con-
cerns about continuing anti-Semitic attitudes in the general population and among some 
politicians, as well as about rising anti-Islamic sentiments.
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fleeing the wars in Syria and Iraq bring increased anti-Semitism to Hungary, citing France 
and Germany as examples. He also declared that the level of anti-Semitism is low in Hun-
gary. According to the Times of Israel, anti-Semitic violence is indeed rare in the country, 
but there are many instances of hate speech by politicians and the media against Jews.4 
A report of the Jewish community’s Action and Protection Foundation (TEV) confirmed 
this by stating that, while anti-Semitism is much less socially acceptable in countries such 
as Belgium and France than in Hungary, the rate of actual physical violence is much lower 
in Hungary. Violence against Jews is mostly verbal or symbolic.5 Mazsihisz, an umbrella 
organisation of Hungarian Jewish communities, briefly severed its ties with the gover-
nment in 2014 over what it perceived to be a government-led campaign to whitewash 
Hungarian responsibilities in collaboration with Nazi Germany during World War II. Since 
then, relations have significantly improved, as the government pledged its support for the 
restoration and renovation of abandoned countryside Jewish cemeteries and increased its 
efforts in promoting inter-religious co-operation.6Mazsihisz initially boycotted the 2014 
commemoration of the Holocaust due to the commitment of the ruling party to raising 
a monument in Budapest honouring all victims of the German war and the crimes of the 
occupiers, without specific reference to the Jewish community.7 According to a poll by 
Medián, one of the most prominent Hungarian polling and research firms, about a third 
of all Hungarians hold anti-Semitic views. This includes mostly nationalistic supporters of 
Jobbik, but also voters for centre-left or leftist opposition parties as well as some followers 
of the governing Fidesz party.8 

Instead of accepting refugees into Hungary, both the government and the Catholic Church 
in Hungary work together to offer humanitarian aid to the needy in war-torn countries 
or refugee camps close to their homeland. This help comes mostly in financial support 
for the education of children in refugee camps in Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq, regardless 
of their religion.9 Prime Minister Orbán has been criticised over his refusal to open up 
Hungary’s borders to mass immigration. He defended this decision by pointing to the 
numbers of immigrants, claiming that they are too high for Hungary’s capacities, as well as 
his desire to defend the Christian character of his country in the face of mass immigration 
from Muslim countries. In consequence, he has been attacked by liberal commentators 
for provoking religious divisions.10 

There might have been a turning point in combating anti-Jewish attitudes during the 
time reviewed in this report. The situation for Muslims, on the other hand, might dete-
riorate in the coming years. As of now, the number of incidents remains very low, but the 
atmosphere in society is becoming increasingly hostile.

Endnotes
1 According to the 2011 national census, some 37.1% of the total population self-identify as Roman Ca-

tholics.
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238388#wrapper
3 http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/193866#.V16Lr7uLTIW
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4 http://www.timesofisrael.com/refugees-bring-anti-semitism-to-europe-warns-hungarian-minister/
5 http://www.jpost.com/Diaspora/Despite-high-anti-Semitism-incidents-low-in-Hungary-375118
6 http://www.timesofisrael.com/refugees-bring-anti-semitism-to-europe-warns-hungarian-minister/
7 http://www.jpost.com/Diaspora/Despite-high-anti-Semitism-incidents-low-in-Hungary-375118
8 http://hungarianfreepress.com/2016/04/19/one-third-of-hungarians-are-anti-semitic-according-to-

new-median-poll/
9 http://www.deon.pl/religia/kosciol-i-swiat/z-zycia-kosciola/art,26311,wegry-kosciol-i-rzad-wspol-

nie-w-kwestii-uchodzcow.html
10 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/04/world/europe/hungarian-leader-rebuked-for-saying-muslim-mi-

grants-must-be-blocked-to-keep-europe-christian.html?_r=0
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  AREA POPULATION4

 zChristian: 94,74%2
(Christian: 3,4% – Protestant: 82%3– 
Others: 9,34%)

 zHindus: 0,26%

 zSpiritist: 0,46%

 zOthers: 4,54%

RELIGION1

     103.000km2 331.918

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

While a referendum in 2012 approved a draft new constitution, the final bill was stalled 
in parliament and its future was uncertain.5 

The current constitution establishes the Evangelical Lutheran Church (ELC) as the natio-
nal church, and grants it state support and protection.6 It guarantees people the right to 
form religious associations and to practise their religion in accordance with their beliefs. 
However, nothing may “be preached or practised which is prejudicial to good morals or 
public order.”7 

Religious groups and secular humanist organizations apply to the Ministry of the Interior 
for recognition and registration and a four-member panel reviews the applications. Regi-
stered religious groups and secular humanist organizations receive state subsidies based 
on membership numbers. The state provides subsidies to registered religious groups and 
secular humanist organizations and every individual 16 years of age and older must pay 
a “church tax” to the individual’s respective organization. If there is no official affiliation, 
the tax is paid to the University of Iceland.8

The constitution also provides that everyone is equal before the law, irrespective of reli-
gion, and no person “may lose his civil or national rights on account of his religion, nor 
may anyone refuse to perform any generally applicable civil duty on religious grounds.”9

Religious minorities

In 2014 the Market and Media Research firm conducted an opinion poll asking people 
to what extent they supported or opposed various religious organisations building pla-
ces of worship in Iceland. Of those responding, 64.4 percent supported and 9.5 percent 
were against the Church of Iceland building new churches. 49.2 percent were in favour 
of the Ásatrú pagan association while 11.1 percent opposed it. 36.5 percent supported a 
Buddhist temple. 33.1 percent were against building a second Russian Orthodox Church. 
42.4 percent of respondents were against, and 29.7 percent were in favour of a mosque 
being built in Iceland.10 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



IC
EL

AN
D

295Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

Incidents

In January 2015, following the Paris terrorist attacks, an MP recommended that back-
ground checks on all Muslims in Iceland should be carried out. The Minister of the Interior 
responded by emphasising the need to respect all citizens.11 

The Reykjavik city council agreed to give the Icelandic Muslim Association land to build 
a mosque in September 2013. In November 2015, President Ólafur Ragnar Grimsson 
expressed shock and concern that the government of Saudi Arabia intended to fund the 
construction of a mosque in Iceland by donating one million US Dollars. He expressed 
concern that such financing would fuel radical Islam in Iceland.12 A few days after the 
President’s speech, the Islamic Cultural Center of Iceland was vandalised.13 At around the 
same time, a Muslim woman in Reykjavik reported being refused as a tenant on account 
of her religion.14 

Prospects for freedom of religion

In the period analysed, there have been no other reported incidents or negative deve-
lopments with regard to religious freedom in Iceland, but based on opinion polls and 
the above incidents, it appears that there may be increasing societal intolerance toward 
some religious minorities.

Endnotes
1 http://www.indexmundi.com/iceland/religions.html
2 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_107_1.asp
3 Evangelical Lutheran: 76.2%, Lutheran Free Churches: 5.8%.
4 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ic.html
5 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/icelands-pots-and-pans-revolution-lessons-from-a-

nation-that-people-power-helped-to-emerge-from-its-10351095.html
6 Constitution of the Republic of Iceland, Article 62
7 Constitution of the Republic of Iceland, Article 63
8 Constitution of the Republic of Iceland, Article 64; http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/

index.htm#wrapper
9 Constitution of the Republic of Iceland, Articles 64, 65
10 http://grapevine.is/news/2014/10/08/about-42-against-mosque-in-iceland/
11 http://icelandreview.com/news/2015/01/15/interior-minister-muslims-must-be-left-peace
12 http://icelandmag.visir.is/article/president-iceland-fears-saudi-arabian-funding-reykjavik-mo-

sque-will-fuel-muslim-extremism
13 http://icelandreview.com/news/2015/11/23/islamic-center-iceland-vandalized
14 http://www.dv.is/frettir/2015/11/22/rasismi-islandi-marwa-fekk-ekki-ad-leigja-ibud-thvi-hun-er-musli-

mi/
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 zChristian: 2,3%
(Christian: 1,4% – Others: 0,9%)

 zHindus: 79,79%

 zSikhs: 1,72%

 zBuddhist: 0,69%

 zMuslim: 14,22%

 zOthers: 1,28%

RELIGION

INDIA

  3.100.000 km² 1.210.854.977

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

On 8th June 2016, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi made his fourth visit to the 
United States since coming to power in May 2014. Speaking at a special joint session of 
Congress, the Indian leader praised the virtues of the world’s “largest democracy” before 
the elected representatives of “its oldest”, which is how he described the two countries’ 
political systems. Mr Modi was particularly insistent on the fact that freedom of religion 
was enshrined in the Constitution of the Indian Union and that his country was “a modern 
nation with freedom, democracy, and equality as the essence of its soul.”2

 “For my government, the Constitution is its real holy book. And, in that holy book, freedom 
of faith, speech and franchise, and equality of all citizens, regardless of background, are 
enshrined as fundamental rights,” the prime minister said, adding, “all the 1.25 billion of 
our citizens have freedom from fear, a freedom they exercise every moment of their lives.”3

Prime Minister Narendra Modi speaking before the U.S. Congress in 2016 stands in stark 
contrast to the Gujarat Chief Minister Narendra Modi of 2005 when a U.S. law made “any 
government official who was responsible for – or directly carried out at any time – par-
ticularly severe violations of religious freedom ineligible for a visa”.4 Back then, a report 
by the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRCF) said that Mr Modi 
had played a role in the pogroms that saw Muslims attacked without any real opposition 
from Gujarat State authorities.

Still, despite the spectacular Indo-American rapprochement, relations are not all plain 
sailing. In March 2016, India refused to grant a visa to the members of a USCIRF delegation 
on the grounds that its 2015 report stated that religious violence was up in India over 
the previous three years.5 The visa refusal did not prevent the Commission from writing 
in its 2016 report, released in May of this year, that India was on a “negative trajectory” 
with respect to religious freedom.6 “Minority communities, especially Christians, Muslims, 
and Sikhs, experienced numerous incidents of intimidation, harassment, and violence, 
largely at the hands of Hindu nationalist groups,” the report said.7

India does not have an official state religion. The law requires that public institutions 
treat all religions on the same plane. However, legal requirements notwithstanding, the 
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religious make-up of Indian society – the changing proportion of Hindus as opposed 
to those of other faiths – is politically very relevant. The release on 25th August 2015 of 
census data on religion from 2010-20118 sparked a lively debate.9

Hindus below 80 percent of the population

Overall, the data showed a proportional decline for Hindus, an increase for Muslims and 
no change for Christians.10 For the first time since independence in 1947, Hindus dropped 
below 80 percent, to 79.79 percent. Overall, that represents 966 million Hindus out of a 
total population of 1.2 billion, up by 16.76 percent from the 2000-2001 census period. In 
the same decade, the overall growth of the total population was 17.7 percent. Muslims 
are a distant second with 14.2 percent of the Indian population or 172.2 million, up by 
24.5 percent. Further behind, in third place, Christians officially number 27.8 million. In 
ten years, their number rose by 15.5 percent, slightly below the national average, which 
explains why Christians are still 2.3 percent of India’s population.11 Other religious minorities 
include 20.8 million Sikhs, 8.4 million Buddhists and 4.5 million Jains. Finally, an additional 
10.1 million belong to other religions, like the Parsees (Zoroastrians), Jews, Baha’is, etc.

The fact that Hindus dropped below the 80 percent mark sparked a lot of discussions 
and comments. Right-wing Hindu nationalist movements see it as justification for their 
struggle for a Hindu-centred India. Conversely, representatives of religious minorities 
strongly condemned repeated attacks against them.

Over the previous decade, especially in states ruled by Prime Minister Modi’s Bharatiya 
Janata Party (Indian People‘s Party, BJP), Madhya Pradesh for example, Christian missio-
naries have been accused of converting indigenous groups and Dalits (formerly known 
as untouchables). This in turn has led to the adoption of anti-conversion laws. “I want to 
ask all those who accused us of converting gullible people to Christianity: where are those 
whom we converted,” said Archbishop Leo Cornelio of Bhopal.12 According to the Catho-
lic prelate, these accusations are meant to create divisions between different religious 
communities; Christians and Muslims are perceived and described as a threat to Hindu 
political interests. “They will not hesitate even to disown the census and still continue to 
create communal discord,” he said. For Navaid Hamid, secretary of the South Asian Council 
for Minorities (SACM), “Muslims in India can never outnumber the Hindu community until 
and unless some 30-40 percent of Hindus convert to Islam, which is unimaginable.”13

Constitutional and legislative provisions: towards a Union anti-conversion law?

As Mr Modi said to the U.S. Congress, India’s Union Constitution guarantees religious 
freedom. Article 25, paragraph 1, of the constitution states that “all persons are equally 
entitled to freedom of conscience and the right freely to profess, practise and propagate 
religion.” According to Article 27, “no person shall be compelled to pay any taxes […] for 
the promotion or maintenance of any particular religion or religious denomination. Article 
28 provides that “no religious instruction shall be provided in any educational institution 
wholly maintained out of state funds”, and in accordance with Article 26 of the constitu-
tion, which concerns group rights, “every religious denomination or any section thereof 
shall have the right to establish and maintain institutions for religious and charitable 
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section of the citizens has the right to preserve their distinctive customs and languages. 
According to Article 30, “all minorities, whether based on religion or language, have the 
right to establish and administer educational institutions of their choice.”14

Within the Union’s constitutional framework, the central government can impose some 
limitations, particularly with respect to the ties religious communities can have with foreign 
countries. Hence, for many years, Indian authorities have virtually stopped granting visas 
to missionaries.15 Those already in the country for a long time can renew their residence 
and missionary activity permit each year, but only under exceptional circumstances do 
Indian authorities grant visas to new missionaries. Similarly, the Foreign Contribution 
Regulation Act is meant to control foreign funding for non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), with Christian or Muslim organisations regularly penalised.16

From a legislative standpoint, conversion holds centre stage in the public discourse. 
Since coming to power in New Delhi in May 2014, Mr Modi has been careful not to give 
an opinion directly on this very sensitive issue in a country where BJP officials openly 
promote Hindutva, an ideology that defines Indian nationhood as essentially Hindu. 
His ministers, however, have repeatedly expressed support for measures to “protect the 
Hindu religion”, ostensibly threatened by the rise of religious minorities, Muslims and 
Christians in particular. In December 2014, the Parliamentary Affairs minister caused a 
sensation when he called for a vote on an anti-conversion law17 in the Lok Sabha, the 
lower house of Parliament. On 23rd March 2015, the Union Home Affairs Minister, Rajnath 
Singh, brought the issue back into the spotlight by calling for a “national debate” on the 
issue of conversion and insisting on the need for a nation-wide anti-conversion law.18

On 15th April, a legal opinion from the Union Law and Justice Ministry put a stop to the 
central government’s ambitions in this area.19 Ministry jurists said that any central gover-
nment legislation that restricts the right to change religion goes against the provisions of 
the Constitution of the Indian Union, which states that the area falls under the jurisdiction 
of the Union’s states and territories, not the central government.

Anti-conversion legislation has been a much-debated issue at the national level for some 
time, and is closely tied to the BJP, or more precisely its predecessor, the Janata Party 
(People‘s Party).20 In 1978, a member of the Janata Party, in power since defeating the 
Congress Party in 1977, tabled the Freedom of Religion Bill in the Lok Sabha. It failed, but 
it was revived in 1999 when then-Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee, at the helm of a BJP 
administration (1998-2004), claimed that a series of attacks against Christian churches in 
Gujarat were sparked by Hindus converting to Christianity and that social harmony would 
be better protected if an anti-conversion law was passed. Gujarat, which was then gover-
ned by Mr Modi, passed an anti-conversion law but the proposal failed at the Union level.

Today, seven of India’s 29 states (and seven territories) have adopted anti-conversion laws. 
Before Gujarat, the legislative assemblies of Arunachal Pradesh, Orissa (Odisha), Madhya 
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan passed such laws. Himachal Pradesh followed, as did 
the southern state of Tamil Nadu (home to a large number of Christians, the law here was 
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quickly repealed). In each case, anti-conversion laws, which punish conversions obtained 
by “force” or “fraudulent means”, are based on the notion of protecting “public order”, an 
area under state jurisdiction.21

For opponents to a possible national anti-conversion law, New Delhi’s plans are disturbing. 
The move “clearly shows the mischievous intentions of the central government to cap 
the freedom of religion and freedom to follow a faith,” said Navaid Hamid, secretary of 
the South Asian Council for Minorities. For the Muslim official, the BJP-led government 
“does not believe in the constitution. It has a desire to crush all the fundamental rights of 
minorities. The government is working on a sectarian, anti-women, anti-minority agenda, 
which is taking the country backwards.”22

For Christian officials such as Fr Paul Thelakkat, spokesperson for the Syrian Catholic 
Church in Kerala, laws restricting conversion are not needed in India, at neither state, 
nor national levels. “There are enough laws in this country to punish those who violate 
public order and social harmony,” he added. In his critical view, fear that Hinduism will 
become a minority religion is what drives Hindu nationalists. The priest said: “It is a pity 
that Hindu leaders have no faith in the truth and strength of their own religion. The BJP 
believes that the Hindu religion will not survive in relation to other religions. So they are 
trying to fence their own religion by laws.”23

Incidents

Violence against religious minorities

Since the BJP came to power in New Delhi two years ago, violence against religious mino-
rities has increased. Based on a report from the India Home Affairs Ministry, the USCIRF 
noted that in 2015, communal violence increased by 17 percent with 97 people killed 
and 2,246 injured.24 In the case of Christians, there is a visible surge, from 120 in 2014 
to 365 major attacks on Christians and their institutions in 2015. That is one per day in a 
country where Christians are a very small minority.25

More frequent, violent and widespread attacks

Given the constraints of this report, it is impossible to provide a complete list of the 
incidents of violence against religious minorities. Hence, only some cases will be cited 
to illustrate the current climate.

In the state of Chhattisgarh, attacks were directed at Christian Dalits or tribal communi-
ties. On 15th May 2016, in Dantewada District, two Christians in the village of Dhurly were 
forced to sign a declaration renouncing the Christian faith. Before that, on 29th April, six 
Christian families from the Gond tribe had to flee Katodi, a village in the Kanker District, 
after neighbours threatened to kill them if they did not convert to Hinduism. According 
to Monsignor Sebastian Poomattam, vicar general of the Catholic Archdiocese of Rai-
pur, capital of Chhattisgarh, “these attacks are part of a clear strategy, which seeks to 
promote Hindu ideology and eliminate religious minorities, including Christians, from 
the region.”26 The same scenario can be seen in the neighbouring state of Jharkhand. On 
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hastily in Palamu District after they were beaten for refusing to renounce their Christian 
faith. Naresh Bhuiya, one of the 16 Dalit victims, said: “They wanted us to say ‘Jai Shri Ram’ 
(Hail Lord Ram!) to greet the Hindu god Ram. When we refused, they tied our hands and 
feet and beat us mercilessly.”27 Worse still, two days earlier, in the village of Kadma, Kunti 
District, Soreng Abraham, pastor with the Gossner Evangelical Lutheran Church, was 
found dead, his body showing multiple injuries.28 Yet Kunti is one of Jharkhand’s most 
Christian districts, at 25 per cent the local population of 532,000. Since the BJP came to 
power, Christians have faced a rising wave of violence29 – much of it going unpunished.

In recent years, reports have suggested that anti-Christian attacks have been concentrated 
in the northern half of the country. However, serious incidents have also occurred in the 
south, where Christians are more numerous. On 28th January 2016, three lay Catholics and 
Father Jose Kannumkuzhy, 49, treasurer of the Syro-Malabar Diocese of Ramanathapu-
ram, were attacked by 30 suspected Hindu extremists. The incident took place as the four 
walked towards their car parked outside the Coimbatore police station.30 A spokesman 
from the diocese said that the priest and the lay people “were dragged and beaten for 2.5 
kilometres before they were brought back to the police station. Neither those who saw 
this, nor the police intervened. The latter did not even call for an ambulance.”31

Two other cases are indicative of the increasing violence of anti-Christian attacks. On 13th 
March 2015, a Catholic religious Sister in her 70s was gang raped in the state of West Bengal 
in her convent, the Convent of Jesus and Mary, near the town of Ranaghat, a few kilometres 
from Kolkata. However, the police described the attack as “a burglary”, although they did 
note that the attackers vandalised and desecrated the church, tore up Bibles, smashed 
statues and took the ciborium (sacred vessel) with the consecrated hosts. 32 Three months 
later, on the night of 19th June, another Catholic religious Sister was raped by two men. 
She was working as a nurse at a Church-run care facility in Raipur, capital of Chhattisgarh 
(central India). The Sister, 47, comes from Kerala, southern India, and is a member of the 
Congregation of the Salesian Missionaries of Mary Immaculate. A registered nurse, she 
ministered at the Christ Help Centre, a small clinic in Raipur. “Breaking into a Christian 
medical centre, the identification of a religious person and the assault show that it was 
religiously motivated,”33 said John Dayal, spokesperson for the United Christian Forum.

A Muslim killed on suspicion of eating beef

On 28th September 2015, in the village of Bisahra, about 60 kilometres south of the national 
capital of New Delhi, Akhlaq Ahmed, a 52-year-old Muslim man, was lynched to death by 
a group of Hindus who suspected him of having killed a cow and eating its meat during 
the Muslim holiday of Eid al-Adha. “A group of Hindu men barged into the house and 
dragged my husband and younger son outside alleging that the meat we had stored and 
consumed in the house was beef,” said Ikrana Ahmed, the victim’s wife. The two men were 
beaten with bricks and sticks. “My husband died on the spot and my 22-year-old son was 
critically injured,” she added. Her mother-in-law was also hit in the face.34
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The murder occurred in Uttar Pradesh, one of the states in the “Hindi Belt”, the country’s 
Hindu Heartland, where, according to Hindu religious beliefs, the cow is a sacred animal. 
Twenty-four of India’s 29 states have specific regulations banning cattle slaughter or 
beef sales, imposing fines on violators. In New Delhi for example, the slaughter of a cow 
is punishable by five years in prison and a fine of 10,000 rupees (€136, US$148). In early 
2015, the states of Maharashtra35 and Haryana also banned beef sales.

In March 2015, Union Home Affairs Minister Rajnath Singh, a member of the BJP, urged 
the government to impose a nation-wide ban on cattle slaughter and beef sales. He 
said: “Cow slaughter cannot be accepted in this country. We will make all-out efforts to 
ban slaughter of cows.”36 A few months later, the state of Jammu and Kashmir imposed 
a complete ban on beef sales.37 In this predominantly Muslim state, the BJP is part of the 
ruling coalition.

The issue of beef (or sacred cows) appears as a never-ending issue, used for political 
purposes.38 Indeed, for Hindu nationalists, the sacred cow is a symbol of national inde-
pendence; slaughtering them is thus considered a sin, a “national crime”. According to 
them, it is under the influence of colonisers – from the Muslim Mughal to European 
colonialists – that cow slaughter was introduced in India. Hence, India’s independence 
cannot be complete until slaughter is entirely prohibited.

“The government will do better if it directs its attention toward much larger national 
issues rather than making laws on the diet of the people,” said Cardinal Baselios Cleemis 
Thottunkal of Trivandrum, president of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India (CBCI).39 
Any ban would disproportionately affect India’s religious minorities (Muslims, Christians) 
and the poor (Dalits, tribal people) because beef, aka “the poor man’s protein”, is cheaply 
available.

For many, a ban on beef consumption would make Hindu culture compulsory. “How 
could anything which is lawful in our religion be declared unlawful by any government? 
We are living in a secular country where every person has a right to practice his or her 
religion. Beliefs cannot be forced on anyone,” said Moulana Javid Ahmad, a Muslim cleric 
in Jammu and Kashmir.40

Questioning Mother Teresa’s works

“It’s good to work for a cause with selfless intentions. But Mother Teresa’s work had [an] 
ulterior motive, which was to convert the person who was being served to Christianity,” 
said Mohan Bhagwat, head of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS, National Volun-
teer Corps) on 23rd February 2015 in Rajasthan.41 The leader of the Hindu nationalist 
organisation spoke in Bajhera, a village near Bharatpur where an NGO, Apna Ghar (Our 
House), had opened two facilities for poor children and women in need. “The question 
is not about conversion but if this (conversion) is done in the name of service, then that 
service gets devalued,” he said. By contrast, “here (at the NGO), the objective is purely 
service of poor and helpless people”.42
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from India’s Catholic Bishops. In a press release dated 24th February 2015, the Indian 
episcopate denounced with “concern and distress” the attempt to cast “aspersion on the 
saintly person of Mother Teresa” and attribute “ulterior motives to her life-long humani-
tarian services to the poor and the sick [. . .]. Mother Teresa never had any hidden agenda 
nor did she ever use her services as a cover up for conversion. She always maintained 
that her main concern was to ease the suffering of people and to help the poor and the 
suffering to lead a life of relief and self-respect. To the repeated questions, as to what was 
her motive for such a self-effacing service to the poor and to the suffering, her consistent 
reply was to help the Hindu, live [as] a better Hindu, the Muslim, [as] a better Muslim 
and the Christian, [as] a better Christian with proper human dignity,” said the statement, 
which also noted that the Nobel Peace Prize (in 1979) and India’s highest civilian award, 
the Bharat Ratna (in 1980), were given to the nun, who was proclaimed blessed in 2003 
by Pope – now Saint – John Paul II.43

The Catholic Church was not alone in defending the memory of Mother Teresa. In the 
morning of 24th February, Delhi’s chief minister, Arvind Kejriwal, tweeted the following 
words: “I worked wid (sic) Mother Teresa for a few months at Nirmal Hriday ashram in 
Kolkata. She was a noble soul. Pl spare her.”44 Head of the anti-corruption party Aam 
Aadmi Party (AAP, Common Man Party), Arvind Kejriwal on 7th February 2015 delivered a 
resounding defeat to the BJP in Delhi Assembly elections.45

A little over a year later, on 18th June 2016, Yogi Adityanath, a BJP member of the Union 
Parliament, said, at a Hindu religious gathering in Uttar Pradesh, 46 “[Mother] Teresa was 
part of a conspiracy for [the] Christianization of India. Incidents of Christianization had 
[sic] led to separatist movements in parts of the north-east, including Arunachal Pradesh, 
Tripura, Meghalaya and Nagaland.” Again, the reaction of India’s Catholic Bishops was 
swift. Bishop Theodore Mascarenhas of Ranchi and CBCI secretary-general, called on the 
Government of India to “take action against him (Yogi Adityanath) and prove its sincerity 
towards minorities.” As the date of Mother Teresa’s canonisation approaches (4th Septem-
ber 2016), the prelate said he wanted the government to take action against comments 
“that are meant to spread hatred.”47

Prospects for freedom of religion

In the “world’s largest democracy”, various institutions and civil society continue to play 
a role in defending Indians’ fundamental rights. The Gulbarg Society affair was one of the 
triggers of Gujarat’s 2002 anti-Muslim pogroms. In February of that year, 69 bodies were 
found in Gulbarg Society, a Muslim neighbourhood in Chamanpura, Ahmedabad, after 
a Hindu mob attacked it. The violence was sparked by the death of 59 Hindu pilgrims 
killed in a train fire caused by Muslims. Of the 66 people prosecuted in connection with 
the Gulbarg Society massacre, 42 were discharged. Finally, after 14 years of proceedings, 
the remaining 24 defendants were sentenced on 2nd June 2016: 11 received life in prison, 
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while the others received sentences ranging between seven and 10 years. A Special Trial 
Court rendered the verdict.48

“Thursday’s conviction of 24 people involved in the Gulbarg Society massacre should 
tell us how integral a vibrant civil society is to the functioning of a democracy,” wrote 
Indian daily Firstpost on 3rd June 2016.49 “Fourteen years of painstaking work in the face 
of innumerable risks and threats have finally delivered to the survivors some sense of 
justice,” the paper added. By supporting the families for all those years, Indian civil society 
deserves credit for the outcome. 

Nonetheless, seen from abroad, the foundations of Indian democracy and respect for 
minority rights seem seriously threatened by the backers of Hindutva ideology, who are 
currently in power. Campaigns by the BJP and “pro-Hinduisation” organisations such as 
the RSS that support it are a source of major concern, because they lead Hindu extremists 
to carry out violent acts against religious minorities. On an official visit to India in January 
2015, US President Barack Obama did not hesitate, despite the spectacular warming of 
relations between the two countries, to warn Indians. On 27th January 2015, in an address 
to students in Delhi, he spoke about religious freedom and non-discrimination, castigating 
fundamentalism and noting that India’s constitution and democracy enshrine equality 
for everyone, irrespective of social class, religion, gender or ethnicity. He said: “India will 
succeed so long as it is not splintered along the lines of religious faith, as long as it is not 
splintered along any lines, and it is unified as one nation.”50
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Indonesia is the world’s largest Muslim-majority country, and one which has made a 
remarkable transition from authoritarian military rule to multi-party democracy, with a 
thriving civil society sector and a largely free press. In 2014 presidential elections were 
won by the former Governor of Jakarta, Joko Widodo, known popularly as “Jokowi”. His 
former deputy, Governor Basuki Tjahaja Purnama known as “Ahok”, became the first 
Christian and first Chinese Governor of the country’s capital.

Indonesia has a good tradition of religious pluralism and harmony. Although it is the 
world’s largest Muslim country, it is not constitutionally an Islamic state. The guiding state 
ideology, known as the “Pancasila”, which means “five principles”, sets out the country’s 
governing values: belief in a deity; a just and civilised humanity; national unity; democracy; 
and social justice. While this philosophy has limitations for freedom of religion or belief, 
including the lack of protection for adherents of religions that are not officially recognised 
and for people of no religion, it is in essence a philosophy designed to protect pluralism 
in an overwhelmingly Muslim nation. The country’s national motto is “Unity in Diversity”.

However, these values have come under increasing threat over the past decade or more, 
as radical Islamist groups have emerged and gained a disproportionate influence over 
policy-making, legislation and the rights of non-Muslim religious minorities and even of 
some Muslim groups regarded by others as heretical. As Human Rights Watch’s Deputy 
Asia Director Phelim Kline put it, religious tolerance in Indonesia is “under acute threat”.1 
Christian Solidarity Worldwide published a report in 2014, titled “Indonesia: Pluralism in 
Peril – the rise of religious intolerance across the archipelago”.2

The constitution of Indonesia, in Article 28 (e), enshrines freedom of religion, stating 
that “each person is free to worship and to practise the religion of his choice, to choose 
education and schooling, his occupation, his nationality, his residency in the territory of 
the country that he shall be able to leave and to which he shall have the right to return; 
each person has the right to be free in his convictions, to assert his thoughts and tenets 
in accordance with his conscience; each person has the right to freely associate, assemble, 
and express his opinions.”
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Despite this constitutional guarantee of freedom of religion, the Ministry of Religious 
Affairs officially recognises only six religions: Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, Buddhism, 
Hinduism and Confucianism. While, as the U.S. State Department International Religious 
Freedom Report 2014 notes, members of unrecognised groups “have the right to establish 
a place of worship, register marriages and births, and obtain national identity cards”, they 
face other forms of discrimination, particularly in schools where students are required 
to follow religious education in one of the six recognised religious traditions. Previously, 
adherents of unrecognised religions also had to adopt one of the six recognised religions 
in the religion section of their identity card, although this has now been changed and 
laws allow them to leave the religion section blank.3

In recent years, the Pew Forum has consistently rated Indonesia as a country with one 
of the highest levels of restrictions on religion among the world’s 25 most populous 
nations.4 According to Andreas Harsono, Indonesia researcher at Human Rights Watch, 
Indonesia’s previous president, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, is “the president who laid 
down the most sectarian regulatory infrastructure in Indonesia”.5 Dr Musdah Mulia, 
chair of the Indonesian Conference on Religion and Peace, claims there are at least 147 
“discriminative laws and public policies in regards to religion” and believes that “as long 
as those laws are permitted to prevail, there is always a strong potential for violence.”6

Four main areas of legislation impact on and restrict religious freedom in Indonesia: the 
2006 Joint Regulation on Houses of Worship, the 2008 anti-Ahmadiyya7 Joint Decree, 
the 1965 Blasphemy Law, and Shari‘a-inspired regulations at local and provincial levels 
in some parts of the country.

The 2006 Joint Regulation on Houses of Worship was issued by the Minister of Religious 
Affairs and the Minister of Home Affairs following a review of the existing 1969 Joint Mini-
sterial Decree. This new regulation requires that any religious group wishing to construct 
a place of worship should undertake the following steps: provide the names and identity 
cards of at least 90 members of the congregation who will use the house of worship, obtain 
support from at least 60 other members of the local community endorsed by the village 
head, provide a written recommendation from the district Ministry of Religious Affairs 
and provide a written recommendation from the district or city Religious Harmony Forum. 
The proposal must be submitted to the local mayor who must issue a decision within 90 
days of receiving the application.8 This regulation means that if a religious group does 
not secure the support of followers of the majority religion in the locality, and if it has 
fewer than 90 adherents, it cannot construct a place of worship. An increasing number 
of places of worship, particularly Christian churches, have been forcibly closed down by 
local authorities in recent years, even those which have been approved, at the instigation 
of extremist Islamist groups. According to an article in Christianity Today, more than 1,000 
Christian churches have closed since 2006.9

The 2008 anti-Ahmadiyya Decree was introduced after pressure from radical Islamist groups, 
who regard the Ahmadiyya as heretical, even though the Ahmadiyya regard themselves as 
Muslims. In 2005, President Yudhoyono gave a speech in which he promised the Indone-
sian Ulama Council (MUI), the highest body of Islamic clerics and legal scholars, “a central 
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role in matters regarding the Islamic faith”. He added: “We open our hearts and minds to 
receiving the thoughts, recommendations and fatwas (religious edicts) from the MUI at 
any time.” Within days, the MUI issued a series of fatwas against pluralism, secularism and 
liberalism and calling for the banning of the Ahmadiyya. Two years later, the President 
went further, saying: “After a fatwa is issued, the tools of the state can do their duty. We 
must all take strict measures against deviant beliefs.”10 A year later, eight days after a vio-
lent attack by extremists on Ahmadiyya and other religious freedom campaigners at the 
National Monument, the government issued the Joint Decree of the Minister of Religious 
Affairs, the Attorney General and the Minister of Home Affairs regarding the Ahmadiyya 
community. The decree stopped short of an outright ban, but it prohibits promulgation 
of their beliefs and teachings. A variety of regional-level versions of the same regulation 
have been issued in different parts of Indonesia as well.

Laws prohibiting blasphemy, heresy and religious defamation are set out in article 156 
of the penal code, but in 1965 a new Presidential Decree was introduced, known as the 
“blasphemy law”, which prohibits the “deviant interpretation” of religious teachings and 
mandates the president to dissolve any organisation practising such “deviant” teachings. 
Since 2003, over 150 people have been arrested or detained under these laws.11

In addition to these laws, Shari‘a-inspired regulations are put in place at a local and regio-
nal level. While the statistics vary, Michael Buehler at North Illinois University estimates 
that at least 169 Shari‘a regulations are in place, and that at least seven out of Indonesia’s 
33 provinces and at least 51 out of 497 districts and municipalities adopted at least one 
Shari‘a regulation between 1999 and 2009.12 In Aceh, full Shari‘a law was implemented 
in 2002, with a Shari‘a court established a year later and the first public caning occurring 
in 2005. A religious police force was established, and the laws affect the activities of 
non-Muslim minorities.13

Other laws impacting freedom of religion include the 1974 law banning inter-religious 
marriage, and a 1979 decree prohibiting proselytising towards people already adhering 
to a recognised religion.

Incidents

Incidents of violence, forcible closure of places of worship and other violations of freedom 
of religion or belief have steadily increased in recent years. The Setara Institute reports 
236 incidents of violence in 2015, a 33 percent increase over the previous year.14 Komnas 
Ham and other local non-governmental organisations also report significant rises in vio-
lence and other violations of religious freedom. As the U.S. Commission on International 
Religious Freedom notes: “Violations rarely are investigated and attackers, whether police 
or radical mob groups, continue their abuses with relative impunity.”15

In October 2015 an Islamic youth group in Aceh Singkil demanded the closure and 
destruction of at least 10 churches which, it claimed, were operating without permits. 
The local government agreed, announcing that it would require the Christian commu-
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nity in Aceh Singkil to adhere to a 1979 agreement which states that only one church 
and four chapels can be built in the area. However, the group decided to take matters 
into its own hands and burned down a number of churches. Clashes broke out and one 
man was killed. The Reverend Palti Panjaitan, National Coordinator of the organisation 
Solidarity of Victims of Freedom of Religion and Belief Violence (SobatKBB), warned that 
this was the result of discriminative legislation and urged the government not only to 
halt the violence but also to repeal the laws. “Without any serious effort, violence in Aceh 
will keep recurring. Christians practically live without any protection, which keeps them 
in fear of further attack and violence.”16

In April 2016, the first non-Muslim was subjected to 30 lashes with a cane in Aceh, for 
selling bottles of alcohol secretly. She was a 60 year-old Christian woman, Remita Sinaga.17

Elsewhere, churches continue to face challenges. On 7th March 2016, the Santa Clara 
Catholic Church was established in Harapan Baru, Bekasi, West Java, with a full permit 
from the city’s mayor. However, local vigilantes from the Islamic Forum Community (FUI) 
demanded the permit be rescinded. They attacked the church, destroying the signboard 
and sealing off the church.18 The situation remained tense during Easter, and the congre-
gation was unable to celebrate in their church building.19

The long-running case of the GKI Yasmin Church in Bogor, West Java, continues, after 
extremists pressed the local government to suspend the church’s permit in 2008 and the 
church building was forced to close. In 2010 the Supreme Court ruled that the church 
should be reopened, but the local mayor has defied the court ruling. 

Other religious communities have also faced increasing threats. In 2016 more than 7,000 
members of an Islamic sect known as “Gafatar” faced violent forced eviction from their 
homes on Kalimantan Island. Gafatar combines Islam with Christian and Jewish beliefs 
and is accused of practising “deviant teachings”.20

The Ahmadiyya community has faced regular threats over the past decade. On 23rd May 
2016 an Ahmadi mosque in Gemuh village, Kendal regency, Central Java, was destroyed.21 
In January 2016 Ahmadis in Bangka Island, off the coast of Sumatra, were warned to con-
vert to Sunni Islam or be expelled from the island.22 In 2015 protesters in south Jakarta, 
including some from the extremist organisation the Islamic Defenders Front (FPI), twice 
prevented Ahmadis from performing Friday prayers at the An Nur Mosque,23 and on 8th 
July the mosque was sealed.24 

The Shi‘a, Baha’i and other religious minorities also face similar threats and restrictions. 

The rise of religious extremism and the existence of terrorists affiliated with the Islamist 
group Daesh (ISIS) further add to concerns over freedom of religion or belief in Indonesia. 
On 14th January 2016 Daesh-affiliated terrorists launched attacks in Jakarta, detonating 
bombs and opening fire. 

Surveys of public opinion on issues relating to religion indicate increasingly intolerant 
attitudes. In one of the most recent surveys, the Setara Institute identified a disturbing 
state of religious conservatism among high school students in Jakarta and Bandung, 
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West Java. The study claims that 60 percent of the students surveyed believe that social 
and political affairs should be regulated by religious values, while 58 percent said they 
wanted Shari‘a law to be implemented. At least 11 percent said they wanted Indonesia 
to be part of a caliphate.25

Prospects for freedom of religion

When President Joko Widodo was elected, there were reasons to believe that his gover-
nment would be well positioned to begin actively addressing violations of freedom of 
religion in Indonesia and to restore a vision of pluralism and inter-religious harmony 
that had been so seriously undermined by his predecessor. As Governor of Jakarta and, 
before that, Mayor of Solo, President Widodo had a respected track record of speaking out 
against intolerance and extremism and acting to protect the rights of religious minorities.

As president, he has certainly begun to set a different tone from his predecessor. Extre-
mist vigilante groups, such as the Islamic Defenders Front (FPI) and religious conservative 
bodies such as the Indonesian Ulama Council, no longer receive the tacit support of the 
government which they did under President Yudhoyono. As the U.S. Commission on 
International Religious Freedom puts it, President Widodo and his administration “have 
demonstrated a more inclusive approach toward religious communities, which has helped 
mitigate some religious-based violence,” and the government’s draft religious protection 
bill “is expected to address issues such as houses of worship and the treatment of non-re-
cognised religious groups”.26 Nonetheless, progress so far has not been as positive as might 
have been expected; existing discriminatory policies remain in place and incidents of 
violence have increased. While the values, rhetoric and attitude of the new government 
may provide some cause for hope, their actions are yet to be seen. Indonesia is a country 
whose freedom of religion will require close attention for some time to come.
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Iran is a constitutional, theocratic republic established as such by the Islamic revolution 
of 1979 when the Persian Shah was toppled. The constitution states that the Islamic 
school of Ja’fari Schi’ism is the official religion of the country. It recognises Christians, 
Jews, and Zoroastrians as protected religious minorities with the ability to worship freely 
and form religious societies. Two seats in the parliament are reserved for Armenian Chri-
stians – the majority of the country’s Christians are ethnic Armenians – and one each for 
Assyrian Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians.2 The Catholic Church in Iran is present with 
six dioceses – Awhaz (Chaldean), Ispahan (Armenian), Ispahan (Latin), Salmas, Teheran, 
Urmya (all Chaldean). 

The state is subordinate to the authority of the Shi‘a clergy, who rule through the Rahbar, 
the religious leader nominated for life by the Assembly of Experts – 86 theologians elected 
by the people for a term of eight years. The Rahbar, or Grand Ayatollah, presides over 
the Council of Guardians of the Constitution consisting of 12 members of which six are 
appointed by him and six by the judiciary authority. This council exercises control over 
the laws and governing bodies of the State, including the President of the Republic, who 
is elected by direct suffrage for a four-year term and can only serve for a maximum of two 
consecutive and one non-consecutive four-year term.

The primacy of Islam affects every sector of society. Non-Muslims are excluded from senior 
political or military positions and in addition may not serve in the judiciary, security ser-
vices, or as public school principals. In Iran, one of the principal obstacles to full religious 
freedom is “apostasy”. Conversion from Islam to another religion is not explicitly banned 
in the constitution but it is difficult because of the powerful Islamic traditions within the 
country and the legal order founded on Islamic law. For all cases not mentioned explicitly 
within the constitution, the judges have the option, under article 167, to refer Qur’anic 
laws. The sentencing of cases of apostasy – including death sentences – falls within this 
legislative technicality. 
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The government enforces gender segregation throughout the country. Women of all 
religious groups are expected to adhere to “Islamic dress” in public including covering 
their hair.3 

Incidents

According to a report by the UN’s Human Rights Council, Iranian Christians of Muslim 
background continue to face arbitrary arrest, harassment and detention. A common 
accusation against these individuals is action or propaganda against the State.4 They also 
risk being prosecuted for the crime of apostasy. The annual report of the U.S. Commis-
sion on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) states numerous incidents of Iranian 
authorities raiding church services in 2015. Church members were threatened, arrested 
and imprisoned, particularly Evangelical Christian converts. 

As of February 2016, about 90 Christians were either in prison, detained, or awaiting trial 
because of their religious beliefs and activities. Iranian human rights groups reported a 
significant increase of violence against Christians in prison.5 Pastor Behnam Irani, a for-
mer Muslim and now pastor of an evangelical church, has been held in an Iranian prison 
since 2011. He was originally sentenced to six years in prison for reportedly forming an 
evangelical congregation in the city of Karaj. In September 2014, Irani was sentenced to 
serve an additional six years in prison after being convicted of committing crimes against 
Iranian national security. 

Another prominent Christian pastor, Saeed Abedini, was released in January 2016 after 
more than three years in jail. The pastor was exchanged as part of a prisoner swap between 
the U.S. and Iran. According to Christian rights activists, another evangelical pastor, Yousef 
Nadarkhani, was detained again in May 2016 together with his wife and another church 
member. Pastor Farshid Fathi, who has been imprisoned in Iran since 2010 because of 
his Christian faith, has been given an early release in December 2015. He had previously 
expected to remain in prison until December 2017.6 

One positive development is that Iran offered entry to Iraqi Christians persecuted by the 
terror group “Islamic State” in August 2014. Also in 2014, Shi‘a scholars for the first time 
translated the Catholic catechism into Farsi, which observers saw as a positive sign since 
the Churches have been forbidden to use the Persian language for fear of proselytism. 

Adherents of the Baha’i faith reportedly continue to face systematic discrimination, 
harassment, and targeting. In January 2016, 24 Baha’i were sentenced to a total of 193 
years of prison in connection with the exercise of their faith. As of December 2015, at least 
80 members of the Baha’i community were reportedly detained for religious reasons.7 
In addition, according to reports, the economic pressure on Baha’is in Iran has grown 
considerably. In the past few months, the Chamber of Commerce of Sari regularly shut 
down Baha’i-owned businesses. In several cases, the reason given for this action was that 
they had closed in observance of a Baha’i religious holiday.8
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Authorities prevent Sunni Muslims from constructing mosques in Tehran and conducting 
separate Eid prayers. In July 2016 municipal employees destroyed a Sunni prayer hall in 
Tehran allegedly for functioning without the required permits. The government continued 
to target members of Sufi mystical orders.9

There was little government restriction of, or interference with, Jewish religious practice. 
The government, however, continued to employ anti-Semitic and anti-Israel propaganda 
in official statements and media outlets.10

Shi‘a religious leaders, who did not fully support government policies or the supreme 
leader’s views, also faced intimidation and arrest. Dissident Shi‘a cleric Ayatollah Hossein 
Kazemeini Boroujerdi, serving an 11-year sentence on unspecified charges, was reportedly 
tortured and denied access to medication for health problems. In October 2015 he was 
reportedly moved into solitary confinement.11

Prospects for freedom of religion

The victory of Hassan Rouhani in the Presidential elections in June 2013 brought a slight 
improvement regarding the respect of some civil rights. Iran appeared on place 169 of 
the 2016 World Press Freedom Index, an improvement of four places compared to the 
Index of 2015. But overall, Rouhani has failed on his promise to improve the climate for 
religious freedom, particularly for religious minority communities. 

Religious freedom conditions continued to deteriorate, especially for Baha’is, Christian 
converts, and Sunni Muslims. Since 2013 the number of members of religious minorities 
imprisoned has increased. Despite some positive amendments in 2013, the Islamic Penal 
Code continues to justify serious human rights violations. Given the theocratic character of 
the State that links religion and politics, fundamental improvements cannot be expected 
as long as the current system is in place.

Endnotes
1 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ir.html CIA, July 2015
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3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238454
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  AREA POPULATION2

 zChristian: 0,8%

 zMuslim: 99%
(Sunni: 36,5% – Shia: 62,5%)

 zOthers: 0,2%

RELIGION1

   438.317km2 37.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Iraq was established by the British government in 1921 after the collapse of the Ottoman 
Empire. Multi-religious and multi-ethnic in its composition, the country struggled to find 
national consensus. From 1979 Saddam Hussein ruled as a dictator. He belonged to the 
Sunni minority in a mostly Shi‘a country. However, as an adherent of the Baathist secular 
ideology, Saddam did not rule on religious grounds. Nonetheless he favoured the Sunni 
community and oppressed the Shi‘a majority for political reasons. After Saddam’s remo-
val by the U.S.-led invasion in 2003, the sectarian conflict in the country exploded. Sunni 
and Shi‘a militias were fighting each other and committed ferocious atrocities. More 
than 100,000 Sunni and Shi‘a were killed by bombings, improvised explosive devices, 
and extra-judicial killings in the months and years following the fall of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime.3 Non-Muslim minorities, such as Christians and Yazidis, were targeted by Sunni 
Jihadists. These attacks and the general atmosphere of violence in the country spurred a 
Christian exodus. According to the most recent estimates, about 66 percent of Iraq’s Chri-
stians left Iraq after 2003. While before 2003 between 800,000 and 1.2 million Christians 
lived in Iraq, today only around 250,000-400,000 remain. The majority of Christians in Iraq 
are Catholics belonging to different rites including the Chaldean and the Syriac Catholic 
Churches. The Yazidi and Mandean communities have also been decimated over the last 
two years. In 2013, the Yazidis reported that since 2005 their population had decreased 
by nearly 200,000 to approximately 500,000. The community of the Mandeans has been 
reduced by 90 percent to a few thousand.4 Today the country is divided along ethnic 
and religious lines. The presence of Daesh (ISIS) – which established a self-proclaimed 
caliphate at the end of June 2014, having occupied the city of Mosul in early June 2014, 
and seized swathes of the Nineveh Plains during the summer of that year – is also a result 
of the sectarian conflict and the alienation of the Sunni population under Prime Mini-
ster Nouri Al Maliki, a Shi‘a. An international, American led coalition, the Iraqi army and 
popular militias were at the time of writing fighting Daesh. Since 2014 Daesh suffered 
considerable territorial losses as a result of the aerial intervention of an U.S.-led coalition 
and Iraqi armed forces, but is still holding substantial territorial gains and is far from 
being ultimately destroyed. Areas populated densely by Christians such as the Nineveh 
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Plains – once Iraq’s most diverse region with the highest percentage of non-Muslims – 
are still under Daesh control. More than 120,000 Christians are still displaced. However, 
the lack of trust between the major ethnic and religious groups in the country, such as 
Shi‘as, Sunnis and Kurds, produces a stalemate in Iraqi domestic politics and frustrates 
efforts to fight Daesh effectively.

According to article 2 of the constitution adopted in 2005 “Islam is the official religion of 
the State and is a foundation source of legislation”.5 “No law may be enacted that con-
tradicts the established provisions of Islam. No law may be enacted that contradicts the 
principles of democracy. No law may be enacted that contradicts the rights and basic 
freedoms stipulated in this Constitution.” The same article says that the “Constitution 
guarantees the Islamic identity of the majority of the Iraqi people and guarantees the 
full religious rights to freedom of religious belief and practice of all individuals such as 
Christians, Yazidis, and Mandean Sabeans”. Article 4 states that “the right of Iraqis to edu-
cate their children in their mother tongue, such as Turkmen, Syriac, and Armenian, shall 
be guaranteed in government educational institutions in accordance with educational 
guidelines, or in any other language in private educational institutions”. Article 7 declares 
that “any entity or program that adopts, incites, facilitates, glorifies, promotes, or justifies 
racism or terrorism or accusations of being an infidel (takfir) shall be prohibited and not 
be part of Iraq’s political pluralism.” Article 10 states that “the holy shrines and religious 
sites in Iraq are religious and civilisational entities. The State is committed to assuring 
and maintaining their sanctity, and to guaranteeing the free practice of rituals in them.” 
According to article 14, “Iraqis are equal before the law without discrimination based 
on gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, origin, colour, religion, sect, belief or opinion, or 
economic or social status.” Article 37 says that the “State shall guarantee protection of the 
individual from intellectual, political and religious coercion”. Article 41 states: “Iraqis are free 
in their commitment to their personal status according to their religions, sects, beliefs, or 
choices, and this shall be regulated by law.” Article 42 declares: “Each individual shall have 
the freedom of thought, conscience, and belief.” Article 43 regulates that “the followers 
of all religions and sects are free in the: Practice of religious rites, including the Husseini 
rituals, the management of religious endowments (waqf), their affairs, and their religious 
institutions, and this shall be regulated by law.” The same article goes on by saying that 
“the State shall guarantee freedom of worship and the protection of places of worship”. 

Personal status laws and regulations prevent the conversion of Muslims to other religions.6 

Article 372 of Iraq’s Penal Code of 1969 provides that any individual who insults the 
creed of a religious sect or its practices, or publicly insults a symbol or person that is an 
object of sanctification, worship, or reverence for a religious sect, may be punished with a 
term of imprisonment not exceeding three years or a fine not exceeding 300 Iraqi dinars 
(approximately US$0.25).7

Of the 328 seats in the Council of Representatives, the law reserves eight seats for mem-
bers of minority groups: five for Christian candidates from Baghdad, Nineveh, Kirkuk, 
Erbil, and Dahuk; one for a Yazidi; one for a Sabean-Mandaean; and one for a Shabak.8



IR
AQ

318

Incidents

In June 2014 Daesh took control of Mosul, Iraq’s second largest, mostly Sunni city. The Iraqi 
army fled in disarray. The religious minorities of the northern city fell under the control 
of the Jihadists. They soon began discriminating against Christians for example by not 
distributing food or water equally to them. Also they started marking Christian and Shi‘a 
houses with signs indicating their religious affiliation.9 

In June 2014, in and around Samarra, a predominantly Sunni city, it was reported that 
more than 170 mostly young Sunni men had been abducted. Dozens were later found 
dead and the rest remain unaccounted for. In one single day – Friday, 6th June – more than 
30 were abducted from or near their homes, shot dead and their bodies dumped nearby. 
Shi‘a militias in Iraq, supported and armed by the government of Iraq, have abducted and 
killed scores of Sunni civilians and enjoy total impunity for these crimes.10

On 10th June 2014 gunmen from Daesh systematically executed some 600 male inmates 
from a prison outside the northern Iraqi city of Mosul, according to survivors’ accounts. 
The vast majority of those killed were Shi‘a. After seizing Badoush Prison near Mosul, the 
gunmen from Daesh separated the Sunni from the Shi‘a inmates, then forced the Shi‘a 
men to kneel along the edge of a nearby ravine and shot them with assault rifles and 
automatic weapons.11

In July 2014 Christians fled Mosul after Daesh threatened to kill them unless they conver-
ted to Islam or paid a “protection tax”. A statement issued by the Islamist group was read 
out in the city’s mosques. It called on Christians to comply or face death if they did not 
leave the city. The ultimatum cited a historic contract known as “dhimma,” under which 
non-Muslims in Islamic societies who refuse to convert are offered protection if they pay 
a fee, called a “jizya”. “We offer them three choices: Islam; the dhimma contract – involving 
payment of jizya – if they refuse this they will have nothing but the sword,” the Daesh 
statement said.12 By the end of July about 3,000 Christians had left the city.13

In early August 2014 (6th to 7th) Daesh attacked Christian villages in the Nineveh Plains 
including Qaraqosh, Iraq’s largest Christian majority city. After the unexpected withdrawal 
of Kurdish Peshmerga fighters, villages were left without protection. More than 120,000 
Christians had to flee in dramatic circumstances, mostly to areas controlled by the Kurdish 
Regional Government.14 

Daesh’s August 2014 attack on the largely Yazidi town of Sinjar, in the Nineveh Plains, 
led to the massacre of Yazidis, Assyrian Christians, Shi‘a and others, and the destruction 
of religious sites that date back centuries. According to the UN, 200,000 civilians, mostly 
Yazidis, fled Sinjar town for the mountain, which Daesh forces surrounded. Men, women, 
and children were stranded on Mount Sinjar with no escape and little access to food, 
water, or shelter, except for limited airlifts provided by Iraqi and Kurdish Peshmerga for-
ces. Dozens died of starvation and dehydration. Thousands of Yazidi women and girls, 
including those who had not reached puberty, were kidnapped, raped, sold as sex slaves, 
or killed. The Kurdish Peshmerga, with the assistance of US airstrikes, were finally able 
to break Daesh’s siege of Mount Sinjar in December 2014. Peshmerga forces reported 
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finding mass graves in the area.15 Daesh militants have killed at least 500 members of 
Iraq’s Yazidi ethnic minority during their offensive in the north according to Mohammed 
Shi‘a al-Sudani, Iraq’s human rights minister. He added that the Sunni militants had also 
buried alive some of their victims, including women and children.16

In September militias, volunteer fighters, and Iraqi security forces engaged in the deliberate 
destruction of Sunni civilian property after these forces, following U.S. and Iraqi air strikes, 
forced the retreat of Daesh fighters from the town of Amerli and surrounding areas.17 

In October 2014 Chaldean Catholic Bishop Bashar Warda accused the Government of Iraq 
of being guilty of not helping Christians desperate to flee Islamic State militia. Archbishop 
Warda of Erbil said Iraq’s national government in Baghdad “has done nothing, absolutely 
nothing” for 120,000 Christians seeking sanctuary away from areas terrorised by the 
extremists. In an interview with Aid to the Church in Need, Archbishop Warda said: “The 
reality is that Christians have received no support from the central government. They 
have done nothing for them, absolutely nothing.”18 

In November 2014 the leaders of Iraq’s Christians called on “the moderate majority of 
Muslims” to condemn attacks on Christians and other religious minorities by Daesh. 
Patriarch Louis Raphael I Sako, head of the Chaldean Catholic Church, expressed concern 
that Muslim leaders had not strongly spoken out against attacks carried out “in the name 
of the Islamic religion” which targeted Christians, Yazidis, Shi‘a Muslims and others.19

In November 2014 Daesh fighters blew up part of the Victory Convent, which belonged 
to the Chaldean Sisters of the Sacred Heart, in Mosul’s suburb of Alaraby. The complex, 
which is located in front of the St Georgis Monastery, was badly damaged.20

In January 2015 witnesses said that Iraqi forces watched as Shi‘a militias executed 72 
Sunnis. Accounts by five witnesses interviewed separately by Reuters provide a picture 
of alleged executions in the eastern village of Barwanah, which residents and provincial 
officials say left at least 72 unarmed Iraqis dead. The witnesses identified the killers as 
a collection of Shi‘a militias and security force elements. Iraqi security and government 
officials have disputed the accounts; with some saying radical jihadists from Daesh could 
have perpetrated the killings.21

In March 2015 Daesh militants reportedly destroyed parts of the ancient Christian mona-
stery of Mar Benham which dated back to the Fourth Century. The Islamists first seized 
the monastery, which is located close to the town of Beth Khdeda, 20 miles south-east of 
Mosul, shortly after launching their insurgency across northern Iraq in 2014.22 

In May 2015 Daesh militias were reported to have killed hundreds of Yazidi prisoners. The 
massacre took place in the district of Tal Afar, west of Mosul. The Yazidi Progress Party press 
office reported that “at least 300 prisoners” were executed on 1st May. Baghdad stated the 
number of victims was “around 200”. Commenting on the news, the Iraqi vice-president 
Osama al-Nujaifi called it a “horrible and barbaric” act.23

In July 2015 four Christians were kidnapped in Baghdad; for two of them their kidnapping 
ended with the death, despite their ransoms being paid. In a statement the Chaldean 



IR
AQ

320

Patriarchate denounced deteriorating security and appeals to the government for the 
protection of persons and their property.24

In October 2015 it was reported that more and more Christian refugees driven out of 
their towns and villages by terrorist militia Daesh were leaving Iraq – having lost all hope 
that they will be able to return home. Speaking to Aid to the Church in Need, Archbishop 
Bashar Warda said that, although the humanitarian situation of displaced Christians in Iraq 
had improved, the community was continuing to haemorrhage. Archbishop Warda said: 
“Last year we had 13,500 registered Christian refugee families in our archdiocese. Now 
there are only about 10,000 left. This means that more than 3,500 families have left Iraq.”25

In November 2015 the Christian community was opposing a new law forcing children 
from minority faiths to become Muslims if their father converts to Islam or their mother 
marries a Muslim. In a statement sent to Aid to the Church in Need, Chaldean Patriarch 
Louis Raphael I Sako described the new law as “unacceptable”. The head of the Chaldean 
Church wrote: “The vote of the deputies of the Iraqis, which was held on 27th October 
2015, in favour of the National Charter, has generated great resentment among Christians 
and other non-Muslim minorities.” It obliges children under 18 to automatically embrace 
Islam, even if only one parent decides to convert to Islam (Art. 26.2). A number of religious 
minorities – including Christians, Yazidis, Mandeans and Baha’is – tried without success 
to modify the proposal so that it read: “Minors will keep their current religion until the 
completion of 18 years of age, and then they have the right to choose their religion.” 
After the law was passed, parliamentarians from minority religions walked out of the 
chamber in protest. The law, which is part of the new National Card legislation, is said to 
conflict with parts of the current Iraqi constitution.26 Later the bill was revised when the 
Iraqi parliament accepted the objections of Christians and other minorities. Patriarch 
Louis Raphael I Sako said: “I am deeply satisfied with the Iraqi parliament’s decision to 
change” the controversial article 26 of the constitution on the Islamization of children. 
“This decision shows support and is an important message for the minorities [Christian] 
in Iraq. It is also a clear demonstration of democracy.”27

In December 2015 new attacks had been launched against Christians and Christmas cele-
brations in northern Iraq by Daesh and other extremist groups. It was reported that Daesh 
militants in Mosul posted signs in the city ordering Muslims “not to celebrate” Christmas in 
any way with the Christians, because “they are heretics.” While in Kirkuk, groups of Islamist 
extremists stormed two Christian cemeteries, desecrating and destroying several graves.28

In January 2016 it was reported that Iraq’s oldest Christian monastery had been destroyed 
by terrorist militia Daesh. Father Dankha Issa, an Iraqi monk belonging to the Antonian 
Order of St Ormizda of the Chaldeans, told Aid to the Church in Need: “St Elijah’s Mona-
stery in Mosul was a symbol of the Christian presence in Iraq. The fact that it has been 
destroyed is terrible.” On Wednesday, 20th January, American news agency Associated 
Press (AP) announced that Daesh had razed St Elijah’s to the ground. An analysis of satel-
lite pictures of the site, conducted on behalf of AP, suggested that the monastery was 
destroyed between August and September 2014.29 
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In January 2016 the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq and the UN human rights office estima-
ted that 3,500 people were “currently being held in slavery” by Daesh. “Those being held 
are predominantly women and children and come primarily from the Yazidi community,” 
said the joint report issued in Geneva.30

Also in January 2016 Iraqi Sunni lawmakers and ministers decided to boycott parliament 
and government sessions to protest violence targeting their community in a town east 
of Baghdad. Anti-Shi’a bombings in the town of Muqdadiya on 11th January, which were 
claimed by Daesh, triggered retaliatory attacks on the Sunni community, leaving at least 
23 people killed and 51 wounded in a twin blast targeting an area frequented by Shi‘a 
militia fighters.31

In February 2016 Daesh reportedly beheaded a 15-year-old Muslim boy for listening to 
western pop music and shot dead two others for missing Friday prayers, as part of a wider 
crackdown in Mosul.32

In February 2016 Iraqi Prime Minister Al Abadi said that the Iraqi government does not 
discriminate against its citizens based on their religious affiliation. He also said the gover-
nment considers Christians as a “genuine part” of national identity, and will do everything 
possible to prevent their emigration.33

In March 2016 Iraq’s head of State President Fouad Masum said that Christians are “original 
members” of Iraq, as evidenced by the ancient monasteries scattered throughout the 
country. He said jihadi groups, such as Daesh, have also attacked Muslim populations, 
as evidenced by Muslim victims – including Sunni – and the Islamic Caliphate mosques 
destroyed in Mosul.34

In March 2016 Daesh released a short video showing the burning of Christian books in 
Mosul. The images show a militant jihadist throwing books and dossiers with crucifixes 
on the cover in to the flames.35

In April 2016 the Chaldean Patriarchate announced the creation of an ad hoc committee 
to monitor sales and transfers of property ownership – houses and land – belonging to 
Christian citizens in Baghdad. Chaldean Patriarch Louis Raphael I Sako denounced the 
misappropriation of Christian property, which soared after the U.S.-led military inter-
vention of 2003. According to the patriarch, this phenomenon, which is made possible 
by the complicity of corrupt officials, is an additional factor weakening the Christian 
presence in Iraq.36 Before, several hundred Christian Syrians, Chaldeans and Assyrians, 
from the region of Nahla, in the northern Iraqi province of Dohuk, organised a protest 
demonstration in front of the Parliament of the Autonomous Region of Iraqi Kurdistan 
to protest against the illegal expropriation of their property in recent years at the hands 
of influential Kurdish figures. These cases have often denounced to a competent court 
– but so far without success.37

In April 2016 the Latin-rite church in the centre of Mosul, historically run by the Domi-
nican Fathers and known as the “Church of the Miraculous Virgin” or the “Clock Church”, 
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was devastated by explosives. The Chaldean Patriarchate attributed the sacrilegious act 
of vandalism to Daesh.38

In May 2016 the Chaldean Patriarchate said that no Christian families are left in Mosul 
and reports about Islamic tax payments are a false rumour. Some reports claim that some 
Christian families still live under caliphate rule, paying the jizya. The Iraqi Church claims 
the only Christians left in the city are imprisoned or disabled.39

In May 2016 shooting and bomb attacks claimed by Daesh killed at least 16 people in the 
predominately Shi’a Muslim town of Balad, north of Baghdad. Three gunmen opened fire 
with machine guns on a café at around midnight. At least 12 were killed and 25 wounded.40

In May 2016 there was an offensive by about 150 jihadists from Daesh who attacked Tel-
skuf, in the Nineveh Plains. The military action lasted a few hours. The Kurdish Peshmerga 
militia, supported by air raids of anti-Daesh international coalition headed by the US, took 
control of the deserted city later the same day.41

In May 2016 it was reported that a number of displaced Christian Assyrians, Chaldean 
and Syrian, who took refuge in the city of Dohuk after their villages were conquered by 
the jihadists of Daesh, were forced to sign a petition in support of the proclamation of 
an independent Kurdish State in Iraqi Kurdistan.42

In May 2016 Christian, Muslim, Yazidi and Sabean leaders took part in prayer promoted 
by the Chaldean Patriarchate. Shi‘a leader Ali Al-Yacoubi thanked “our Christians brothers” 
for their work. Despite “having suffered lot”, they still promote “unity.” He called for joint 
response “against any deed or act of terrorism.”43

Prospects for freedom of religion

For some years now, the situation of religious freedom in Iraq has been one of the worst 
in the world. During the period of this report it went into further decline. The reason for 
this is the advance of Daesh. The Sunni militia committed grave atrocities against the 
religious freedom of Christians, Yazidis, Shabak and other groups, especially Shi‘a. There 
are reports about mass killings, systematic rape, kidnapping, enslavement especially of 
women, theft, and the destruction of religious sites like churches and mosques. The Uni-
ted States and other countries declared the acts of Daesh against Christians, Yazidis and 
other groups genocidal. Sunnis who don’t agree with the extreme ideology of the group 
are also being targeted. Religious minority groups such as Christians, who had to flee 
Daesh in summer 2014 are still waiting to return. Meanwhile many have fled the country 
– to regional countries like Jordan or Lebanon or to the West. Hundreds of thousands of 
Sunnis fled areas controlled or attacked by Daesh because of the fighting or the group’s 
ideology and became internally displaced people.

While the Iraqi government in general respects freedom of worship for Christians, Yazidis 
and others, the minorities are not well protected in areas controlled by the Iraqi govern-
ment. Kidnappings and other attacks continue to take place and often go unpunished. 
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Sunnis also suffer from violence by Shi‘a militias supported by the government, crimes 
which again often go unpunished. Shi‘as are targeted by Sunni militants in areas control-
led by the government. Prime Minister Haider Al Abadi tried to overcome the sectarian 
policy of his predecessor by reaching out to Sunnis and Kurds. But to date at least his 
success has been very limited. 

The security situation in general is much better in the northern region controlled by the 
semi-autonomous Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG). Many Christians fled there 
from Baghdad during the height of the sectarian conflict between Sunnis and Shi‘as 
after 2004. After Mosul and the Nineveh Plains fell into the hands of Daesh, more than 
120,000 Christians fled to the region. Some Christians complain about being pressured by 
KRG officials to support their political aims. Land disputes between Kurds and Christians 
remain a problem.

In general, religious freedom in Iraq suffers from a deeply sectarian conflict that does not 
seem likely to be solved any time soon.
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IRLANDA 

 

IRELAND

  AREA3 POPULATION4

 zChristian: 88,78%
(Christian: 83% – Protestant: 2,78%2 – 
Orthodox: 1% – Others: 2%)

 zMuslim: 1,1%

 zOthers: 10,12%

RELIGION1

      70.273km2 4.635.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The protection of religious freedom in the Republic of Ireland is legally guaranteed at both a 
national level, under the Constitution of Ireland,5 and a supranational level, under the Charter 
of Fundamental Rights of the European Union.6 Article 44.2 of the Irish Constitution protects 
freedom of conscience, profession and practice of religion. The State also makes guarantees 
not to endow any religion nor make adherence to any religious grounds for discrimination. 
There is an important guarantee that all religions have the right to buy and maintain educa-
tional and charitable institutes and to manage their own business and property without State 
interference. The freedom for people to convert, proselytise and educate others (including 
their children) in any religion is legally upheld in Ireland. 

State protection of religious freedoms in Ireland is subject to weakening political support, 
partly due to the increasingly permissive societal attitudes towards sexual and reproductive 
morals. In tandem with this phenomenon, the ability of people to adhere to their religious 
beliefs is becoming increasingly difficult with, for example, Catholic hospitals being required 
to implement legislation such as the Protection of Human Life in Pregnancy Bill (2013),7 which 
provides for abortion in limited circumstances, including maternal suicidal ideation.8 Although 
the Bill falls outside the review period of this report, it is legally contextualised within the 
growing social and political support for a constitutional repeal of the 8th amendment (which 
treats the right to life of the mother and child equally),9 with fully liberalised abortion laws 
harmonised with those of the United Kingdom being demanded by the Labour Party.10 

In May 2015, the Republic of Ireland held a referendum which effected a constitutional change 
legally authorising same-sex marriage.11 Legislative protection is provided to ministers of 
religion so that they do not have to officiate at same-sex weddings.12 However, given that 
same-sex couples now have a constitutional right to marry, this exception could be subject 
to legislative if not constitutional challenge at some point. In addition, professionals must 
facilitate same-sex weddings if asked and religious employers cannot prevent the hiring of 
someone based on their sexual orientation, though this may be against their or the organi-
zation’s religious beliefs.13 
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In March 2016, Boyle Family Life Centre (which was originally established for the purpose of 
providing a diocesan response to the needs of families in the Catholic diocese of Elphin) was 
informed by Tusla (the Irish states Child and Family Agency), that it would “conflict with the 
ethos of the Family and Community Services Resource Centre Programme” for an organisation 
funded by Tusla to have a statement of denominational ethos written into its governance docu-
ment – essentially, the state agency threatened to repeal funding unless the Catholic ethos of 
the agency was repealed. As a result, the Boyle Family Life Centre has now had to become a 
separate legal company and rescind its Catholic ethos in order to continue to receive funding 
from the Tusla. The agency was told its ethos could be in breach of equality legislation.14

While the state provides universally free primary education, the majority control of Ireland’s 
primary schools is by Christian religious denominations (96 percent) – with the Catholic Church 
owning or patronising some 90 percent. This has been a source of increasingly antagonistic 
political opposition and social protest.15 Denominational schools are permitted to fulfil their 
purpose (educating the children of their own faith community) by admitting children of their 
own faith ahead of other children in the event of over-enrolment but this right is coming 
under heavy pressure, including from the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).16 
Additionally, in December 2015, the right of religious organizations, including faith schools, to 
employ staff who will respect and uphold the ethos of their employer has been curtailed via an 
amendment to Section 37 of the Employment Equality Act.17 There is also increasing pressure 
on faith schools to teach a version of the family that they do not subscribe to. What the above 
laws have essentially done is re-define ‘religious freedom’ de-limited to and contextualised by 
secular laws rather than that of an informed religious conscience.

Incidents

Related to Christianity

In July 2014, the Equality Tribunal found South Tipperary County Council (STCC) guilty of 
religious discrimination against a born-again Christian after they fired him for continuing to 
share his religious beliefs during working hours, though warned by management not to do 
so. STCC believed that any proselytization during working hours “would cause great damage 
to the integrity of the council” and directed the Christian “to seek professional help”, which 
he subsequently did. The Equality Tribunal found that STCC had discriminated against the 
Christian on religious grounds and ordered them to pay him €70,000 in compensation.18 
In July also, at Ballinacurra Weston Co. Limerick, Our Lady of Lourdes church was attacked 
by vandals. The local priest reported that the church is attacked up to four times a year.19 In 
November, a metal cross which had been in place since 1976 on the summit of Carrauntoohil 
in Co. Kerry – Ireland’s highest mountain – was cut down by vandals20.

In January 2015, St Mary’s Church of Ireland church in Co. Kerry was attacked by vandals, who 
smashed its windows.21. In March 2015, an attacker left an elderly Dublin-based priest, Father 
Diarmuid Byrne, aged 70, with a fractured skull and multiple facial cuts after he attacked him 
with an iron bar during a burglary.22 In April, a Catholic Church in Eyrefort, Co. Galway was van-
dalized and robbed.23 In July, an Indian priest, Father Dominic Savio, was robbed and beaten by 
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two burglars after they broke into the parish house in Portlaoise, Co. Laois. During the ordeal, 
they threatened to maim and kill him, at one point holding a knife to his throat.24 In October, 
two elderly nuns were also attacked and mugged on their way to Mass in Co. Limerick.25 In 
December, around 65 people were worshipping at the Compassion Centre in Ballymun, Co. 
Dublin when a lone gunman entered the church demanding money, phones and car keys.26 

Related to Islam

In July 2015, a Muslim man was physically assaulted by a fellow Muslim man whilst trying 
to post anti-extremist flyers at a mosque in Clonskea, Do. Dublin.27 In September, a Saudi 
Arabian woman who was studying at Trinity College Dublin, was punched in the shoulder 
by a man directing religious abuse at her.28 Overall, as of November 2016, Muslim scholars 
and clerics in Ireland have noted that Ireland’s treatment of the Muslim community has been 
good – noting that its lack of colonial past, integration policies alongside the comparatively 
high employment and skills level among the Muslim community in Ireland (as compared to 
the rest of Europe) has helped ensure incidences of discrimination or persecution towards 
Muslims remain very rare.29 

Related to Judaism

As of January 2015, Jewish leaders in Ireland have stated that they “are not overly concerned” 
about their safety in Ireland.30 The Jewish population of Ireland, though numbering only 
1,60031, are successful and historically well-integrated and respected in Irish society. There has 
however been a very small but persistent left-wing anti-Semitism in Ireland whose protests 
against Israel regularly include the burning of the Israeli national flag.32 In the main incident 
of note, September 2015 saw the conviction of a Dubliner for harassment after subjecting 
ex-Minister for Justice Alan Shatter (who is Jewish) to a number of anti-Semitic emails.33 

Prospects for freedom of religion 

From June 2014 – May 2016 evidence suggests that religious freedom in Ireland decreased 
slightly, partly given the legislative changes made with regards to abortion and homosexual 
marriage alongside increased mainstream political antipathy towards Christian moral teaching. 
However, Ireland’s religious freedom remains comparatively good by international standards. 
This report also notes that there is an increase in the targeting of elderly and vulnerable religious 
and places of worship by criminals and criminal gangs. Overall, increased of note the 2016 
Irish census will also reveal much about Irish societies’ rapidly changing religious affiliation.
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ISRAEL 

 

  AREA POPULATION
 22.100km2 8.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Established in 1948, Israel defines itself as a Jewish and democratic state.1 Jews around 
the world who meet certain criteria are entitled to become citizens of the state. In 1967 
Israel conquered East Jerusalem, the West Bank, Gaza and the Golan Heights. To the pre-
sent day these territories are disputed and the UN General Assembly, the UN Security 
Council and the International Court of Justice consider them to be under occupation, and 
parts thereof settled illegally.2 In April 2016 Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
said that the country would never return the Golan Heights to Syria.3 Negotiations for a 
two-state solution regarding the Palestinian Territories have not been successful. The last 
round of bilateral US-sponsored negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians collapsed 
in April 2014. Since then there have been several outbreaks of violence. The most bloody 
was the Gaza War in summer 2014. More than 2,000 Palestinians – including at least 296 
children4– died after Israel responded with air strikes and a partial ground offensive to 
rockets being indiscriminately fired by militants from Gaza into Israel. 70 Israelis, including 
64 soldiers, died.5 

In autumn 2014 and autumn 2015 violence spread in Israel and the Palestinian Territo-
ries. Most of these were attacks by young Palestinians on Jewish Israelis. The so-called 
Intifada of Knives that started in October 2015 has, so far, cost the lives of more than 200 
Palestinians and more than 30 Israelis. The prospects for a negotiated settlement to the 
conflict and peace seem bleak. 

The biggest non-Jewish group in the country is Sunni Palestinians. The majority of Israeli 
Christians are Palestinian Arabs who hold Israeli citizenship. The majority belongs to the 
Melkite Greek Catholic and Roman Catholic Churches followed by the Greek Orthodox 
Church. There are also other minorities including the c.102,000-strong Druze community. 
In 1957, the Druze were designated as a distinct ethnic community by the government 
at the request of their religious leaders.

Israel has no formal constitution, so it is necessary to refer to the 1948 declaration of 
independence for the provisions relating to religious freedom. According to the text of 
that declaration, “the State of Israel will ensure complete equality of social and political 
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rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex; it will guarantee freedom of 
religion, conscience, language, education and culture; it will safeguard the Holy Places of 
all religions; and it will be faithful to the principles of the Charter of the United Nations.”6 
The Israeli Supreme Court ruled that the Basic law on Human Dignity and Liberty is the 
basis of fundamental freedoms such as religion.7 

Judaism is not the official state religion in Israel. The state institutions are secular and 
function according to the model of western democracies. Nonetheless, the provisions 
specific to Judaism predominate in social practice, such as the observance of the Sabbath, 
kosher food, etc. This can create tensions between observant Jews and non-religious 
Jews. Non-Jewish citizens have in theory the same civil rights and obligations as Jewish 
citizens; and in practice they may take part in elections, belong to political parties and 
be elected to Parliament. Nonetheless, their role is insignificant in political life and, with 
certain exceptions – notably the Druze – they are not called up for military service. 
However, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu favours the admission of Arab Christians 
into the Israeli army.8

Conversions from one religion to another are legal but can face considerable social pressure. 

Proselytising is legal for all religious groups. The law prohibits offering a material benefit 
as an inducement to conversion. It is also illegal to convert a person under 18 unless one 
parent is an adherent of the religious group seeking to convert the minor.9

Personal status affairs are ruled by the recognised religious communities to which a citizen 
belongs. There is no civil marriage but such marriages performed abroad are recognised. 
Under the terms of Jewish religious law, inter-religious marriages, for example between 
Jews and non-Jews, are not possible. While Muslim men can marry Jewish or Christian 
women, Muslim women cannot.

The Chief Rabbinate does not recognise non-Orthodox converts to Judaism as Jews and, 
as such, Reform and Conservative converts cannot marry or divorce in the country or be 
buried in Jewish cemeteries.10

The Holy See is currently negotiating an accord with Israel about the fiscal and legal status 
of Catholic institutions in Israel. An agreement has been expected for years but has not 
yet been finalised.11

Incidents

At the invitation of Pope Francis, in June 2014 Israeli President Shimon Peres prayed for 
peace in the Vatican gardens together with his Palestinian counterpart, Mahmoud Abbas.12

In September 2014 the decision of the Israeli Ministry of the Interior, that Christian Pale-
stinian Arab citizens in Israel can now change their registration with the Ministry from 
Arabs to “Arameans”, was denounced as “an attempt to separate the Christian Palestinians 
from other Palestinians” by the Catholic Bishops of the Holy Land. In a communiqué, the 
Justice and Peace Commission of the Assembly of the Catholic Ordinaries denounced 
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what they saw as the ideological motivations of the measures. As reported by the Israeli 
press, on 16th September, the Israeli Minister of the Interior signed a measure to recognise 
the identity of “Aramean” as a distinct national identity. The decision was made to allow 
200 Christian families to identify themselves as belonging to the ancient nationality in 
their identity documents.13

In November 2014 tensions between Palestinians and Israelis reached a peak in Jerusalem 
as authorities closed access to the Temple Mount – a rare move that had not happened in 
a decade. Israeli police said they had closed the Temple Mount “to prevent disturbances” 
following the attempted assassination of controversial activist and Knesset member Rabbi 
Yehuda Glick. Rabbi Glick is an advocate of Jewish access to Jerusalem’s fiercely contested 
holy sites. He was reported to be in a serious condition in hospital. The Prime Minister’s 
spokesman, Ofir Gendelman, declared that the closure was “temporary and meant to 
prevent riots and escalation as well as to restore calm and status quo to the Holy Places.” 
Israeli police shot and killed the suspect in Glick’s shooting. An Israeli counter-terror unit 
surrounded the house of Muataz Hijazi – a former Palestinian prisoner and member of 
Islamic Jihad. Police spokesman Mickey Rosenfeld said on Twitter that Hijazi opened fire 
on police, who shot in retaliation, killing him. This is disputed by Hijazi’s aunt who claims 
police beat him before killing him.14

In November 2014 five Israelis were killed and several injured when two Palestinians, 
armed with a pistol and meat cleavers, attacked Bnei Torah Kehilat Yaakov synagogue in 
West Jerusalem. The synagogue is located on Harav Shimon Agassi Street, which is home 
to the Har Nof neighbourhood’s largely Orthodox Jewish community. The two Palestinians 
who carried out the attack were shot dead by police.15

In February 2015 an arson attack damaged a Greek Orthodox seminary near Jerusalem’s 
Old City. Anti-Christian graffiti in Hebrew at the scene suggested the incident was a hate 
crime. It included the slogan “Zion will be redeemed” and an insult against Jesus and his 
mother Mary.16

In April 2015 tombs and gravestones were damaged, several crosses broken in the cemetery 
in Kafr Bir’im, the site of a Maronite village in northern Israel, not far from the Lebanese 
border. “The cemetery’s caretaker called us right away. The attack surprised us, even if it 
is not the first,” said Monsignor Salim Soussan, the Maronite Vicar General of the Arche-
parchy of Haifa and the Holy Land. He added: “This is the seventh time that the cemetery 
has been targeted, the sixth in the past ten years, and the police have never been able 
to find those responsible.” The village of Kafr Bir’im was razed by the Israeli army in 1953, 
only leaving the church and its precincts standing.17

In April 2015 25-year-old Jewish man Shalom Sherki was killed when a car deliberately 
rammed the bus stop he was waiting at in Jerusalem’s French Hill district. The attack, 
which occurred on Holocaust Remembrance Day, also saw a young woman, Shira Klein, 
hospitalised in a critical condition. Mr Sherki reportedly saved her life by pushing her out 
of the way. Police named 37-year-old Khaled Koutineh from Anata in the West Bank as 
the suspect in the attack.18
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In June 2015 an arson attack was carried out on the Roman Catholic Church of the Multipli-
cation of the Loaves and Fish in Tabgha. Speaking to Aid to the Church in Need, Auxiliary 
Bishop William Shomali of the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem expressed his dismay. Noting 
a series of similar incidents in recent years, Bishop Shomali commented: “There is a real 
escalation in anti-Christian violence: from a small fire which leaves little damage, to a 
bigger fire, and finally to an arson attack which is intended to produce major damage and 
even killing. We are allowed to ask: what will come next?” Extensive damage was caused 
to the entrance to the church and the monastery itself. Parts of the complex were com-
pletely burnt out. Extremist Jews were suspected of carrying out the attack after graffiti 
from a prayer in Hebrew denouncing “false idols” was found at the site. A monk and a 
member of staff were taken to hospital, where they were treated for smoke inhalation, 
from which they later recovered. The crime was condemned by Israel’s political leaders,19 
and in September 2015 Israel’s Attorney General announced that the State of Israel would 
offer compensation. The announcement followed the Israeli tax authority rejecting the 
Church’s claim for the damage of the arsonist attack, stating the terrorist nature of the fire 
was not demonstrable. Regulations only provide compensation only for acts of violence 
caused by the Arab-Israeli conflict.20 The priory sustained damages totalling more than 
US$1.7 million (€1.6 million).

In July 2015, following the distribution of anti-Christian leaflets in Jerusalem, Auxiliary 
Bishop William Shomali called for people to be vigilant. “In some ways we must take these 
threats seriously. It would be enough that three young fundamentalists, armed with kni-
ves, attack a Christian home to cause panic in the Christian community,” Bishop Shomali 
told Aid to the Church in Need. The leaflets distributed by a group calling itself “Islamic 
State in Palestine” called on Christians to leave the city by 18th July, the end of the Islamic 
fasting month of Ramadan. They were threatened with death if they do not comply. The 
Arabic leaflets carried the black flag of the terrorist group Daesh (ISIS).21

In September 2015 the Office of Christian schools in the Holy Land and the Israeli Ministry 
of Education finally reached an agreement. After three weeks of strikes, the 47 Christian 
schools operating in the State of Israel re-opened their doors to 33,000 students and the 
new school year finally commenced. Students, parents and teachers, had been demon-
strating against the massive cut in state contributions over the last two years. State 
subsidies, which until a few years ago covered 65 percent of the fees, now do not even 
cover 30 percent of the expenses.22 

In September 2015 Israeli police raided the plaza outside Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa mosque in 
what they described as a bid to head off attempts to disrupt the eve of Rosh Hashanah 
(Jewish New Year). Police used tear gas and threw stun grenades toward Palestinian 
youths, who barricaded themselves inside the mosque and hurled rocks and flares, 
according to a witness interviewed by Reuters. No serious injuries were reported and 
the compound was opened to visitors after the violence subsided. Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas “strongly condemned the aggression of the Israeli storming of al-Aqsa 
this morning with troops and occupation police”. Al Aqsa official Radwan Amr said 32 of 
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the mosque’s windows were completely or partially destroyed, a door was shattered and 
the carpet burned in 12 places.23

Following these events, Muslim men’s entry to Jerusalem’s Temple Mount complex was 
further restricted. After a temporary closure, the site was reopened, but only to men 
over the age of 50, although women of all ages were admitted. This was done in order to 
prevent demonstrations by young Muslim men. The high age limit for men was regarded 
as unusual. “The police have been making intensive efforts over the period of the High 
Holidays to enable worshippers of all religions to express their faith and celebrate their 
festivals in peace and security,” police said in a statement. Violence occurred almost daily 
on the Temple Mount throughout autumn 2015, with Haaretz reporting that Muslims 
claim Israel is attempting to alter the status quo at the sites holy.24 In October Israeli Prime 
Minister Netanyahu rejected these claims, saying authorities were trying to “uphold the 
status quo”.25

In December 2015, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that the Middle East’s 
Christians are persecuted and killed “by radical Islam” and that the only state in the region 
that protects Christians “is the State of Israel”. Netanyahu’s remarks on the situation of the 
Middle East’s Christians are contained in a video message that he addressed to members 
of the Israeli Christians Recruitment Forum, which supports the enrolment of Christian 
soldiers in the Israeli army.26

In December 2015 Genadi Kaufman, a Jewish maintenance worker at the Tomb of the 
Patriarchs in Hebron, was stabbed to death. The Tomb, believed to be the final resting place 
of the biblical patriarch Abraham and his kin, is revered by both Jews and Muslims. The 
site was a local focus for the tensions that rose in Israel throughout the last part of 2015.27

Also in the same month, Israeli authorities issued 600 permits to Christians living in Gaza 
Strip to allow them to visit the Holy Places during the Christmas season. According to 
Palestinian sources, Israeli authorities refused to issue them to Christians between 12 to 
30 years of age, meaning a number of families could not visit together.28

In December 2015 the Assembly of Catholic Ordinary Bishops of the Holy Land con-
demned anti-Christian statements made by Rabbi Benzi Gopstein and filed a complaint 
against him. On the ultra-Orthodox Kooker website, Gopstein published a proposal to 
ban Christian holidays and wrote: “Let us remove the vampires before they once again 
drink our blood”. He also accused the Christians of wanting to proselytise in the Jewish 
state.29 In August, Rabbi Gopstein said that churches in Israel should be destroyed as they 
are places of Idolatry.30

In January 2016 the cemetery of the Salesian monastery of Beit Gemal, in Beit Shemesh, 
was desecrated and the wooden and concrete crosses placed on numerous tombs were 
destroyed.31

In January 2016 the Abbey of the Dormition in Jerusalem was again targeted by vandals. 
The walls and doors of the Benedictine monastery on the outer edges of the Old City 
of Jerusalem were defaced. Buildings belonging to the Greek Orthodox and Armenian 
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Apostolic Churches were also targeted. The graffiti, which was written in Hebrew in several 
different hands, read: “Christians go to hell”, “Death to heathen Christians, the heretical 
enemies of Israel”, “Revenge for Israelis” and “Erased be His name”. A sword dripping with 
blood was also drawn next to a Star of David.32 Shortly after, the Israeli police announced 
that it had stopped two suspects: two Jews aged 15 and 16. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu publicly condemned the act of vandalism, reiterating that “Israel is a country 
where Christians and other religions enjoy freedom of worship.”33

In January 2016 the Israeli High Court dismissed the latest petitions in the Cremisan case, 
which had been submitted by the Salesian Sisters Convent, Beit Jala Municipality, and 
Christian landowners. A petition to make the Israeli army disclose the exact course of the 
West Bank Barrier in the Cremisan Valley, before construction commenced, was dismissed 
by Israel’s Supreme Court. “This dismissal has weakened their trust in the justice and will 
motivate some people to sell and leave,” Auxiliary Bishop William Shomali told Aid to the 
Church in Need. “People feel very frustrated and depressed. As for the promise to allow 
owners to have full access to their land, it is not enough. It means the owners can use 
their land to plant grapes and olives but not to construct a home. The access itself may 
be denied in the future, since the land behind the wall will be part of Jerusalem. Going 
there needs a permit and permits can be denied,” the Bishop said.

The Court stated that although it approves the construction of the Barrier, based on secu-
rity needs, the landowners have the right to object to any route that does not maintain 
their right to access their lands. Moreover, the Salesian Sisters were granted the right to 
object to the final route which could divide their convent and school. The Court granted 
both parties the right to object to the presented route or any future one, regardless of 
the current construction of the wall in Bir Onah – Beit Jala.34

The legal dispute between the Christian landowners in the Cremisan Valley and the 
Israeli army has been going on since 2006. The proceedings are being followed closely 
by the media and also by diplomats stationed in Israel. Pope Francis has also intervened. 
But minor successes over the past year have ultimately given way to disillusionment. 
With the decision of Israel’s Supreme Court, 58 Christian families look set to lose their 
land because of the security wall or at least only have limited access to it.35 Since August 
2015, the Israeli army has been building the extension of the West Bank Barrier in the 
area, specifically in the privately owned lands of Beir Onah- Beit Jala.36 Construction work 
intensified at the beginning of April 2016. Cranes are now embedding eight-metre high 
sections of concrete on land that used to be commercial olive orchards. A statement from 
the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem read: “The construction of a separation wall and the 
unjust confiscation of land belonging to Christian families in Beit Jala is a violent offense 
against the peace process”.37

In January 2016, in what was hailed as a historic landmark for non-Orthodox Jewish move-
ments in Israel, the cabinet voted to extend the prayer space at the Western Wall which 
does not segregate men and women, and to enshrine the arrangement in law. Leaders 
of the Reform and Conservative movements in Israel and North America welcomed the 
agreement as a breakthrough in their struggle for recognition in the Jewish state. The 
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deeply Orthodox Haredi leadership, along with parts of the conservative national-religious 
leadership, strongly denounced the agreement and voted against it in the cabinet, but 
did not actively oppose the arrangement or threaten to bring down the government.38

In March 2016 the High Court of Justice ruled that Reform and Conservative Jews cannot 
be denied entry to state-run mikvehs (ritual baths) as part of their conversion process. The 
ruling came in response to an appeal by the Israel Religious Action Center, the advocacy 
arm of the Israel Movement for Progressive Judaism, which represented both non-Ortho-
dox groups. Mikvehs in Israel operate under the auspices of the Orthodox-run religious 
councils, and Reform and Conservative converts are often prevented from using them 
when questions about their affiliation arise. All the Jewish movements require immer-
sion in a mikveh as a final step in the conversion process. The Reform and Conservative 
movements convert several hundred non-Jews in Israel each year. These converts are 
identified as Jewish in the Population Registry, but since they are not recognised by the 
Orthodox-run Chief Rabbinate, they are not allowed to marry.39

In May 2016 a decision was taken to reinforce security at the Jewish cemetery on the 
Mount of Olives, following a spate of violence against visitors and graves being torched, 
smashed, or graffitied. The cemetery, which is still in use, dates back 3,000 years to the 
First Temple period. New security measures for the site will include fences and gates, and 
will cost US$400,000.40 

Prospects for religious freedom

In May 2016 Latin Patriarch Fouad Twal said that Israel, “although it proclaims itself a secu-
lar and democratic State, is really behaving more and more like a denominational Jewish 
military regime”. He added: “It is the first time that a Christian minority lives in a Jewish 
State with all the consequences associated with being a minority; and it is the first case 
in history where a Jewish majority has a State. But this majority continues to behave, and 
especially to defend itself, as if it were actually a minority, with the temptation of living 
as a theocratic State inspired by the Bible, and not as a secular State.”41 In Israel religion 
and nationalism can be linked, causing problems for religious minorities like Muslims and 
Christians. Infringements on their religious rights, though, are often more motivated by 
political reasons than by specifically religious ones. But there is a tendency among groups 
on the extreme fringes of the Israeli right to attack non-Jews and their institutions solely 
on religious grounds.

Endnotes
1 The “basic laws and the Declaration of Independence designate Israel as a ‘Jewish and democratic sta-
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six of its seven land crossings, and its maritime zones and airspace. See Iain Scobbie, “Southern Lebanon” 
in International Law and the Classification of Conflicts, ed. by Elizabeth Wilmshurst (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press: 2012), p. 295.
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Italian legislation on religious freedom is almost entirely contained in the constitution, 
which guarantees religious freedom and contains several articles related to the matter. 
Article 3 expresses the principle of non-discrimination on religious grounds, stating that 
“all citizens have equal social dignity and are equal before the law, without distinction 
of sex, race, language, religion, political opinion, personal and social conditions.” Article 
19 guarantees the right to profess “their religious belief in any form, individually or with 
others, and to promote them and celebrate rites in public or in private”, provided only 
that this right does not conflict with public morality.

Regarding relationships between the State and religious groups, we should consider 
Italy as an example of “positive secularity”, as the State, although being a secular state, 
protects religious freedom and religious pluralism. Nonetheless the Italian State has no 
specific laws covering religious freedom.

Italy has no state religion, although Catholicism, being the religion of most Italian citizens, 
has a prominent position among the other creeds. The Constitution guarantees (article 
8) that all confessions are equally free before the law and gives denominations other 
than Catholicism the right to self-organisation according to their own statutes, provided 
these do not conflict with Italian law. And article 20 forbids the imposition of all forms 
of special limitation or tax burden on the establishment, legal capacity or activities of 
any organisation on the ground of its religious nature or its religious or confessional 
aims. Their relations with the State are regulated by law, based on agreements with their 
respective representatives.

Before applying to an agreement request, the non-Catholic confession should be reco-
gnised as having legal personality by the Interior Ministry, in accordance with Law No. 
1159, passed in 1929, that confirms the religious nature of a recognised group. Then, 
representatives of a non-Catholic faith can submit their request to the Office of the 
Prime Minister. The government and the group’s representatives then negotiate a draft 
agreement, which has to have been previously evaluated by the Consultative Commit-
tee for Religious Freedom, including experts and scholars. Once the Council of Ministers 
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approves the agreements, the Prime Minister signs it and submits it to parliament for final 
approval. Then the parliament approves the implementing legislation and the accord 
governs the relationship between the government and the religious group, including 
state support. Relationships between State and religious groups without an agreement 
are also governed by Law No. 1159. An accord grants ministers automatic access to state 
hospitals, prisons, and military barracks; allows for civil registry of religious marriages; 
facilitates special religious practices regarding funerals; and exempts students from school 
attendance on religious holidays. Any religious group without an accord may request 
these benefits from the Ministry of Interior on a case-by-case basis. An accord also allows 
a religious group to receive funds collected by the state through the so-called “Eight 
per thousand”. According to an Italian law, Italian taxpayers can choose who receives a 
compulsory “eight per thousand” (0.8 percent) deduction from their annual income tax 
return. It can either go to an organised religion recognised by Italy or, alternatively, to a 
social assistance scheme run by the Italian State.

Non-Catholic groups that have an accord with the Italian State include the Confederation 
of Methodist and Waldensian Churches, Seventh-day Adventists, Assemblies of God, 
Judaism, Baptists, Lutherans, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Greek Orthodox 
Church (Constantinopolitan Patriarchate), the Italian Apostolic Church, the Buddhist Union 
and Hindus. The government continues to negotiate an agreement with the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses – the group first applied in 1997. While there is no agreement with any Islamic 
community, despite the fact that Islam represents the largest non-Catholic group in Italy 
making up about 32.2 percent of the immigrant population in Italy,1 no negotiations 
have commenced between the Italian State and the Muslim community. This results from 
the lack of leader figures able to represent the Islamic community in Italy and negotiate 
agreements at the level of local government. Nonetheless, the Italian Minister of Home 
Affairs tried to deal with Islam-related issues – such as the fragmentation of the Muslim 
community in Italy, the possibility of having Islamic education in state schools, the creation 
of Islamic private schools, as well as the security problem caused by the possible infiltra-
tion of terrorism and illegal practices – by creating a Council for Italian Islam in 2005. Its 
main task was to provide feedback and make suggestions on the issues concerned with 
the welfare of Muslims in Italy and their integration into society in full respect of the laws 
and the Italian Constitution. Following the council’s creation, in 2006 the Italian Minister 
of Home Affairs decided to set out a “Charter of Values of Citizenship and Integration”, 
with the main purpose of summarising and making explicit the fundamental principles 
that regulate the collective life in Italy, with particular attention to the immigrants. It was 
also designed to highlight the problems connected with their integration into the Italian 
society. In 2008 the Charter was followed by the “Declaration of Intent for a Federation 
of Italian Islam” and then in 2010 the Italian Islam Committee was established, whose 
members are also part of the Conference for Religions, Culture and Integration, created 
under the Ministry for International Cooperation and Integration in 2012.

Relations between the Italian State and the Catholic Church are regulated by the consti-
tution, article 7 of which asserts that the State and the Catholic Church are independent 
and sovereign, each within its own sphere, and that their relations are governed by the 
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Lateran Pacts, agreements made in 1929 between the Kingdom of Italy and the Holy 
See, and then amended in 1984. The government allows the Catholic Church to select 
teachers, who are paid by the state, to provide instruction in “hour of religion” courses 
taught in state schools. The courses are optional, and students who do not wish to attend 
can study other subjects or, in certain cases, leave school early with parental consent. 
Church-selected instructors are either lay or religious, and the instruction includes material 
relevant to non-Catholic religious groups. 

Incidents

In recent years increasing numbers of Christians have denounced growing anti-ecclesiastical 
feeling and discrimination against their religion. In particular Catholics feel discriminated 
because they are often, and even strongly, criticised when they express in public their 
opinions on public issues as abortion, gay marriage, and euthanasia. 

There have even been a few incidents occurring during demonstrations by Catholic orga-
nisations. For instance, the so-called Sentinelle in Piedi (Standing Watchmen) movement 
denounced several incidents of harassment during demonstrations they held in October 
2014 and May 2015. The movement was formed to protest against the Scalfarotto Bill, 
anti-homophobia draft legislation which is still awaiting Senate approval at time of wri-
ting. As the bill aims to extend the crime of hate speech to include statements regarding 
homosexual people, members of Sentinelle in Piedi movement fear that it would curtail 
freedom of speech for Christians. In response they organised simultaneous gatherings 
in about a hundred squares throughout Italy, during which they protested silently for 
one hour. But in many cases they were insulted or harassed by LGBT activists, i.e. in 
October 2014 in numerous public squares,2 demonstrators where insulted, spat upon 
and hit by various objects thrown by opponents who also yelled offensive slogans and 
made provocative gestures, including simulated homosexual acts, as well as mocking 
those protesting. In one city, Rovereto, counter-protesters demanded that the Sentinelle 
leave. They destroyed the Sentinelle’s publicity materials, screamed threats and threw 
eggs at the demonstration’s participants, even attacking them by kicking and pushing. 
Two participants, a priest, Father Matteo Graziola and a young woman, were attacked so 
seriously that they needed to be hospitalised.3 Similar episodes happened in May 2015, 
when the Sentinelle organised other gatherings.4

Another case denounced as intolerance regarded Carlo Deodato, a judge of Italian Council 
of State. Deodato was among the five judges who rejected the request to register in Italy 
same-sex marriages which had been contracted by Italians whilst abroad. Once the ruling 
was made, some activists found out on Deodato’s twitter account that he was Catholic 
and that he retweeted pro-family posts. He then started receiving offensive comments 
stating that, as a pro-family Catholic, he should not be allowed to judge whether it is right 
or not for Italy to recognise same-sex marriages celebrated abroad.5

Another law that raised concern among Christians is the so-called Cirinnà law, named 
after the senator Monica Cirinna, who officially introduced the bill in October 2015. The 
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bill governs same-sex unions giving them a number of rights currently enjoyed only 
by married people. What concerns Catholic the most is that the bill doesn’t include any 
conscientious objection clauses, for instance for judges or officials who do not want to 
recognise same-sex unions because of their religious values, opening the possibility 
of discrimination charges being brought.6 The bill passed in the Italian Senate on 26th 
February 2016 and at the Italian Parliament on 11th May. The approval of the Bill trigged 
a strong reaction within the Church and among Catholics. The day after the headline of 
the Italian Episcopal Conference’ newspaper, Avvenire was “A wrong bill”.7 

Years after the Lautsi v. Italy case,8 the presence of Catholic symbols such as crucifixes 
in courtrooms, schools, and other public buildings continues to draw a certain amount 
of criticism. Furthermore, during the period considered by this report, a few incidents 
occurred regarding Christmas cribs being removed from schools where not all the students 
were Christians. For instance in Salerno, Southern Italy, in December 2014 the dean of the 
School decided not to display the usual Christmas crib because one of the students was 
agnostic and a few other pupils were Muslims.9 A similar episode occurred in December 
2015 in a small town near Milan, Rozzano, where the dean of a secondary school decided 
to cancel the annual Christmas musical event so as not to offend non-Catholic students.10

In the last two years there have also been several acts of vandalism or desecration of 
statues, icons and Christian churches. A statue of baby Jesus was beheaded in a Nativity 
scene in Fibbiana, a small town near Bergamo in the Northern Italy, in January 2016.11 
Another case regards the vandalisation of the Church of Saint John the Baptist in Lecce. 
In February 2015 offensive graffiti was left inside the church and a statue of the Virgin 
Mary outside the church was spray-painted.12

Migrants and discriminations

In April 2015 Muslim migrants allegedly threw 12 Christian migrants overboard from a 
boat heading to Italy because of their faith. The Christians died.13 This case highlighted 
the still unknown but serious phenomenon of faith-based discrimination among migrants 
and refugees.

Growing numbers of migrants of different faiths coming to Italy have exacerbated the 
problem of religion-based discrimination inside refugee camps. It is not easy to find 
witnesses of this kind of discrimination, as the victims do not usually report violence or 
harassment. Only a few of them have done so, but they preferred to remain anonymous. 
In one refugee camp a Christian refugee from Ukraine described being harassed by 
Muslim refugees from Pakistan who tried to convert him.14 Other cases were reported 
by Pakistani Christians who had been harassed in several centres for asylum seekers.15

Related to Islam – Discrimination toward the Muslim community

According to the Ministry of the Interior, the Islamic community in Italy numbers about 
1,613,000, around the 32.2 percent of the foreign-born community in the country.16 The 
growing Muslim community has also suffered discrimination because of its faith. Muslim 
people, mostly immigrants, have often been discriminated against because they are iden-
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tified with terrorists. After the Brussels attacks, Muslim pupils were reportedly offended 
in several schools in northern Italy after some parents told their children not to talk or 
play with their Muslim class mates.17

In April 2015, the Pew Forum examined public opinion in six European Union countries: 
France, Germany, Italy, Poland, Spain and the United Kingdom. The survey found that 
Italians were the most critical of Muslims, with 61 percent of the population being unfa-
vourable to the presence of Muslims in their country.18 

According to Foad Aodi, the president of the Association of the Arab World community 
in Italy (Co-Mai), discrimination against Muslims is growing throughout the country.19

One issue that raised particular concern within the Islamic community in Italy was the 
building of new mosques. According to the Ministry of Interior in Italy, there are 1,205 
Islamic places of worship, even though only four among them are actual mosques, while 
the others are apartments or other buildings used as worship places.20

In February 2015, Lombardy Region approved a new regional law that made it very difficult 
to build new places of worship. Even though the law did not single out mosques, most 
of the new places of worship built in the region were mosques, as the area had seen an 
increase in the Muslim community. The local Islamic community saw the law as a tool to 
prevent the building of new mosques. Subsequently the Italian government asked for 
the law to be overturned. It appealed to the Constitutional Court, which in February 2016 
defined the law unconstitutional and decided to annul it.21

Related to Judaism - Anti-Semitic episodes

The Jewish community also denounced episodes of intolerance. Those episodes were often 
related to Israeli foreign policy and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. For example, in August 
2014, during a new wave of conflict in Gaza, a Palestinian supporter plastered several 
areas of Rome with posters inviting people to boycott a list of 50 Jewish-owned stores.22 

According to the Coordination Forum for Countering Anti-Semitism, around 50 anti-Se-
mitic episodes occurred in Italy in the period analysed by this report. Most of them con-
cerned anti-Semitic graffiti or swastikas painted outside of schools, shops or other places 
owned or frequented by Jewish people. The worst episode occurred in Milan where on 
12th November 2015 Nathan Graff, a 40-year-old Jewish man, was stabbed near a kosher 
restaurant. A man with a covered face came up from behind him and stabbed him nine 
times including on his face and his back. The victim had no doubt about the anti-Semitic 
nature of the attack.23

According to the Observatory on Anti-Semitism, which was founded by the Milan-based 
registered charity CDEC Foundation (Jewish Contemporary Documentation Centre), the 
number of anti-Semitic episodes has risen. From June 2014 to May 2016, the observatory 
reported more than 151 acts of intolerance against Jewish people, including offensive 
messages posted on Facebook and other social media. Several cases involve BDS Italia, a 
movement that – as stated on its website – supports boycott and sanctions against Israel, 
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endorsing a 2005 call from Palestinian civil society. Affiliated associations and groups 
throughout Italy promote BDS campaigns and initiatives both locally and nationally.24

On 16th March 2016, the BDS group called for a boycott of a press conference hosted by 
La Stampa newspaper editor, Maurizio Molinari. According to BDS supporters, Molinari, 
who is Jewish, belongs to the “permanent war party” of Israel.25

Another incident in February 2015 concerned a verbal attack on the Jewish owner of a 
shoe shop in Rome, near the Spanish Steps. The man was insulted by three youngsters, 
allegedly of Arabian origin, who also spat in front of the shop and threatened the owner, 
saying they would to come back.26

Many reported cases concern swastikas and anti-Semitic graffiti, such as the swastika 
painted outside Anne Frank secondary school in Montecchio Maggiore, near Verona on 
15th March 2016. Or the offensive graffiti painted on a wall in Genoa city centre, saying 
“Jewish people out of Italy”27. Another offensive graffiti found in Rome in May 2015 said: 
“Jews into the ovens”.28

There are also several cases regarding offensive posts on the Internet and social networks. 
For example, the Facebook profile created on 29th May 2015 called “Rabbis Suck” reached 
2,762 likes in the first two weeks. 29 Or the website which collects jokes and divides them in 
categories, which in the “Jewish and concentration camps” category has 53 disrespectful 
jokes about the Holocaust.30

Prospects for freedom of religion

As a result of substantial immigration in recent years, Italy increasingly has to grapple with 
religious integration issues. As highlighted above, much still remains to be done, both in 
helping some religious communities to integrate, and at the same time, respecting the 
right of the Catholic community to assert its own opinions and not suffer discrimination 
for doing so. 

The building of the first temple of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Italy 
in Rome should be considered a positive sign. The Mormon community in Italy numbers 
about 24,000 people.31

Another important point worth considering with regard to the integration of the Muslim 
community is the law approved by Veneto region in April 2016. The legislation obliged 
Muslims to speak Italian inside Islamic religious centres in all areas not strictly related to 
worship.32

Endnotes
1 Caritas e Migrantes, Immigrazione, Dossier Statistico 2015, IDOS, Roma 2015.
2 Tempi, Contestate le Sentinelle in piedi in diverse piazze italiane. Insulti, sputi e bestemmie. Ora dite voi chi 
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COSTA DE MARFIL 

 

IVORY COAST

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 34,3%

 zEthnoreligionist: 24,5%2

 zMuslim: 40,6%

 zOthers: 0,6%

RELIGION1

    124.503km2 23.295.302

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

There are roughly 70 different ethnic groups within Ivory Coast, added to which there 
is a high percentage of migrants from neighbouring countries.4 The country’s religious 
composition is evenly split between traditional African religions, which still command 
a strong following, Islam and Christianity. Over half the Christians are Catholics, while 
around a quarter each belong respectively to Protestant and other communities. Widely 
known outside Ivory Coast is the country’s copy of Saint Peter’s in Rome. The Basilica of 
Notre-Dame de la Paix in Yamoussoukro is seen as a symbol of the Christian faith in West 
Africa. The basilica is criticised by some for what they regard as its disproportionate scale.

In scarcely any other West African country has there been such a battle for influence and 
power as in Ivory Coast. This is one of the economically strongest and most populous 
nations in the region. After the 2002-7 civil war, conflict flared up again in connection 
with the 2010 presidential elections. Violent clashes erupted between supporters of the 
official winner, Alassane Ouattara, a Muslim, and his defeated opponent and predecessor 
in office, Laurent Gbagbo, a Christian. More than 3,000 people died in the fighting, while 
hundreds of thousands were driven from their homes.5 Yet what appeared at first glance 
to be a war between the mainly Muslim north of the country, the homeland of Ouattara, 
and the mainly Christian south, Gbagbo’s base, was in reality much more a matter of poli-
tical domination. It is worth noting that Christians and Muslims have traditionally lived 
peaceably side by side despite the country’s wide ethnic and religious mix. The violence 
was for many an attempt to escape from grinding poverty and a hopeless future.6 

According to the constitution, Ivory Coast is a secular state, based on the French model.7 
Article nine of the constitution of the year 2000 guarantees religious freedom among 
other things.8 Traditionally, members of the various religious communities cooperate 
well. In a multi-ethnic and multi-religious country such as Ivory Coast, this is an essential 
pre-condition for peace. Broadly speaking, the country is divided into two: Islam is the 
prevailing religion of the vast majority of people in and from the north. It is also the faith 
of many immigrants from the neighbouring northern countries, especially Burkina Faso. 
Christianity is the prevailing religion in the south. 
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Incidents

Generally speaking, there have been no official changes in regard to religious freedom 
during the period of the report. However, especially concerning inter-faith relations, the 
legacy of the past continues to weigh heavily. For many Christians, the political unrest 
linked to the 2010 presidential elections had a traumatic effect. Fierce fighting took place 
between supporters of the outgoing president, Laurent Gbagbo, a Christian, and backers 
of the newly elected head of state, Alassane Ouattara, a Muslim. According to information 
from Catholic priests, 40 churches were attacked by armed gangs.9 On 7th August 2013, 
Jesuit Father Hyacinthe Loua stated on Vatican Radio: “For three years now, people have 
been speaking of reconciliation in this country, but little has happened. We are endea-
vouring to do our best and we are fully aware that it will take a long time. If we are to 
speak of the healing of the wounds of war, then we need to realise that it will take years.” 

In 2016 these words have lost little of their relevance. Although there has been some 
progress, the reconciliation process is still far from complete. Ivory Coast faces two central 
challenges: on the one hand, the country has taken in a huge number of people from 
neighbouring countries in recent decades, many of whom now live as stateless people. 
It is said that there are around four million people who have arrived, partly for economic 
reasons and partly as refugees from civil wars elsewhere. This represents 20 percent of the 
total population. Without a successful social and cultural integration of these migrants, 
reconciliation, justice and peace are almost unthinkable.

One important step was the reform of citizenship laws on 22nd August 2013. Lawmakers 
passed two laws concerning nationality. One allowed foreigners to acquire Ivorian citi-
zenship upon marriage to an Ivorian national. The second allowed foreign-born residents 
living in Ivory Coast since before independence to become citizens along with their 
descendants. Foreign nationals born in Ivory Coast between 1961 and 1973 and their 
children would also qualify.10 

Many migrants and refugees from neighbouring countries – and UN figures at the beginning 
of 2016 give a figure of over 720,000 refugees in Ivory Coast – are living in poverty in the 
country, as indeed are many native Ivorians. This is despite the fact that the country has 
reported considerable economic growth in recent years. The occasional tensions between 
members of the various religious communities are to be seen against this background, 
since in most cases they are less a matter of religious zeal or hatred, and more one of 
dissatisfaction with their economic and social situation. Political conflict, which has gone 
so far as violence, has similarly set people against one another.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Against the backdrop of numerous crimes committed during the civil wars, the Catholic 
bishops of the country have supported the work of reconciliation and called for justice 
and peace.11 Vatican-based Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, the President of the Pontifical 
Council for Inter-religious Dialogue, visited Ivory Coast in March 2015 to mark the 110th 
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anniversary of the founding of the Diocese of Korhogo, in the north of the country. He 
remarked that ignorance of the other was often a cause of war. He said: “We must work 
together to banish every form of discrimination and intolerance.” He was cited as saying 
this in the Vatican newspaper L’Osservatore Romano.12 Cardinal Tauran emphasised that 
the Catholic Church respects people of other faiths and recognises what is true and holy 
in their religions.

On 24th March 2015 President Outtara appointed Archbishop Paul Simeon Ahouana to 
take charge of reconciliation initiatives in Ivory Coast following the presidential elections 
of 25th October 2015. While the economy has revived under Outtara’s government, political 
and ethnic divisions continued to prevent the emergence of long-term stability. During 
the civil war, Archbishop Ahouana, whose diocese is based in Bouake, the second-largest 
city, was recognised for his ability to maintain an open dialogue with the rebel forces.13

On 25th October 2015, the people of Ivory Coast returned to the polls to elect a new 
president. The incumbent, President Outtara, was victorious in the first round of voting, 
benefitting from divisions within the opposition.14 It was however a sign of progress that 
the elections passed off peacefully in contrast to the bloodshed of 2010. Back then, when 
Ouattara won the election, he was only able to claim victory and oust his predecessor 
Laurent Gbagbo with the support of rebel troops from the north and pressure from the 
international community. Gbagbo was finally arrested in April 2011 and in the following 
November, was extradited to the International Criminal Court in The Hague. There, his 
trial finally began on 28th January 2016 in connection with the fighting in Abidjan in early 
2011. He denied all the charges against him.

Gbagbo’s trial was controversial, since he was the only one of the warring parties to face 
charges. His opponents from President Ouattara’s camp seemed to be escaping blame. 
Hence, in a number of African countries, the impartiality of the court proceedings has 
been challenged15. Meanwhile, President Ouattara is visibly attempting to deflect the 
accusations against him. Thus, in January 2016 the entire government resigned in order 
to pave the way for what Ouattara proclaimed as a renewal of the country. The President 
has now instructed the former Prime Minister, Daniel Kablan Duncan, to form a new 
government.16

And so, despite a generally positive move towards greater democracy in recent years, 
it remains to be seen whether Ivory Coast will regain stability, a vital pre-condition for 
peaceful inter-faith co-existence.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_61_2.asp
2 traditional religions;
3 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015
4 ibid.
5 Auslandsinformationen der Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Vol. 9/15
6 ibid.
7 www.auswaertiges-amt.de/DE/Aussenpolitik/Laender/Laenderinfos/CoteDIvoire/Innenpolitik_node.
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html
8 http://abidjan.usembassy.gov/ivoirian_constitution2.html
9 Agenzia Fides, 09.11.11
10 www.reuters.com/article/us-ivorycoast-laws-idUSBRE97M0Y120130823]
11 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/03/25/elfenbeink%C3%BCste_erzbischof_zur_vers%C3%B6h-

nung_beauftragt/1131969
12 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/03/17/kardinal_tauran_%E2%80%9Emangelndes_wis-

sen_f%C3%BChrt_zu_krieg%E2%80%9C/1129943
13 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/03/25/elfenbeink%C3%BCste_erzbischof_zur_vers%C3%B6h-

nung_beauftragt/1131969
14 http://www.nzz.ch/international/klarer-wahlsieg-fuer-praesident-ouattara-1.18637196
15 Munzinger Archiv 2016
16 ibid.
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JAmAICA

  AREA3 POPULATION4

 zChristian: 84,55%1

(Christian: 2% – Protestant: 56%2 – Others: 
26,55%)

 zSpiritist: 10,15%

 zOthers: 5,3%

RELIGION

     10.991km2 2.800.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Jamaican constitution guarantees fundamental rights regardless of an individual’s 
race, place of origin, political opinion, colour, sex or creed. It also recognises freedom of 
conscience. No one can be prevented from exercising their freedom of conscience, which 
includes freedom of thought and religion, the freedom to change religion or belief, and 
the freedom to manifest and propagate one’s religion through teaching, practice, worship 
and observance.5

Incidents 

In January 2015, Jamaica approved the use of marijuana for therapeutic. It was also 
approved for ritual purposes as practised by the Rastafarian movement, for whom it is 
a sacred herb. The decision to amend the drug law was based on the fundamental right 
to religious freedom.6

Prospects for freedom of religion

Research showed that during the period under review, there were no incidents of intole-
rance or discrimination as took place in the previous period. Therefore, the situation has 
improved with respect to religious freedom and the outlook looks positive.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_116_1.asp accessed on 16 March 2016.
2 Church of God: 24%, Adventists: 11%, Pentecostals: 10%, Baptists: 7%, Anglicans: 4%
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18784061 accessed on 7 May 2016.
4 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18784061 accessed on 7 May 2016.
5 http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/es/text.jsp?file_id=214629 accessed on 3 March 2016.
6 http://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/jamaica-marihuana-legalizacion-rastafari.html accessed on 3 

March 2016.
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JAPÓN 

 

JAPAN

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 2,1%
(Christian: 1,1% – Protestant: 1%)

 zBuddhist: 56,35%

 zMuslim: 0,2%

 zXintoístas: 2,1%

 zOthers: 39,25%

RELIGION1

  378.000km2 127.560.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application 

A very large number of Japanese describe themselves as belonging both to Shintoism and 
to Buddhism, or indeed to several religions at the same time. According to the Yearbook 
of Religions published by the Ministry for Education Science and Culture, 100 million 
Japanese declare themselves Buddhists, while 95 million claim to be Shintoists.

A constitutional monarchy, Japan has a democratically elected government. There is 
broad freedom of religious practice and the government protects the right to practise 
one’s religious faith, maintaining strict neutrality in this regard. This respect for religious 
freedom is rooted in the Constitution and the laws of the country.

The Japanese Constitution, which was promulgated on 3rd November 1946 and formally 
introduced on 3rd May 1947, sets out the legal principles and rules in regard to religious 
freedom, including notably the separation of religion and the state in articles 20 and 89:

Art. 20: “Freedom of religion is guaranteed to all. No religious organisation shall receive 
any privileges from the State, nor exercise any political authority. No person shall be 
compelled to take part in any religious act, celebration, rite or practice. The State and its 
organs shall refrain from religious education or any other religious activity.” 

Art. 89: “No public money or other property shall be expended or appropriated for the 
use, benefit or maintenance of any religious institution or association, or for any chari-
table, educational or benevolent enterprises not under the control of public authority.” 2

These provisions guarantee not just the subjective aspects of religious freedom – such as 
the freedom to believe or not believe, to convert, to worship, to organise and propagate 
one’s faith within the religious sphere – but also the objective and institutional aspect, ie 
the laïcité of the state on a model similar to the one which exists in France, maintaining 
strict separation between religion and the state.

Nevertheless, these provisions have not always been present in the history or constitutional 
texts of Japan. The Constitution of 1947 was deliberately written in radical opposition to 
the former Meiji constitutional charter with the aim of creating a model liberal and paci-
fic democracy in a country crushed by military defeat and atomic bombs. In postulating 
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the natural and inviolable rights of the human person, the authors of the Constitution 
made religious freedom the basis of each Japanese citizen’s spiritual independence. In 
doing so they were particularly aiming to eliminate the ancient habit of blind obedience 
of subjects to the authority of the Tennô, the Emperor, which was closely bound up with 
the state-imposed Shintoism (jinja).

So it is worth asking whether the “grafting on” of such universal religious freedom on to 
the rootstock of Japanese tradition actually taken?

Specialists in Japanese law3 suggest the constitutional jurisprudence of the 1970s, 1980s 
and 1990s has indeed safeguarded religious freedom and the principle of the secular state, 
in particular because of the continuing efforts of various civil movements. There have 
been numerous appeals to the courts and to public opinion on the grounds of uncon-
stitutionality and it is for this reason, for example, that a state financial subsidy for the 
Shintoist temple of Yasukuni 4 was rendered legally, and practically, impossible. Following 
the judgement by the Supreme Court in 1997 it has become extremely difficult for the 
Prime Minister or one of his ministers to attend any official act of worship.

Incidents

At a less directly political level it can be seen that religious organisations keep watch 
to ensure state instiutions respect religious freedom. The incident below dates back to 
May 2012, but to the knowledge of this author, no other incident of this type has occur-
red since that date. On 27th May 2012, on Pentecost Sunday, a Catholic Mass was being 
celebrated in the parish of Kaizuka in the town of Kawasaki, in Yokohama diocese. In this 
diocese Catholics of foreign origin account for two thirds of the Catholic community. As in 
other Catholic churches in Japan, Mass is also celebrated in English to meet the pastoral 
needs of the non-Japanese parishioners. In Kaizuka the English-language Sunday Mass 
is celebrated at 1:30 pm. On 27th May six officers from a nearby police station invaded 
the parish grounds during Mass without any prior notice and without producing a legal 
warrant. After having checked the papers of several people on the premises, they arrested 
a Filipino man. Since he had no passport on him, the police arrested him for questioning 
on suspicion of exceeding the legal duration of his stay in Japan.

During the following weeks, the president of the Catholic Bishops’ conference in Japan 
intervened with the president of the Kokka Koan Iinkai, the government body that 
supervises the national police and whose role is to assure their independence in regard 
to political pressure and also assure their respect for democratic principles. In his letter, 
signed on behalf of the Japanese bishops, Archbishop Ikenaga, who was at that time the 
Archbishop of Osaka, called on the police not to disturb the activities of the Church and 
to refrain from entering her properties without due legal warrant. The Archbishop also 
called on the authorities not to pursue foreign nationals into the places of worship, nor 
to carry out identity checks on Church property or its immediate surroundings.5
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Shortly afterwards, the police submitted their apologies, characterising the action of their 
officers in Kawasaki as “unjustifiable” and announcing that all the police stations in the 
country would be reminded of the laws relating to “the respect of fundamental rights”.6 
For the Catholic episcopate the matter was closed, but it was important for the state to 
recognise its mistakes. The Catholic Church in Japan has two distinct aspects. After taking 
into account the 450,000 or so Japanese Catholics, the – quite recent and relatively limited 
– opening of the country to immigration has resulted in many Catholics of foreign origin, 
from the Philippines, Latin America and other countries. Today these foreign Catholics are 
approximately equal in number, if not slightly more than the native Japanese Catholics, 
and indeed, in the diocese of Yokohama the local bishop, Mgr Umemura, has adopted 
as his episcopal motto the words Communio communionum (“the communion of all the 
communities”) as a way of expressing his desire to see the Catholic community, both 
Japanese and non-Japenese, as forming one body in one and the same Church.

However, while the Japanese appear to be attached to the freedoms they enjoy, there 
are some political developments of potential concern. It has been quite some time since 
the Japanese economy seemed to dominate the world. For two decades now the coun-
try seems to have been unable to emerge from economic stagnation, characterised by 
deflation and an aging population. In 2015 the Japanese population fell again for the 
fifth consecutive year – at 126.5 million it is now back to the same level as in the year 
2000, and it is increasingly ageing. Those aged 65 and older now outnumber those aged 
14 and under.

Faced with this relative decline, the nationalist right wing in Japan is again pursuing a 
revision of the 1947 Constitution, and in particular its Article 9, which makes Japan the 
only nation in the world to have formally renounced war7 – and more broadly to turn over 
a new page in regard to what they describe as “the postwar society”, in order to restore 
a sense of national pride in the Japanese people. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

For the Catholic Church in Japan, as for a number of political observers, the revision of 
Article 9 of the constitution is more than merely a matter of redefining the place of Japan 
in the international community.8 As was emphasised by a source close to Prime Minister 
Abe Shinzô, what is really at stake is the need to install a new “regime” for Japan today. 
Abe Shinzô – who was returned to power in December 2012 and has since then held a 
majority in the Diet, the Japanese parliament – said the constitution of 1947 is “an act of 
contrition by the vanquished in the face of the victor”, and that this founding text now 
needs to be “shaped by our own hands”. He makes no secret that he is seeking a “depar-
ture from the postwar regime”.9

Among Japan’s neighbours, where the wounds linked to the period of Japanese imperialist 
expansionism and the Second World War have not yet healed, these developments are 
being followed with close attention. In Hong Kong, at the Asiatic Centre for the Progress 
of Peoples, they point out with some concern that the reforms of Abe Shinzô have an 
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intended scope that goes well beyond a simple cosmetic makeover of the constitution. 
“The [Liberal Democratic Party] LDP is defending the idea that the social developments 
that have come in from the West, and notably the spread of individualism, have weakened 
Japanese culture and tradition, which are centred not around the individual but around 
the group”, states a document published by the centre. In the plans of the LDP to reshape 
the constitution, one can read that “the citizens should be aware that the duties and obli-
gations that accompany their rights and freedoms can never be contrary to public order 
and public interest.” For the analysts at the Asiatic Centre for the Progress of Peoples, there 
is reason for concern here: “Summing up, the basic freedoms of expression, of assembly 
and association could be suspended or limited if they threaten what the government 
perceives as public order or the public interest. And this is because these freedoms will 
no longer be recognised as natural, inalienable and fundamental to the rights of man, 
but will henceforth be no more than rights granted or conceded by the government.”10 
For these observers, while the risk is small of seeing a revival of the state Shintoism that 
ruled during the 1930s and right up to 1945, the calling in to question of such basic fre-
edoms will affect freedom of religion. In this way Japan would be placing itself in direct 
contradiction to the definition of human rights as defined in the UN Charter, which has 
been signed and ratified by Tokyo.

Endnotes
1 Although Japan has chosen to open up to a limited degree to immigration, there is nonetheless a 

considerable foreign population living permanently on Japanese soil. Catholics are numerous among 
them, mainly originating from the Philippines or the countries of Latin America such as Peru and Bra-
zil. Today they represent a number of the Catholic faithful almost as large as that of the Japanese Ca-
tholics. See Eglises d’Asie : “La crise économique amène le gouvernement à inciter les travailleurs immigrés 
brésiliens et péruviens à quitter le pays”, 16th April 2009 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-nord-est/ja-
pon/2009-04-16-la-crise-economique-amene-le-gouvernement-a/ )

2 The Japanese Constitution: http://japan.kantei.go.jp/constitution_and_government_of_japan/constitu-
tion_e.html

3 Du droit interne au droit international - Le facteur religieux et l’exigence des droits de l’homme, de Raymond 
Goy (1998, Publications de l’Université de Rouen)

4 The Yasukuni Shinto shrine in Tokyo (yasukuni jinja or ‘temple of the nation at peace’) is the shrine honou-
ring those who died for the nation; however it includes among them the names of war criminals judged 
and executed at the end of the Second World War. Built in 1869 to pay homage to those Japanese “who 
had given their lives in the service of the Japanese Emperor”, it preserves the memory of more than 2 
million Japanese soldiers who died between 1868 and 1951. Viewed by many as one of the symbols of 
Japan’s militaristic past and the Nationalists, it is notable for the controversy it has aroused in the region, 
notably in South Korea and China, every time important Japanese political figures go to pay their re-
spects there. The shrine also houses a museum, the Yushukan, which displays historical items and expla-
natory plaques retracing Japan’s military history. Many are critical of its museographical approach which 
is seen as being nationalistic and tendentiously revisionist.

5 Eglises d’Asie  : “Les évêques catholiques demandent que la police ne procède pas à des contrôles d’i-
dentité des étrangers sur les lieux de culte ”, 5th July 2012 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-nord-est/
japon/2012-07-05-les-eveques-catholiques-demandent-que-la-police-ne-procede-pas-a-des-controles-
d2019identite-des-etrangers-sur-les-lieux-de-culte)

6 Eglises d’Asie  : “  Interventions dans les lieux de culte : la police fait amende honorable”, 19th July 2012 
(http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-nord-est/japon/2012-07-19-interventions-dans-les-lieux-de-culte-
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la-police-fait-amende-honorable)
7 Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution: “Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and 

order, the Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use 
of force as means of settling international disputes.

“In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war poten-
tial, will never be maintained. The right of belligerency of the state will not be recognised.”
8 Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Japan: “ 70 Years after the War Blessed are the peacemakers – Now espe-

cially, peace must not depend upon weapons”, 25th February 2015 (http://www.cbcj.catholic.jp/eng/
edoc/150225.htm)

9 The Diplomat : “Shinzo Abe’s Nationalist Strategy - With his overt nationalism and his historical revisio-
nism, Shinzo Abe has a plan for Japan “, 13th February 2014 (http://thediplomat.com/2014/02/shinzo-a-
bes-nationalist-strategy/)

10 Eglises d’Asie : “L’épiscopat catholique met en garde contre une éventuelle révision de la Constitution 
du pays ”, 21st August 2013 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-nord-est/japon/2013-08-21-l2019episco-
pat-catholique-met-en-garde-contre-une-eventuelle-revision-de-la-constitution-du-pays)
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JORDAN
RELIGION

JORDANIA 

 

  AREA POPULATION
 22.100km2 7.900.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Kingdom of Jordan was established by the British government in 1922. The coun-
try has been ruled since its establishment by members of the Hashemite dynasty from 
Mecca. The Jordanian rulers claim to be direct descendants of the Prophet Mohammed. 
From 1948 until 1967 Jordan controlled East Jerusalem and the West Bank until Israel 
conquered the territories. Many Palestinian refugees already came to the Kingdom after 
the establishment of Israel. Nowadays the majority of its citizens are of Palestinian origin. 
Only a minority belong to the traditional Bedouin inhabitants of the area. In 1994 Jordan 
made a peace treaty with Israel. The peace treaty confirms the Jordanian King’s rights as 
custodian of the Holy Places in East Jerusalem. Coexistence of Sunni Muslims and Chri-
stians is usually peaceful. The Christian community praises the Royal family for fostering 
the spirit of tolerance and coexistence. The Catholic Church is present with parishes and 
institutions like Caritas Jordan. There are Christian and Hindu migrant workers mainly 
from Asia living and working temporarily in the country.

According to article 2 of the country’s constitution1 from 1952 “Islam is the religion of 
State”. Article 6 says that “Jordanians shall be equal before the law. There shall be no 
discrimination between them as regards to their rights and duties on grounds of race, 
language or religion.” Article 14 obliges the State to “safeguard the free exercise of all 
forms of worship and religious rites in accordance with the customs observed in the 
Kingdom, unless such is inconsistent with public order or morality.” Article 28e says that 
“no person shall ascend the Throne unless he is a Moslem.” Article 99 establishes civil 
and religious courts. Article 104 divides them into Shari‘a courts and tribunals of other 
religious communities. All personal status affairs of Muslims are regulated by Shari‘a law. 
Christians are subjected to their respective church tribunals. Civil marriage does not exist. 
A Muslim woman cannot marry a Christian man. If a Christian woman converts to Islam 
her Christian husband has to convert too. 

The constitution and law do not explicitly ban Muslims from converting to another faith, 
and there are no penalties under civil law for doing so. Nonetheless, by according primacy 
to Shari‘a, which prohibits Muslims from converting to another religion, the government 
effectively prohibits both conversion from Islam and proselytization of Muslims.2 According 
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to Islamic law, there are consequences when Muslims adopt religions other than Islam. 
For instance, if someone is convicted of apostasy, the Islamic courts adjudicating matters 
of personal status have the power to void the person’s marriage and deny his or her right 
to inherit from a spouse and from Muslim relatives. A person could also be subjected to 
accusations of apostasy with all its consequences for activities other than conversion. 

Jordan explicitly criminalises blasphemy. Article 273 of Jordan’s Penal Code of 1960 puni-
shes any individual who insults the Prophet Mohammed with a term of imprisonment 
of one to three years.3

Christians are represented by quota in Parliament and have access to higher ranks in the 
government and the army.

Incidents

In September 2014 King Abdullah welcomed Christian refugees from Iraq who fled from 
Daesh (ISIS) to Jordan. The local Catholic Church praised the King for this gesture. “Our King 
has provisionally offered to accept some 500 Christian families from Iraq. If all goes well, 
about 1,500 further families will follow,” Father Khalil Jaar told Aid to the Church in Need.4

In October 2014 the new St Garabed Armenian Church was consecrated in Jordan, on the 
bank of the Jordan River. This was announced by the Armenian Apostolic Patriarchate of 
Jerusalem. The land on which the church stands, not far from the place traditionally referred 
to as the site of Jesus’ baptism, reports the patriarchal statement, was donated by King 
Abdullah II of Jordan, as were the sites of other churches built on the bank of the Jordan.5

In October 2014 King Abdullah II said that Christians gave their own contribution to the 
building of Arab civilization. This is why the forced displacement of indigenous Christian 
communities in the Middle East is a serious problem, which must be curbed in any way 
possible. This is what the king said in his talks with the President of Armenia, Serzh Sar-
gsyan, who visited Jordan.6

In February 2015 Daesh militants released a video showing a captured Jordanian pilot being 
burnt alive in a cage, a killing that shocked the world. Jordan, which has been mounting 
air raids in Syria as part of the U.S. led alliance against Daesh insurgents, retaliated with 
air strikes. Jordanian state television said that the pilot had been killed on 3rd January.7 

In February 2015 Jordan executed two al Qaeda prisoners, following through on a pro-
mised strong response to the Daesh killing of pilot Moath al-Kasasbeh. Put to death were 
Sajida al-Rishawi, the Iraqi would-be suicide bomber whose release Daesh had previously 
requested, and Ziad Karbouli, a former top aide to the deceased leader of al Qaeda in 
Iraq, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi.8 Father Rifat Bader, a spokesman of the Catholic Church in 
Jordan, defended the executions as an act of self-defence in the face of war and terrorism.9 

In February 2015 the Jordanian Minister for Religious Affairs, Hayel Dawoud said that the 
activities of the terrorist organisation Daesh “have nothing to do with Islam, and the sati-
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rical cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed have nothing to do with Christianity, while the 
Zionist policies carried out by the settlers have nothing to do with the Jewish religion.” 10

In August 2015 Queen Rania of Jordan said that moderate Muslims were not doing enough 
to combat the evil ideology of Daesh, and she asked the international community to pay 
greater attention to young people, before the Middle East is devastated.11

In September 2015 before the opening of an International Conference in Paris, Jordanian 
Foreign Minister Nasser Judeh explained that the title of the summit originally focused on 
the protection of religious and ethnic minorities. It was then modified to focus attention 
on the necessary protection of victims of ethnic and religious violence, without referring 
to the category of minority. Nasser Judeh also pointed out that in Jordan one does not 
use the term “minority” to indicate the components of the Jordanian population who 
profess and follow religions other than Sunni Islam.12

In September 2015 Jordanian Prince Hassan said that Christianity began in the Middle 
East, it is not a product of western import, and has given a major contribution to the 
development of Arab culture and the Arab-Islamic civilisation. For this reason the presence 
of Christians in the Middle East must be safeguarded through instruments and measu-
res that ensures them human protection. The Prince said this during his intervention in 
Acre, Israel, on the occasion of the presentation of a book on the historical events of Arab 
Christians in the Middle East.13

In December 2015 King Abdullah II stressed that Arab Christians “are an integral part of our 
past, present and future” and right from the beginning “have been an essential partner in 
building our culture and civilisation and in defending Islam”. This is what the monarch said 
in a televised speech on Jordan state television, in which the Hashemite King expressed 
his delight to congratulate Jordanians who celebrate the birth of the Prophet Mohammed 
(celebrated in almost all the world on 23rd December) and the Christian solemnity of the 
Nativity of Our Lord. In this context, the Monarch reiterated that all Jordanians “live under 
the umbrella of equal citizenship that binds us together,” and that since the great battle of 
Mu’tah, (when Mohammad had ordered Islamic forces in the fight against the Byzantine 
army not to harm the Christians of Syria) Arab Christians have been an essential partner 
in building our culture and civilisation and in defending Islam.”14

Christmas 2015 also marked the fortieth anniversary of the standardisation of the date 
on which all the Churches and Christian communities in Jordan celebrate Christmas. In 
1975, the heads of Christian Churches agreed to celebrate Christmas on 25th December, 
according to the Gregorian calendar, while Easter is celebrated by all Christians according 
to the Julian calendar. Jordan is currently the only Country in the world where the two 
main Christian feasts are celebrated together by all the baptised. In Jordan, Christmas 
has been a national holiday since 1999, the year King Abdullah ascended the throne.15

The Islamic holiday of Mawlid al-Nabi, the birth of the Prophet Mohammad – which 
depends on the lunar calendar – was celebrated on 23rd December 2015. The last time the 
Islamic and the Christian Christmas celebration coincided was 457 years ago. In February 
2016 the site of Jesus’ baptism on the Jordan River was officially declared a World Heritage 
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Site by The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). 
The ceremony was attended by a delegation from the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, 
including the Jordanian Minister for Tourism Nayef H Al-Fayez and Archbishop Maroun 
Lahham, Patriarchal Vicar for Jordan of the Latin Patriarchate of Jerusalem.16 

In March 2016 a Daesh cell was routed in Irbid. The jihadists were planning attacks against 
civilian and military targets, to destabilise national security. In the operation seven ter-
rorists and a Jordanian soldier were killed and five others were injured. 13 people, who 
were linked in various ways to the extremist cell, were arrested.17 Earlier in the month 
Jordanian soldiers clashed with suspected jihadis on the border with Syria. At least five 
people were killed in clashes between Jordanian security forces and suspected jihadists 
in the city of Irbid. Following the conflict, authorities declared a curfew.18

In May 2016 a meeting between the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and 
the Royal Institute for Interfaith Studies concluded with the signing of a joint appeal. The 
meeting was held on 14th May in the capital of Jordan on the theme “Meeting Current 
Challenges through Education.” The statement, which was signed by Cardinal Jean-Louis 
Tauran, President of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, and Jordanian Prince 
El Hassan bin Talal, condemns all forms of violence.19 

In May 2016 the Garden of Mercy was inaugurated. The project is dedicated to sustainable 
agriculture, with 600 olive trees planted on an area of 10,000m2. It employs 15 workers, 
chosen from among the Iraqi refugees and unemployed Jordanians. The project was 
inaugurated in Amman at the Our Lady of Peace Centre in the presence of Latin Patriarch 
Fouad Twal of Jerusalem and Archbishop Alberto Ortega Martin, Apostolic Nuncio in 
Jordan and Iraq. The initiative, funded by Pope Francis with the offerings of the faithful 
collected at the stand of the City of the Holy See at Expo Milano 2015, is a concrete sign 
of the pastoral care of the Apostolic See and local Churches towards the people of the 
Middle East who are overwhelmed by conflicts and forced migration.20

In May 2016, at the initiative of the Visitation of Our Lady parish, construction of a mul-
ti-purpose centre has started in Anjara, Jordan. The project, named after Our Lady of 
Mount, will serve the parish’s desperate needs. The project, which is located a few kilome-
tres south of Ajloun, will meet the growing demand for more living space, especially for 
children. The children are currently staying in the religious community’s house as there 
isn’t proper accommodation for them.21

Prospects for freedom of religion

Jordan, in common with many other Islamic countries in the Middle East, does not grant 
full religious freedom to its citizens including the right to convert from Islam to another 
religion or to have no religion at all. Converts from Islam to Christianity might face con-
siderable social resistance and legal consequences especially in personal status affairs. 
Despite the lack of freedom of conscience, the country enables its Christian citizens to 
live their faith individually and collectively in freedom. Limits of the churches’ activities 
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are preaching the Gospel to Muslims and actively pursuing their conversion. The King and 
other members of the Royal Family are in favour of coexistence and religious tolerance and 
have expressed this in words and deeds. The monarch welcomed thousands of Christians 
from Iraq and Syria to his country. Relations between the traditional, officially registered 
churches and the government are excellent. Non-registered churches are facing problems 
though. A matter of concern is the high number of Jordanian Muslims who are in favour 
of radical Islamic ideas or who have joined jihadist groups in neighbouring Syria.

Endnotes
1 http://www.kinghussein.gov.jo/constitution_jo.html
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
3 http://www.loc.gov/law/help/apostasy/#jordan
4 http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/blog/we-have-lost-everything-iraqi-christians-have-found-refu-

ge-in-jordan/
5 http://fides.org/en/news/36645-ASIA_JORDAN_An_Armenian_baptismal_church_consecrated_on_

the_banks_of_the_Jordan#.V0ga6PmLSM8
6 http://fides.org/en/news/36661-ASIA_JORDAN_King_Abdullah_II_to_Armenian_President_Christians_

helped_to_build_the_Arab_civilization#.V0gadPmLSM8
7 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-killing-idUSKBN0L71XE20150203
8 http://edition.cnn.com/2015/02/03/world/isis-captive/
9 http://www.die-tagespost.de/politik/Exekution-Akt-der-Selbstverteidigung;art315,158318
10 http://fides.org/en/news/37211-ASIA_JORDAN_Jordanian_Minister_satirical_cartoons_of_the_

Prophet_Muhammad_have_nothing_to_do_with_Christianity#.V0gPWfmLSM8
11 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Muslims-are-not-doing-enough-to-fight-the-Islamic-State%2C-says-

Queen-Rania-35147.html
12 http://fides.org/en/news/58384-ASIA_JORDAN_The_Jordanian_proposal_let_us_set_aside_the_term_

minority#.V0gNt_mLSM8
13 http://fides.org/en/news/58500-ASIA_HOLY_LAND_Prince_Hassan_of_Jordan_human_safekeeping_

for_Christians_in_the_Middle_East_is_needed#.V0gNqfmLSM8
14 http://fides.org/en/news/59097-ASIA_JORDAN_King_Abdullah_II_Arab_Christians_are_an_integral_

part_of_our_civilization#.V0gMF_mLSM8
15 http://fides.org/en/news/59000-ASIA_JORDAN_Christians_of_the_Hashemite_Kingdom_have_been_

celebrating_Christmas_together_for_forty_years#.V0gMGvmLSM8
16 http://fides.org/en/news/59323-ASIA_JORDAN_UNESCO_recognizes_the_baptism_site_of_Jesus_

as_a_World_Heritage_Site#.V0gKwfmLSM8
17 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Islamic-State-cell-routed-in-Irbid-36843.html
18 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Jordanian-soldiers-clash-with-suspected-jihadis-on-the-border-with-

Syria-36832.html
19 http://www.news.va/en/news/jordan-joint-appeal-at-the-end-of-the-meeting-in-a
20 http://www.fides.org/en/news/60019-ASIA_JORDAN_Garden_of_Mercy_inaugurated_in_Amman_hu-

manitarian_project_for_refugees#.V0WtqJ3wCM8
21 http://www.fides.org/en/news/60036-ASIA_JORDAN_Construction_of_Our_Lady_of_Mount_Center_

starts_in_Anjara#.V0WqeJ3wCM8
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 zChristian: 26,52%
(Christian: 2% – Protestant: 4,4% – 
Orthodox: 20% – Others: 0,12%)

 zMuslim: 67,85%
(Sunni: 67,75% – Shia: 0,1%)

 zOthers: 5,63%

KAZAKHSTAN
RELIGION1

KAZAJISTÁN 

 

  AREA POPULATION
  2.700.000km2 16.400.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Ever since its independence, Kazakhstan has been a country of stability in a region mar-
ked by ethnic and religious conflict and violence. However, the present situation is less 
reassuring than in the past. The country’s economic slowdown has prompted fears of 
political instability. In the view of many international observers, this explains why the 
presidential elections planned for 2016 were brought forward to 26th April 2015. The 
resulting ballot saw the re-election, with 97.7 percent of the votes cast, of the outgoing 
president, Nursultan Nazarbayev, who has led this former Soviet republic since 1989. 

Religious activity in the country is governed principally by the law on religion enacted in 
2011, which bans all non-registered religious activities. The distribution of literature and 
other materials of a denominational character outside places of worship is forbidden, 
as is the import of religious material without previous authorisation on the part of the 
religious affairs agency, the body responsible for the formulation and implementation of 
state policy in regard to religious matters. Also banned is all non-registered missionary 
activity and proselytism.

Other restrictions on the free practice of religion are contained in the laws on extremism, 
which apply to religious groups and other organisations and which enable the govern-
ment – once it has identified a group as extremist – to ban its activities and criminalise 
membership of it. 

The new penal and administrative codes, which came into force in January 2015, envisage 
still more severe financial penalties for non-authorised religious activity, with fines that 
can be as high as US$60,855. 

Kazakhstan – which is home to more than 100 different ethnic groups and 40 or so different 
religious confessions – has sought to present itself as a paradigm of peaceful coexistence 
among the various different ethnic and religious groups. To this end, in 2003 President 
Nazarbayev established the Congress of Leaders of World and Traditional Religions, a 
triennial platform of dialogue which in June 2015 witnessed its fifth such gathering. 
Nonetheless, there have been many signs of the growing divergence between the official 
proclamations of tolerance and the actual, inconsistent application of religious right,2 
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with enormous differences between the treatment of those religions regarded as tradi-
tional – Sunni Islam of the Hanafi school, Russian Orthodoxy, Catholicism, Lutheranism, 
Judaism – and those regarded as “non-traditional”, which frequently operate in a general 
climate of scepticism, suspicion and discrimination, both socially and at the level of the 
government authorities. 

Altogether, there are some 3,400 registered religious organisations in the country.3 The 
largest Christian denomination in the country is Russian Orthodox. Reports suggest the 
Catholic community, although very small in the country as a whole – with around 150,000 
faithful (one percent of the population) is respected, a point made by the former Apostolic 
Nuncio, Archbishop Buendía.4 

Incidents

There is very strict control over the activities of the independent Islamic groups, espe-
cially after news reports that some Kazakh citizens had joined ISIS.5 Particularly hard-hit 
are those believed to be members of the missionary Islamic movement Tabligh Jamaat, 
which was founded in India in 1926. The group was banned from Kazakhstan in 2013 and 
branded an extremist movement. Since December 2014, 15 people have been imprisoned, 
with sentences ranging from 15 months to almost five years, on the charge of belonging 
to this movement. Another nine people are currently on remand, awaiting trial.6 Saken 
Tulbayev, one of the alleged members of the movement, was sentenced to four years and 
eight months in a labour camp and is also banned from “activity directed at meeting the 
religious needs of believers”, from the date of his scheduled release in December 2019, 
until December 2022. Allegedly, while in prison he has been subjected to various forms 
of violence, both physical and mental.7

The historic Din-Muhammad mosque in the northern city of Petroval has created con-
troversy by refusing to operate under the aegis of the Spiritual Association of Muslims 
of Kazakhstan (SAMK), a national organisation with close ties to the government. Those 
attending the mosque are mostly Tatar Muslims, who belong to a form of Sunni Islam 
independent from the state, and which has been struggling to regain official registra-
tion since 2012, the year when it was formally suppressed. The most recent request was 
rejected on 28th April 2015 by the regional Justice Department.8 

On 9th June 2015 three Turkish academics were fined and deported from the country. They 
were charged with having given Sufi religious instruction in their private homes – and 
hence of conducting activities by a non-registered religious group and illegal missionary 
activities.9 

The strict rules on the distribution and sale of religious materials are frequently the cause 
of government sanctions, under Article 490 of the administrative code, for those who 
break them.

Eldar Sundetkaliyev was fined for having offered for sale electronic tablets for children, 
loaded with a programme for teaching the namaz, the Islamic prayer, in a form that was 
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judged “non-traditional” by a committee of experts.10 Two other women, Yekaterina Kriger 
and Rosa Amankulova, were fined the same amount for having sold amulets with inscrip-
tions in Arabic containing religious verses. In November 2014 Sardar Alekperov was fined 
for having sold religious items – Islamic symbols to be hung in cars – in an unauthorised 
place. In May 2014 Gulnar Sandibayeva, the owner of a bookshop in the town of Kulsary, 
was fined for selling Islamic books without a government licence.11

Three Baptists, Vitaly Pan, Aleksandr Kulbeda and Valery Skorobogaty, had their books 
confiscated and were fined, for offering religious literature to certain people in the village 
of Koszhar in May 2015.12 Maksim Volikov received a similar fine for the same offence.13 
In addition he was banned from engaging in religious activities for three months. He had 
already been fined in July 2014 for hosting a religious meeting in his private home.14 The 
month before, Larisa Lange, who lived in the district of Kordai, was also fined for hosting a 
religious meeting.15 In October 2014 Vyacheslav Cherkasov and Zhasulan Alzhanov were 
each fined and sentenced to 10 days in prison for having offered copies of a religious text 
entitled Jesus – more than a Prophet to passers-by in the market of Shchuchinsk. The text 
contained a collection of testimonies written by 15 former Muslims who had converted 
to Christianity. Experts decided the book incited religious discord and hatred.16 The two 
men had already served prison sentences at the beginning of 2014 for refusing to pay 
fines imposed for earlier violations of the law on religion.

For the first time in December 2014 the public prosecutor published a list on its website 
of religious and other texts regarded as “extremist” and whose publication, import and 
distribution were banned. The most recent update of this list, dated 14th January 2015, 
contains 661 articles.17 

Yklas Kabduakasov, a member of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, aged 54 and the 
father of eight children, was sentenced by a court in Astana to two years internment in 
a labour camp on the charge of inciting religious hatred and insulting Islam during a 
series of meetings with his co-religionists. They are charges that he and the members 
of his church – who were also subjected to searches – emphatically reject. Instead, they 
believe the real motive for the arrest was that he had renounced Islam and converted to 
Christianity.18

Between September and October 2015, first of all the district court of Esil and then the 
civic court of Astana rejected the appeal of Viktor Leven, of the Council of Baptist Churches, 
against the sentence of deportation that had been imposed on him in 2009 for having 
taken part in a religious ceremony. His appeal was based on a decision by the UN Human 
Rights Committee on 21st October 2014, which held that the sentence against him was a 
violation of his human rights.19 Other targets for investigation and police raids were some 
recreational and rehabilitation centres accused of conducting illegal religious activities.

A Baptist congregation was fined and ordered to suspend its activities for three months 
after organising a children’s camp at the house of one of its members in the village of 
Yanvartsevo.20 They were charged with having carried out illegal religious activities in a 
place that was not registered as the legal address of their church. 
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A rehabilitation centre for alcohol and drug addicts in the north-east region of Pavlodar 
was closed down for three months and its director Yuri Morozov was fined for carrying 
out activities other than those set out in its statutes, including religious activities.21 

Another religious community that was allegedly a victim to intimidation is the Full Gospel 
Church of Atyrau, which for more than 10 years has been trying to obtain registration. 
Reports stated that as soon as it submits its request, police officials seek – often using 
intimidatory methods – to persuade those named as “founder members” of the church 
to remove their signatures.22

Prospects for freedom of religion

The government has restricted civil liberties, including religious freedom, citing the fear 
of increasing Islamic extremism as the reason. It has clamped down on groups deemed 
“non-traditional” and as a source of potential problems. Overall, the situation has remai-
ned unchanged. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_120_2.asp
2 i 100 MFIs stato già multato eligionenvariata. EurasiaNet, summarised by The Moscow Times, 12 Novem-

ber 2015
3 Annual Report 2015, United States Commission on International Religious Freedom
4 Geopolitica, 12 June 2015 http://www.geopolitica-rivista.org/28671/il-v-congresso-dei-leader-delle-reli-

gioni-mondiali-e-tradizionali-la-seconda-e-ultima-giornata.html)
5 On 11 November 2014 the National Security Committee estimated that there were approximately 300 

citizens involved. Cf. The Diplomat, 14 January 2015.
6 Forum 18 News Service, 28 December 2015.
7 Forum 18 News Service, 20 August 2015.
8 Forum 18 News Service, 17 July 2015.
9 Forum 18 News Service, 17 July 2015.
10 Forum 18 News Service, 17 April 2015.
11 Forum 18 News Service, 17 June 2014.
12 Forum 18 News Service, 8 December 2015.
13 Forum 18 News Service, 12 January 2015.
14 Forum 18 News Service, 21 July 2014.
15 Forum 18 News Service, 17 June 2014.
16 Forum 18 News Service, 10 October 2014.
17 Forum 18 News Service, 17 April 2015.
18 Forum 18 News Service, 28 December 2015. Asia News, 30 December 2015.
19 Forum 18 News Service, 2 November 2015.
20 Forum 18 News Service, 28 December 2015.
21 Forum 18 News Service, 2 February 2015.
22 Forum 18 News Service, 19 December 2014.
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KENIA 

 

KENYA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 80%
(Christian: 33,5% – Others: 46,5%)

 zHindus: 0,5%

 zEthnoreligionist: 8,9%

 zMuslim: 8%

 zOthers: 2,6%

RELIGION1

  582.646km² 43.178.141

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Kenya’s constitution, promulgated on 27th August 2010, enshrines in article 32 the right 
to free exercise of religion. 

The Societies Act mandates that every association in Kenya must either register or be 
exempt from registration by the Registrar of Societies. Up until now, the government 
required “new” churches to seek registration through government approval. The Attorney 
General, however, has already started the process of creating a new and more demanding 
policy on religious organisations and bodies, of which the government will have greater 
oversight. The government’s new vetting powers for religious groups will encompass 
administrative approval of the composition of governing boards, the distribution of 
financial assets, the regulation of internal procedures and the examination of theological 
qualifications of Church leaders.2 Some Church leaders have expressed concern about 
several aspects of the policy which, they say, might contradict the government’s original 
commitment to freedom of religion.3 

Kadhis courts are recognised as subsidiary courts for certain cases related to personal 
status, marriage, divorce or inheritance, provided all parties profess the Muslim religion 
as it is expressed in article 170 of the constitution.4 

Although the state in theory protects and stands for the main principles of religious free-
dom, in practice this is not always the case. Kenya’s attempts to curb religious extremism 
through coercive means has resulted in quite a few instances of collective punishment 
and harassment of Muslims, particularly of Kenyans of Somali descent or Somali citizens 
living in Kenya.5 There is a widespread feeling, especially among Muslims and human 
rights activists, that anti-terrorist actions by Kenya’s security agencies are discriminatory, 
arbitrary, excessive in their use of force and at times potentially illegal in their extent.6 

Incidents

Murder – act of terrorism on 14th June 20147: About 100 armed men attacked Mpeketoni 
town, a town in Lamu County, killing at least 49 people and destroying 26 buildings and 
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some other properties. The victims were stabbed, beheaded, hacked to death or shot by 
gunfire. The following day Al-Shabaab claimed responsibility for the attack.8 

Murder – act of terrorism on 23rd June 2014: Kakate village was attacked by armed men. 
Five men had their throats slit by daggers; one man was released after he recited a verse 
from the Qur’an.9 This is the only attack where the attackers first posed as policemen 
instead of claiming that they were Al-Shabaab fighters.

Murder – act of terrorism on 5th July 2014: At least 50 attackers entered the Hindi area 
in the Tana River-Lamu road, slitting the throats of by-passers. They killed 13 people. 
Simultaneously, Gamba Police Station in the Tana River area was attacked. Nine people, 
including a police sergeant, were killed.10 

Murder – act of terrorism on 4th November 2014: Salim Bakari Mwarangi, a moderate 
Muslim cleric and outspoken critic of Al-Shabaab group, was gunned down in Mombasa.11

Harassment on 17th November 2014: One man was killed and 200 others were arrested 
during raids on Mombasa mosques carried out by Kenyan security agencies. Human Rights 
organisations criticised the raids.12 Following these raids, several mosques in Mombasa 
were closed down by the government, a move which was seen to have increased the 
tension in the area.13 

Murder – act of terrorism on 2nd December 2014: 36 Christian workers of a quarry in 
Korome were killed after Islamic militants separated them from Muslims. Four of them 
were beheaded and the others were shot dead.14 

Murder – act of terrorism on 13th January 2015: George Karidhimba Muriki, assistant pastor 
of Maximum Revival Ministries Church, was shot in Mombasa by gunmen believed to be 
part of Al-Shabaab.15 

Murder – act of terrorism on 2nd April 2015: 147 students from Garisa University College 
were killed and more that 80 injured by Al-Shabaab militants. The Islamists, who claimed 
responsibility for the attack, seized 700 students and separated the Muslims from the 
Christians. Reports stated that the attackers freed those who identified as Muslims and 
killed those who described themselves as Christians. The siege ended the same day when 
all four of the attackers were killed. A reward was offered for the organiser of the attack. 
Five men were later admitted into custody in connection with the attack, which was the 
deadliest in Kenya since the 1998 bombing of the U.S. embassy.16 

Murder – act of terrorism on 13 June 2015: Al-Shabaab fighters attacked a camp of the 
Kenyan Defence Forces, killing two soldiers. Later on, the Kenyan Army killed 11 of the 
attackers.17 

Murder – act of terrorism on 21st December 2015: Two persons were killed in an attack 
against a bus from Nairobi to Mandera near Elwak town. Some Kenyan Muslims defied 
the orders of the attackers by refusing to be separated from the Christians. They protected 
the Christian passengers in the bus.18 
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Attack on 31st January 2016: Four Christians were killed – one of them beheaded – in the 
Kaisari area of Maporomoko village, in what was believed to be an attack carried out by 
Al- Shabaab.19 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Kenyan citizens have been the target of numerous terrorist attacks in recent years, parti-
cularly since the country stepped up military interventions in Somalia against Al-Shabaab 
forces. The massive attack on the upmarket shopping mall of Westlands on 21st September 
2013, in which at least 67 people were killed, has been seen by some as the Kenyan equiva-
lent of the 9-11 bombings in the U.S. in 2001. Kenya’s security agencies have mounted an 
on-going hunt for terrorists but to little or no avail. Kenyan citizens do not feel protected 
by their security forces. The repeated failures, internal troubles and the general impunity 
of the security forces, together with what is felt as anti-Arab or anti-Somali feelings, are 
bringing about a trend of radicalisation among Muslim youth as well as a general loss of 
trust in the general population, and particularly among Muslim citizens.20 

Some leaders close to the presidency have stated that Al-Shabaab “wants a religious 
war”.21 Indeed the actions of Al-Shabaab do not augur any kind of improvement in the 
peaceful coexistence of religious communities. This is demonstrated by the militants’ 
repeated singling out of Christians for execution. The problem is compounded by the 
defiant response of the state – harassing, keeping suspects incommunicado for longer 
periods than allowed by law, assaulting homes and closing down mosques. Moreover, 
in its attempts to control the situation, the government has exercised a crackdown on 
a number of organisations working for human rights because of their affiliations with 
Islam. Poverty and corruption also play an important role in compounding this already 
complex scenario. 

The solution to this difficult situation is the responsibility of the central government and 
local politicians. Unfortunately, nepotism, tribalism and corruption continue to play a 
role in Kenya’s politics, arguably impeding well-meant attempts to halt the spread of 
religious extremism. 

Religious violence is a reality in Kenya today, and it is both Christians and Muslims who 
experience the consequences of this. Fear and apprehension is a reality in many parts of 
the country, with different communities living under stress. Barriers are built up invol-
ving physical or social walls between neighbouring groups. When bloody attacks occur, 
violent retaliation is often a very real temptation for many, especially in instances where 
the police and other security agencies fail to act. The last months have seen a relative 
improvement of the situation, and it is hoped that the government will grasp this oppor-
tunity to improve mechanisms that so far have failed to provide true solutions and create 
a better atmosphere of religious tolerance. 
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Endnotes
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www.nation.co.ke/news/Tough-laws-to-now-tame-rogue-clergy/-/1056/3019554/-/5b6uhn/-/index.
html
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security officers deployed to Nairobi’s Eastleigh neighbourhood and elsewhere in the country beat sco-
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agencies have killed at least 21 Muslim clerics in its counterterrorism campaign over the past three years. 
Human Rights Watch research also found credible evidence that the Anti-Terrorism Police Unit (ATPU), 
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killings and enforced disappearances of suspects documented by human rights organizations have not 
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and Tana River Attacks and Kenya’s abusive response, HumaN RigHts WatcH (15 June 2015), https://www.hrw.
org/report/2015/06/15/insult-injury/2014-lamu-and-tana-river-attacks-and-kenyas-abusive-response In 
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tcH (15 June 2015), https://www.hrw.org/report/2015/06/15/insult-injury/2014-lamu-and-tana-river-at-
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Kiribati, straddling the Equator in the central Pacific Ocean, encompasses 
the Gilbert, Line and Phoenix Islands. Collectively known as the Gilbert Islands under 
British rule, the country gained independence in 1979. With a population of little more 
than 100,000, Kiribati is a small nation spread over 800 square kilometres.

Many citizens in the northern islands converted to Christianity under the influence of the 
British and American missionaries who travelled there in the late 1800s. With the arrival 
of Europeans, Christianity became indigenised, and is now an integral part of the Kiribati 
culture. In 2010, the census showed that 56 per cent of the indigenous population were 
Catholic, with the majority living in the northern islands. The majority of residents of the 
southern islands are Protestant and make up 34 per cent of the population. 

Although Christianity is predominant religion, there are some adherents of Baha’i faith 
and Islam. The country’s ancient traditional religion built shrines to deities they believed 
descended in animal form. Pillars of coral limestone and other native material were erected 
to such beliefs. Despite Christianity’s marked influence, there is no state religion and it is 
noted that spiritualists are probably practising in some areas.

Religious freedom is protected by the law and in the constitution. According to the Bureau 
of Democracy, Human Rights and Labour International Religious Freedom Report for 
2013, there were some reports of “societal abuses or discrimination based on religious 
affiliation, belief, or practice”.1 As a result, some religious groups, viewed as unorthodox, 
avoided visiting certain towns where they felt threatened and unwelcome.

Although the government does not favour a particular faith, islanders are predominantly 
Christian and this is reflected in the constitution which begins “The people of Kiribati, 
acknowledging God as the Almighty Father in whom we put trust, and with faith in the 
enduring value of our tradition and heritage, do now grant ourselves this constitution...”2 
The government also observes traditional Christian celebrations, and Christmas, Easter 
and National Gospel Day are national holidays. Governmental assemblies are led by a 
priest or church official who offers a prayer at the start and end of each meeting.
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Chapter II Section 11 declares the protection of freedom of conscience including the 
freedom of religion, belief and thought.3 The section also details how religious groups 
can conduct their organisations and asserts that religious communities can establish 
and manage their own places of education. Citizens also maintain “the right to observe 
and practise any religion without the unsolicited intervention of members of any other 
religion”.4 The government requires religious groups to officially register their organisa-
tion. In order to register a faith, group organisations must have a stipulated minimum 
membership, yet in practice are not penalised for not registering. The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints is not registered according to the Institute of Religion and 
Public Policy, yet practises freely. 

Incidents

No incidents were reported in the period.

Prospects for freedom of religion

South Tarawa, the capital and hub of Kiribati, comprises about half of the country’s popu-
lation. Less populated regions are ministered to by local catechists, with intermittent 
visits by Kiribati clergy. An isolated nation, the priests and Sisters in Kiribati have limited 
access to religious material or fresh spiritual information. On some of the least populated 
islands, the ancient culture of Kiribati still thrives and many early structures still stand. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2013religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2013&dlid=222137
2 http://www.constitutionnet.org/files/Kiribati%20Constitution.pdf
3 http://parliament.gov.ki/content/constitution-kiribati
4 Chapter II Section 11, 6b.
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Kuwait, in the Persian Gulf, is ruled by the Al Sabah Sunni Muslim dynasty. The majority 
of the county’s citizens adhere to Sunni Islam. However, there is a big Shi‘a minority 
among the country’s citizens of around 30 percent.1 They theoretically enjoy full political 
rights but have experienced a rise in harassment in the aftermath of the 2003 outbreak 
of hostilities in Iraq and the 2011 uprising in Bahrain.2 There are around 200 Christians 
(descendants of families who immigrated long ago). According to local sources, they 
include both Protestants and Catholics. There are also Baha‘is who hold Kuwaiti citizenship. 
Kuwait is thus among the few Gulf countries that allows non-Muslim citizens. However, 
naturalisation for non-Muslims is not possible.3 Additionally, around 100,000 Buddhists 
and 10,000 Sikhs live and work in the country.

The number of non-citizen residents in the country is much larger than the number of 
citizens. Among foreigners, Muslims, both Sunnis (number unknown) and Shi‘as (around 
150,000), constitute the biggest group. They are followed by an estimated 600,000 Hindu 
residents and around 450,000 Christians.4 There are seven officially recognised Christian 
churches, namely the Roman and Greek Catholic Church, the Greek Orthodox, Coptic 
Orthodox and Armenian Apostolic Churches, the National Evangelical Church and the 
Anglican Church. Other churches enjoy de facto recognition.

The Catholic Church is the largest among Christian groups in Kuwait. According to local 
Catholic sources, there are around 350,000 Catholics belonging to different rites. 

Kuwait was the first member of the Gulf Cooperation Council to open up diplomatic ties 
with the Holy See. Relations between the Holy See and the Government of Kuwait were 
established in October 1968. However, it was only in the year 2000 that the Apostolic 
Nunciature was opened in Kuwait.5 

The Kuwaiti Constitution of 1962, reinstated in 1992 after the Iraqi occupation, declares 
Islam as the state religion. Article 2 reads: “The religion of the State is Islam and Islamic 
Law shall be a main source of legislation.”6 Article 12 declares: “The State shall maintain the 
Islamic and Arab heritage and shall share in the path of civilisation and humanitarianism.” 
Article 29 guarantees equality: “The people are peers in human dignity and have, in the 
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eyes of the Law, equal public rights and obligations. There shall be made no differentiation 
among them because of race, origin, language or religion.” Article 35 states that freedom 
of belief is unrestricted: “The State shall protect freedom in the observance of religious 
rites established by custom, provided such observance does not conflict with morals or 
disturb public order.”

According to the 1984 Law 51 on Personal Status, which is based on Islamic Shari‘a law, 
under article 18, the marriage of a non-Muslim man to a Muslim woman is considered 
annulled. Under article 294 of this law, an apostate is not able to inherit from his Muslim 
relatives or marital spouse.

Kuwait also has laws that could be used to punish individuals who are accused of blasphemy. 
The 2012 Law 19 on National Unity was issued to amend article 111 of the Penal Code by 
imposing harsher penalties and criminalising any publications and broadcasting content 
that could be considered offensive to religious “sects” or groups, including through social 
media. The law punishes such crimes with a fine ranging from US$36,000 to US$720,000 
and a maximum of seven years in prison. Non-citizens who are convicted are subject to 
deportation. The country’s laws on blasphemy permit anyone to file criminal charges 
against an author of material seen as defamatory on religious grounds.7

Religious groups can apply for registration but the process is said to be lengthy and not 
transparent. Registered religious groups are allowed to rent space to worship. If they want 
to purchase land it can only be done by a citizen. Registered groups can bring clergy and 
religious personnel from abroad. In Christian schools, catechetic instruction is forbidden. 
They are taught in private houses or in church compounds. If there is one or more Muslim 
pupils in a class of a private school then Muslim instruction is mandatory. Christian pupils 
do not have to attend.8 

The law does not allow non-Muslims to proselytize Muslims.9

Eating, drinking and smoking are forbidden during Ramadan also for non-Muslims and 
are punishable by a fine and/or imprisonment for one month. 

Incidents

In July 2014 the country’s Court of Cassation upheld a 10-year jail sentence for Hamad 
Al Naqi, a young Shi‘a citizen. He was found guilty of insulting the Prophet Mohammed, 
his wife and companions on Twitter.10 

In August 2014, Kuwaiti human rights activist and satirist Abo Asam was arrested and 
detained by police because one of his tweets was deemed to be “in contempt of religion”. 
His tweet had accused the Jamiya, an Islamic Salafi sect, of blindly following their religious 
leader, Hamad al-Uthman. The authorities considered the tweet offensive enough to 
warrant his arrest.11 He was released after eight days, but the charges remained pending 
at the end of the year.12 
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In the summer of 2014, Abdul Aziz Mohamed El Baz (also known as Ben Baz Aziz), a 
28-year-old Egyptian atheist who had been jailed on blasphemy charges in Kuwait, was 
released. In February 2013, his employer reported him for blasphemy after seeing his 
comments about religion and secular thinking online. He was found guilty of “contempt 
of religions and attempting to spread atheism” and sentenced to one year in jail, forced 
labour, a fine, and deportation to Egypt.13 

In January 2015 a Kuwaiti lawmaker was charged with insulting the nation after sugge-
sting that the predominantly Muslim country overturn its longstanding ban on the sale 
of alcohol. Nabil al-Fadhl said that his support for legalising the sale of alcohol prompted 
an Islamist lawyer to file charges against him, accusing the independent lawmaker of 
insulting the honour of Kuwaiti society.14 

Sunni extremists targeted the country’s Shi‘a minority in June 2015. A Saudi national 
affiliated to Daesh (ISIS) attacked Shi‘a imam Sadiq Mosque in Kuwait City. 27 people died 
and more than 200 were wounded.15 The authorities brought the perpetrators swiftly to 
justice.16 There was fear that, despite interdenominational unity,17 sectarian strife might 
escalate.18 

In August 2015 11 Indian nationals were arrested for celebrating a ‘puja’ (Hindu religious 
ceremony) without having a permit. Noise from the puja reportedly attracted the attention 
of several citizens who filed a complaint with police. 19

The Kuwaiti government has tried to reach out to other religions. Pope Francis met the 
Kuwaiti Prime Minister in September 2015.20 During the discussions, various themes of 
mutual interest were reviewed, including the positive contribution made by the histori-
cal Christian minority to Kuwaiti society. Both parties also focused on the importance of 
education in promoting a culture of respect and peaceful coexistence between different 
peoples and religions. A Memorandum of Understanding between the Secretariat of State 
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the State of Kuwait was then signed by Archbishop 
Paul R. Gallagher and Sheik Sabah Khalid Al-Hamad Al-Sabah, first Deputy Prime Minister 
and Minister for Foreign Affairs. With this instrument, both parties undertook to conso-
lidate and strengthen bilateral relations in order to support mutual collaboration, peace 
and regional and international stability. 

According to news reports, the Kuwaiti government offered assistance to displaced Iraqi 
Christians.21 

In December 2015 a spokesman from the Ministry of Interior told the Kuwait Times that 
the government department had decided not to shut down religious centres and chari-
table societies in residential areas. Some churches and charitable organisations hold their 
activities in residential areas because of a shortage of places of worship.22 

The Catholic Church wants to obtain more land to build places of worship. Because of 
the shortage of church buildings, some Churches and charitable organisations hold their 
activities in residential areas. Bishop Camillo Ballin, the Vicar Apostolic of Northern Arabia, 
said the Catholic Church needs land to build a new church. He stated: “Our numbers are 
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very large, and the present premises are not enough to accommodate us all. If a stampede 
occurs, hundreds will die.” “We only want to pray,” he told Kuwait Times.23 Since 2001, the 
Shi‘a community has acquired fewer than 10 mosques.24

In 2013, a Kuwaiti MP called for a crackdown on Christmas celebrations in the country,25 
deeming them un-Islamic. However, Christmas-related products continued to be sold 
in 2015.

Initially approved by the municipality, requests to build new churches faced opposition 
from lawmakers and councillors in January 2016. Islamist lawmaker Ahmad Al-Azemi 
said he and other MPs would reject the plans saying they “contradict Islamic Shari‘a law”. 
He based this response on constitutional and religious grounds since Islam is the official 
religion of the country and the main source of legislation. He added that Islamic scholars 
are unanimous in banning the building of non-Muslim places of worship in the Arabian 
Peninsula. The news that the municipality allocated a number of sites for the construction 
of churches in the country was reported to the local press by Ahmad al-Manfoohi, general 
director of the municipality. After the negative reactions, the head of the council’s technical 
committee Fahd Al-Sane, said that the committee had not yet received any such request.26

Prospects for Freedom of Religion

Religious freedom in Kuwait remains limited to the freedom of worship. Attacks on Shi‘a 
Muslims by Sunni radicals are evidence on sectarian tensions in the region. Lawmakers’ 
opposition to building new churches shows the extent of intolerance within Kuwaiti politics. 

Endnotes
1 U.S. International Religious Freedom Report 2015
2 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/kuwait
3 U.S. International Religious Freedom Report 2015, Kuwait ; http://www.raymondibrahim.com/2015/05/18/

the-islamic-prerequisite-of-kuwaiti-citizenship/
4 http://www.avona.org/kuwait/christians_in_kuwait.htm#.VlG1hZ0weM8
5 Ibid.
6 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Kuwait_1992.pdf
7 http://www.loc.gov/law/help/apostasy/#kuwait
8 U.S. International Religious Freedom Report 2015
9 Ibid.
10 http://www.timeslive.co.za/world/2014/07/21/court-confirms-10-year-jail-term-for-mohammed-aisha-

porn-tweet
11 http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-28972617
12 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2015/kuwait
13 http://end-blasphemy-laws.org/countries/middle-east-and-north-africa/kuwait/
14 http://www.ibtimes.com/kuwait-lawmaker-under-fire-alcohol-legalization-remarks-mp-proposes-over-

turning-1773252
15 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-33297462
16 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/15/kuwait-sentences-seven-men-to-death-for-shia-mo-

sque-bombing
17 http://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2015/7/3/kuwaitis-show-unity-after-shia-mosque-blast



KU
W

AI
T

376

18 http://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/news/2015/8/14/arms-cache-find-in-kuwait-raises-shia-militancy-fe-
ars

19 http://news.kuwaittimes.net/website/indian-hindu-puja-celebrators-still-under-arrest/
20 http://www.news.va/en/news/pope-receives-kuwaiti-prime-minister-in-audience
21 http://gulfnews.com/news/mena/iraq/kuwait-offers-aid-to-displaced-iraqi-christians-1.1624023
22 http://news.kuwaittimes.net/moi-wont-intervene-shut-religious-centers/
23 http://news.kuwaittimes.net/moi-wont-intervene-shut-religious-centers/
24 U.S. etc.
25 http://english.alarabiya.net/en/variety/2013/12/16/Kuwait-s-Christmas-Scrooge-MP-says-celebration-

is-an-offence-.html
26 http://www.fides.org/en/news/59266-ASIA_KUWAIT_MPs_reject_building_new_churches#.Vq-V-

50weM8; see also: http://news.kuwaittimes.net/website/mps-reject-building-of-new-churches-in-
kuwait/
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KOSOVO 

 

KOSOVO
RELIGION1

  10.908km2 1.730.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Kosovo lies in the South East of Europe, in the central part of the Balkans. In 
the South, it is bordered by Albania, in the West by Montenegro, in the North by Serbia and 
in the East by Macedonia. 

Kosovo declared its independence from Serbia in 2008. Serbia continued to claim Kosovo despite 
a ruling by the International Court of Justice in July 2010 supporting Kosovo’s independence. 
It is the smallest country in the Balkans, and more than one-quarter of its population is under 
the age of 15. Over the centuries, Kosovo has shared and contributed to various cultures – the 
Eastern and Western Roman empires, the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires, NATO and 
the Eastern Bloc. Its heritage includes fourteenth-century churches and monasteries, and 
mosques of great stylistic perfection that testify to the dense multicultural activity of the region.

The cultural diversity, however, has also been at the origin of ethnic clashes that have deva-
stated the region. Kosovo today is one of Europe’s poorest countries with unemployment 
standing at over a third.

The Constitution of the Republic of Kosovo protects and guarantees freedom of religion. Kosovo 
is a secular state and is neutral in matters of religious beliefs.2 Article 9 of the constitution 
states that the Republic of Kosovo “ensures the preservation and protection of its cultural and 
religious heritage”. Article 24 of the constitution guarantees the equality of all and prohibits 
discrimination on the ground of religion, Article 38 guarantees freedom of belief, conscience 
and religion and Article 39 enshrines the protection of religious denominations. 

The basic Law on Freedom of Religion in Kosovo entered into force on 1st April 2007.3 The Law 
has been heavily criticized by religious communities and by international organizations. The 
lack of clear regulations on registration and financing as well as on construction of religious 
sites, and the creation and maintenance of graveyards are issues that religious communities 
have raised as major concerns.

At the end of 2011, the government proposed amendments to the law that would help solve 
the registration problem. Five religious communities are deemed by the Draft Law to “con-
stitute the historical, cultural and social heritage of the country”. These will automatically be 
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registered:4 the Islamic Community of Kosovo, the Serbian Orthodox Church, the Catholic 
Church, the Jewish Community and the Evangelical Protestant Church. The Draft Law5 provi-
des that the Office for the Registration of Religious Communities, acting within the Ministry 
of Justice, shall issue registration certificates to these five religious communities, and provide 
them with the status of legal person. New religious communities can be registered if they 
have at least 50 members.6

The Office for the Registration of Religious Communities is to take its decision within 30 days 
after the reception of a request for registration.7 A negative decision can be appealed before 
the competent court within 30 days. The religious communities which do not meet the con-
ditions for registration will not have legal status. 

The Council of Europe Venice Commission published its assessment of the amendment of 
Law on Freedom of Religion outlining the need for a number of improvements, including 
expanding the list of religious communities that “constitute the historical, cultural and social 
heritage of the country” from five groups to include all other established religious groups. 

Islam in Kosovo retains its roots from the Ottoman Empire era. The older generation grew up 
in socialist Yugoslavia and few are devout. Only 10 percent of Kosovars practice their Muslim 
faith. Kosovo Albanians celebrate Islamic holidays but do not fully obey Islamic rules. This 
is moderate pro-European Islam that is open to other religions. The growing importance of 
religion in Kosovo is happening only slowly. Kosovo used to have two Islamic role models to 
look up to: Turkey and Egypt. However, after the current crises in those two countries, Kosovo 
is left without a role model.

The 1998-9 conflict in Kosovo involved the voluntary destruction of both Orthodox Christian 
and Islamic heritage. The destruction began in earnest in March 1998, when Serb forces initia-
ted their military campaign against the Albanian population in Kosovo. The primary targets of 
the Serb attacks were mosques. Approximately 207 of the 609 mosques in Kosovo sustained 
damage or were entirely destroyed. Islamic religious schools, libraries, historic bazaars and 
kullas were also targeted. 75 percent of well-preserved Ottoman urban centers in Kosovar 
cities were severely damaged. In most cases the damage was deliberate. 

Albanians did return in force after the war. During the “upheavals” of March 2004, the Serb 
Orthodox monasteries became the primary target of the Albanian mob. Orthodox religious 
architecture was the symbolic centerpiece of Serb Orthodox presence in the region and, as 
such, became a natural retaliatory target. At least 40 Serbian Orthodox churches and mona-
steries were completely destroyed, while more than 70 were demolished and burned.8 

After a conflict in the late 1990s, religious charities from Arabic countries have established 
a strong presence. Over the past decade, Saudi Arabia has built around 400 mosques in 
Kosovo. The Saudi Joint Committee for the Relief of Kosovo and Chechnya (SJRC), the largest 
Arab aid organization in Kosovo, has imposed a new architectural design that is foreign to 
the traditions of Balkan Islamic architecture. The four-centuries-old Qater Lula mosque in the 
centre of Pristina, which was not damaged during the war but was in disuse, had been razed 
to the ground and in its place appeared a large white mosque with large reflective windows. 
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The Hadum Mosque in Gjakova, a handsome stone structure with a large dome, was part of a 
historic complex in the centre of the old town that Serbian militias had badly damaged during 
the conflict. The SJRC had the remains of the neighboring sixteenth-century library bulldozed 
to make room for a new Islamic centre. After the UN Department of Culture was notified, work 
on the project was stopped; the SJRC pulled its funding and left behind a demolished mosque. 

Alterations made to the mosques of Kosovo by the Saudi Arabia investors also reflect the 
imposition of their view of Islam. Some Kosovo youth have started to become influenced by 
Wahhabism”9 and have begun viewing and practising Islam in a different way. Many young 
Kosovars are now getting scholarships to join Islamic schools in Saudi Arabia. Women in 
veils or burqas and men with short trousers and untrimmed Islamic beards have become a 
common sight. 

Incidents

In late 2014, police shut down 14 long-established Arabic non-governmental organizations 
on suspicion that they had close ties with radical Islamic groups in Kosovo. In one of the 
biggest such operations in the Balkans, they also arrested 78 people, including 11 imams, on 
suspicion of recruiting Kosovars for Islamic State. They were later released but some are still 
under investigation.10In March 2015, parliament outlawed participation in foreign conflicts 
for the first time, punishable with up to 15 years in jail.11 According to the police, some 300 
men and 36 women have reportedly joined the ranks of Daesh (ISIS) and Al Nusra in Syria and 
Iraq. This is the highest per capita ratio in Europe, along with nearby Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The Serbian Orthodox Church claims 1,300 churches and monasteries in Kosovo dating from 
the Middle Ages to the present day.12 Decani Patriarchate Monastery of Pec, Gracanica Mona-
stery and the Church of the Mother of God Ljeviska in Prizren are recognized by UNESCO as 
part of the world cultural heritage. 

The 2012 Law related to the ending of International Supervision of Independence of Kosovo 
regulates the status of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Kosovo.13 The Law provides that the 
Serbian Orthodox Church in Kosovo shall be considered as an integral part of the Serbian 
Orthodox Church (SOC) and that the name and the internal organization of the SOC, including 
its hierarchy and activities shall be respected.

Four Kosovo citizens were arrested near the Visoki Decani Serbian Orthodox monastery for 
illegal possession of firearms, causing clerics to raise fears of a potential militant attack. Sava 
Janjic, the abbot of the Visoki Decani monastery, condemned the police for not treating the 
incident as terrorism-related.14 

The tiny community of Catholics in Kosovo, estimated at 60,000, is mostly concentrated in 
Gjakova, Prizren, Klina and a few villages near Pec and Vitina. There are 33 Catholic churches, 36 
priests and 70 nuns. There is great pride that Mother Teresa was Albanian. The main boulevard 
in Pristina and a Catholic cathedral are named after the beatified nun who received her calling 
to join the mission in the church of Letnica, in south-east Kosovo. Bishop Dodë Gjergji serves 
as Administrator of the Roman Catholic Apostolic Administration of Prizren.
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Prospects for Freedom of Religion

Many religious groups have stated that a lack of open dialogue explains the failure to pro-
mote tolerance and understanding among faith communities. In March 2015 the government 
organized an Inter-faith Conference in Pristina for the fourth year in a row. It announced it will 
continue to host an annual Inter-faith Conference to improve social activism against religious 
extremism, hate speech, and further promote tolerance.

Both the Serbs and Kosovars are trying to adopt a political identity based on European values 
of multicultural acceptance but the tension on the ground remains high. Serbian Orthodox 
religious sites remain under strong protection, not all war damage has been restored, and 
the Kosovar economy remains desperately weak. In these conditions, there are also fears that 
more ardent strands of religious beliefs are gaining influence in the region as it searches for 
its new identity. Kosovo faces a major threat that its traditional open model of Islam may be 
slowly changing toward a fundamentalist one. The society in Kosovo refuses the Wahhabi 
Islam for the time being, but if fundamental Islamists increase in number they could become 
a major threat for the secular state of Kosovo.

Endnotes
1 Until 2008 the province was administered by the UN. Reconciliation between the majority Albanians, most of 

whom support independence, and the Serb minority remains elusive: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-eu-
rope-18328859

2 Article 8 of the Constitution.
3 Law no.02/L-31Official Gazette no. 11, 01 April 2007.
4 New article 4A.4.1 of the Draft Law on Amendment and Supplementation of Law No.02/L -31 on Freedom of 

Religion .
5 The new Article 4 A.4.2.
6 According to article 7.B.1 of the Draft.
7 New Article 7C of the Draft Low.
8 Holy Assembly of Bishops of the SOC 2003.
9 Extreme Islamic doctrine originating from Saudi Arabia
10 Balkan Insight 26 Jan 2016.
11 EurActiv 27.4.2015.
12 Holy Assembly of Bishops of the SOC 2003.
13 Article 7A Law no. 04/L-115 on Amending and Supplementing the Laws related to the ending of International 

Supervision of Independence of Kosovo.
14 Balkan Insight News 01 Feb 2016.
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KYRGYZSTAN
RELIGION

KIRGUISTÁN 

 

  AREA POPULATION
 19.900km2 5.400.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Kyrgyzstan, the fourth of the five Central Asian republics in terms of land area and popula-
tion, is passing through a difficult economic situation, with high levels of unemployment 
and a rapid increase in the cost of living. Parliamentary elections were held on 4th October 
2015 and – uniquely in the region – were praised by many international observers for the 
way in which they were conducted. The winner of the elections was the Social Democratic 
Party, which is linked to the current President, Almazbek Atambayev, and which gained 
27.5 percent of the votes.

During the electoral campaign, many of the candidates sought the support of the Chri-
stian communities, visiting parishes and churches within the country. On 27th September 
Deputy Prime Minister Valerij Dil visited the Catholic community in Bishkek.1 

The January 2009 law on religion requires the registration of all religious groups. To register, 
a religious group needs at least 200 founder members of whom a minimum of 10 must 
have been resident in the country for 15 years. There are also restrictions on missionary 
activity, on religious instruction and the distribution of religious material. Proselytism is 
prohibited. The law allows for conscientious objection for members of registered religious 
organisations whose beliefs do not permit them to bear arms.

Partly in light of the growing terrorist threat, the Kyrgyz government has begun to rethink 
the relationship between state and religion. In February 2014 President Atambayev 
described as a “mistake” the constitutionally-enshrined principle “distancing state bodies 
from regulating processes in the religious sphere”. On 3rd November 2014 the Council for 
Defence adopted a Draft Concept on State Policy in the Religious Sphere 2014 – 2020. 
Among other things the draft concept sets out specific recommendations for the Muslim 
Council to provide greater transparency as regards funding and new rules for the election 
and appointment of the imams, who must be chosen from the ranks of the Hanafi school. 
Appointments can only go ahead after previous consultation with the local authorities.

The document also calls for changes to existing laws on religion.2 A new legislative pro-
posal on the subject, drawn up by a working party established by the State Commission 
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for Religious Affairs (SCRA) got as far as the Prime Minister’s desk by May 2015. However, 
to date it has not yet been introduced to Parliament.

The new draft increases the existing restrictions on freedom of religion and belief, giving 
still more powers to the SCRA. The proposals – announced as far back as October 2014 – 
envisage an increase in the number of founder members from 200 to 500, the requirement 
for the various religious communities to re-register, and a requirement for every worker 
within a religious organisation to obtain a licence, renewable annually, from the SCRA. 
The fines envisaged under the administrative code for violations of the law on religion 
would also increase considerably.3

On 4th September 2014 the Constitutional Chamber of the Supreme Court ruled that a 
religious organisation’s activities should not be restricted to the place in which it has its 
legal seat. It also declared unconstitutional the provision whereby the local administra-
tions have power to approve the list of 200 founder members of a religious organisation. 
This decision by the Constitutional Chamber was greeted with broad enthusiasm by 
the various religious communities – in particular by the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who had 
brought the case before the court – even though, to date, there have been no changes 
to the existing laws to reflect this ruling.

A proposed law that passed its first reading in Parliament on 4th June 2015 – and which 
is also expected to be debated by the new parliament – imposes the status of “foreign 
agencies” on all NGOs that receive funding from abroad and which are involved in activities 
aimed at influencing the decisions of the authorities and public opinion.4 This particular 
bill would grant the Ministry of Justice the power to send representatives to sit in on the 
internal activities of the organisations, to determine whether they are in conformity with 
the objectives for which they have been established. The proposed law has been broadly 
criticised, both internally and by international organisations, which view it as an “inoppor-
tune and unjustified interference, incompatible with the right to freedom of association”.5 

Incidents

The major difficulty for many minority groups is trying to meet the requirement of having 
a minimum of 200 founder members. There are three Catholic parishes registered in 
Kyrgyzstan, in the capital Bishkek, in Talas and in Jalal-Abad.

However, the Islamic Ahmadi community, which was banned in 2011, is still not registered. 
In July 2014 the Supreme Court rejected the Ahmadi’s appeal against the SCRA’s refusal 
to register it.6

In June 2014 Bishop Feodosy, the longstanding leader of the Russian Orthodox Church 
in Kyrgyzstan, was forced to leave the country because his missionary visa, which had 
expired on 10th June, had not been renewed by the SCRA. The official letter of refusal 
explained that the bishop had been refused renewal because he was “threatening public 
security and sowing religious discord among the population”.7 A few months later, on 
12th October 2014, Vakhtang Fyodorov, a catechist and a member of the Russian Ortho-
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dox Church, had his visa revoked on the grounds that he had engaged in unauthorised 
missionary activity.8

Nadezhda Sergienko and her daughter, Oksana Koryakina, both Jehovah’s Witnesses, were 
finally released from house arrest on 29th October 2015 after serving 31 months under 
curfew. They had been arrested in 2013 on a charge of having made live serpents emerge 
from hens’ eggs and then using this trick to defraud elderly ladies. They had already been 
found innocent and acquitted on 7th October 2014 by the city court in Osh, which ruled 
that the case against them had been “fabricated”.9 Mother and daughter had still been 
forced to spend a further full year under house arrest because the prosecutor repeatedly 
appealed against the acquittal.

On 9th August 2015 at least 10 police carried out a violent raid on Jehovah’s Witnesses who 
worshipped in rented premises in the centre of Osh. At least seven Jehovah’s Witnesses 
were injured and ended up in hospital. The office of the Public prosecutor in Osh refused 
to open an inquiry into the police’s actions that day.10

Members of various minority groups, including Protestants, Baha’is, Jehovah’s Witnesses 
and Hare Krishna followers, face difficulties in burying their dead in accordance with their 
own rituals, or in Muslim cemeteries. This is because of the opposition of local people and 
imams, frequently with the tacit connivance of the local authorities and police forces. In 
2014 an imam delayed the burial of a woman for three days until her Protestant husband 
publicly renounced his Christian faith. The local authorities refused to intervene.11 In 
August 2015 the city authorities in Osh and the local imam refused permission for a Pro-
testant woman to bury her 25-year-old son in her local cemetery. She was forced to bury 
him in another cemetery much further away. The woman was also put under pressure to 
renounce her faith.12 

The existence of this problem has been recognised in the country’s Concept on State Policy in 
the Religious Sphere 2014-2020.13 The document referred to the issue of burying non-Muslims 
especially in rural areas as one of “the problematic aspects of reciprocal relations between 
the state and the religious groups”. The state policy concept suggested an awareness raising 
campaign aimed at village imams. It also identified areas where non-Muslims could be buried.  
The State Property Fund in the capital Bishkek was continuing its effort to confiscate a building 
owned and used for at least 14 years as a church by the Protestant Church of Jesus Christ. On 
24th January 2014 a lower court cancelled the 1999 sale contract, claiming it was signed in 
violation of the law. On 17th March 2015 the Supreme Court upheld this decision. In response 
the Church lodged an appeal on 19th May.14

The need to combat the spread of terrorism and local involvement in terrorist activities, 
and to identify militant cells trying to recruit followers of Daesh (ISIS) in Syria has had 
obvious repercussions on Islamic movements regarded with suspicion by the authorities. 
There have been numerous arrests. A particular target are the followers, or presumed 
followers, of the Islamic Hizb ut-Tahrir group – which has been banned in Kyrgyzstan and 
all the countries of Central Asia, despite its continued insistence that it has nothing to do 
with fundamentalism. The authorities however maintain that it plays a strategic role in the 
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recruitment of young people.15 Over the course of the past year several dozen followers 
of this movement have been arrested. Religious material found in their possession during 
house searches has been confiscated. Frequently, the authorities have arrested women 
believed to be playing a key role in the group. For example, in March, in the province 
of Batken, the police arrested a woman whom they accused of running a female cell of 
Hizb ut – Tahrir.16 Other women were arrested in Bishkek at the beginning of March on 
suspicion of belonging to the movement.17 At the end of August 2015 a female follower 
of Hizb ut-Tahrir was arrested in Osh for having organised an illegal religious education 
course for children aged four to nine.18 

In November 2015 Imam Rashod Kamalov was sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment on 
the charge of having incited religious hatred and disseminating extremist material,19 
supposedly as a member of a clandestine group seeking to recruit fighters for Syria. Howe-
ver, according to the supporters of the imam, who is aged 37 and highly regarded as a 
first-rate religious authority, the real reasons for his arrest were political, above all the fact 
that he had accused some members of the secret police of threatening to accuse young 
members of the Uzbek minority of terrorism, simply in order to extort money from them.20

Prospects for freedom of religion

The climate of respect for religious freedom has remained more or less stable over the 
course of this period. However it will be important to monitor developments and conditions 
might well deteriorate when the new draft law on religion is presented before Parliament.

Endnotes
1 Asia News, 1 October 2015.
2 Forum 18 News Service, 4 November 2014.
3 Forum 18 News Service, 24 October 2014: One Financial Indicator (FI) is equivalent to 100 Soms, or around 

1.4 Euros. The average monthly salary in the country is equivalent to 70 Euros.
4 The Diplomat, 4 June 2015.
5 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 21 May 2015.
6 Forum 18 News Service, 17 July 2014.
7 Forum 18 News Service, 18 July 2014.
8 Forum 18 News Service, 30 October 2014.
9 Forum 18 News Service, 3 November 2015.
10 Forum 18 News Service, 20 October 2015.
11 Forum 18 News Service, 4 November 2014.
12 Forum 18 News Service, 19 August 2015.
13 Forum 18 News Service, 11 June 2014.
14 Forum 18 News Service, 29 May 2015.
15 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 23 March 2015.
16 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 18 March 2015.
17 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 3 March 2015.
18 Interfax Religion, 28 August 2015.
19 Interfax Religion , 25 November 2015.
20 Eurasianet, 29 August 2015.
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LAOS 

 

LAOS (LAO PEOPLE’S DEmOCRATIC REPUBLIC)

RELIGION

 236.800km2 6.800.000

Legal framework on religious freedom and actual application

On 21st January 2016 the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party reshuffled its political bureau, 
and Vice President Bounnhang Vorachit, aged 78, was installed as the new Secretary 
General of the Lao Communist Party.1 A few weeks earlier, on 2nd December 2015, on 
the occasion of the National Festival, President Choummaly Sayasone, aged 79, of the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic, expressed his satisfaction that, in his own words: “The 
political system of the people’s democracy has been improved and substantially reinfor-
ced.”2 Nonetheless, after 40 years of undivided rule by the People’s Revolutionary Party, 
Laos still remains on the list of the world’s most backward countries.3

The year 2016 promises to bring Laos out of relative media anonymity. As from January 
this year, Laos assumed the rotating presidency of ASEAN, the Association of South-East 
Asian Nations.4 Already in early January, John Kerry was visiting the capital, Vientiane5 
– the third such visit to the country by a US Secretary of State. And there is also talk of 
President Obama going to Laos for the forthcoming summit of ASEAN. 

Freedom of religion and belief is written into the laws of Laos. The constitution of 1991, 
revised in 2003, details the people’s rights, and the freedom to believe or not believe is 
prominent among them.6 In practice, however, the Laotian vision of freedom, at least 
regarding religious liberty, is in many respects similar to that of its neighbour, Vietnam. 
This similarity is no mere matter of chance, given the ideological closeness between 
the two communist parties in power in Vientiane and Hanoi. It could be summarised as 
a system of petition and concession, in which the religious organisations ask the state 
authorities permission to do such and such a thing, and the role of these same authorities 
is to grant – or not grant – the permissions requested. 

Specifically, it is the decree signed by the Prime Minister in 2002, known as “Decree 92” 
in relation to “religious practice”, which regulates all religious matters in the country.7 
However, rather than defining conditions for the exercise of religious freedom, as enshri-
ned in the constitution, the decree and its 20 articles cover the procedure enabling the 
state to control and interfere in the religious domain. It includes the obligation for all 
religious organisations to register with the authorities, the restrictions imposed on the 
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propagation of the religions, and likewise the state’s control over the publication and 
printing of religious literature. 

In a country where religious adherence tends to follow ethnic lines, this decree also 
enshrines a degree of discrimination favouring Buddhism over other religions. In Laos 
around 55 percent of the population belong to the Lao ethnic group, and the majority of 
these are Buddhist. Theirs is also the ethnic group that dominates local political life – for 
even if they deny it and insist on the secular character of the state, the political leaders of 
Laos in fact belong, at least culturally, to Theravada Buddhism. The direct consequence of 
this heavily Buddhist influence, despite 40 years of an officially communist regime, is that 
Decree 92 provides a certain number of exceptions for Buddhism, which means that in 
practice the Buddhist monks and the pagodas are not subject to the same restrictions as 
the other religions. At the national level, this proximity between Buddhism and the state 
translates into the fact that the Sangkharat, the supreme patriarch of Buddhism in Laos, 
has close links with the leading political figures of the country. The government promotes 
Laotian culture, which is understood as emanating from Buddhism. In the provinces it is 
not unusual for government officials to invite Buddhist monks to come and bless their 
newly constructed buildings.

As a result, the great majority of religious freedom restrictions concern religious minori-
ties, notably Protestant Christians (less than one percent of the population).8 They also 
mostly affect the ethnic minorities – of which there are 48 in Laos, together representing 
roughly 45 percent of the population. Given the lack of freedom of information and the 
strict government control over the official media, hard information is often difficult to 
come by, but it appears that the cases of persecution against Protestant Christians take 
place in or involve rural regions. Here, conversions to Christianity sometimes occur. This 
provokes a hostile reaction among neighbours, who are mostly animist and perceive 
Christianity as a “foreign element” likely to annoy the protecting spirits of the village. In 
order to preserve “harmony” and prevent any kind of public disturbance, the government 
authorities tend to crack down hard on Christians, forcing the new converts to declare 
their allegiance to the ancestors and to the animist spirits.9 One incident of this kind in 
particular has attracted a good deal of publicity.

Incidents

The whole affair began in the province of Savannakhet with the death of a certain Mrs 
Chan (or Chansee), on 22nd June 2014 in the village of Saisomboon in the district of 
d’Atsaphangthong. It followed a long and serious illness involving a period in hospital. 
Originally a Buddhist, she had converted to Christianity in April 2014, along with all her 
eight children – a situation that had particularly irritated the village authorities, who put 
constant pressure on new converts to return to “the religion of their ancestors”.10

At Mrs Chan’s request, five Christian leaders had come to help her and pray for her during 
her last moments. On the day of her death, the village chief had given her family permission 
to organise a Christian ceremony and to bury Mrs Chan on their own land – Saisomboon 
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being one of the villages where the Christians are refused permission to conduct their 
own funeral rites.

However, just a few moments before the funeral, the village chief withdrew his promise 
and forbade the burial. With the help of the secretary of the local Communist Party, he 
then attempted to intimidate the family of Mrs Chan by demanding that they sign a 
formal document abjuring their faith.

Following this incident, Mrs Kaithong, the pastor of the church in Saisomboon, submitted 
a formal complaint to the local administrator of the Atsaphangthong district. The next 
day, 24th June, she was arrested by the local police, together with Mr Puphet, the pastor 
of the church in the village of Donpalai, Mr Muk, the head of the Christian community 
in Huey, Mr Hasadee, the head of the church in Bungthalay, and Mr Tiang, a member of 
the local Christian community.

Shortly afterwards, the headman of the village, accompanied by Buddhist bonzes, forced 
Mrs Chan’s family to have their mother buried according to the Buddhist rites in the vil-
lage cemetery. As for the five Christian leaders, who were charged with having poisoned 
the victim during her journey back from hospital and with having “organised an illegal 
funeral”, they were taken to the police station and thrown in the cells, with their hands 
and feet shackled to blocks of wood.

In August 2014 the five were acquitted of the charge of murder and finally, on 12th February 
2015, they were convicted and sentenced to nine months in prison under Article 82 of 
the Laotian Penal Code for “administering medical treatment without a licence”.

In a declaration dated 18th February 2015, the NGO Human Rights Watch for Lao Religious 
Freedom denounced this legal decision which, it said “confused praying for the sick with 
the illegal practice of medicine”. It called on the government of Laos and the local court 
in the province of Savannakhet to review the court judgement and to ensure respect 
for religious freedom, including the right to pray for the sick. Mr Sirkoon Prasertsee, the 
head of the NGO, which is based in the United States, said. “The message this judgement 
sends to the Christians of Laos is that the authorities can arrest and criminalise Christians 
simply for gathering to pray with the sick. The court ruling is threatening the very core 
of the Christian religion, where prayer for the sick and suffering is now officially ruled as 
a criminal offence.”11

In September 2015 one of these five Christians, Mr Tiang, a married man and the father of 
six children, died while in prison apparently as a result of not receiving diabetes treatment.

Prospects for freedom of religion

As far as the Catholics in Laos are concerned, the exercise of their religious freedom is 
impeded by the strict state surveillance of the leaders of the four apostolic vicariates in 
the country. The regime of petition and concession described above constantly handicaps 
the Church’s organisational structure. The coming months could prove to be particularly 
sensitive. On 5th June 2015 Pope Francis signed decrees confirming the martyrdom of 
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17 priests and laity, both Laotian and foreign missionaries, killed in Laos between 1954 
and 1970. It is the first time that the Catholic Church has beatified martyrs killed in Asia 
by communist organisations whose direct successors are still in power.12 

Certainly the Laotian government cannot have been taken by surprise. The cause for the 
beatification of the 17 martyrs was introduced in 2004, and it was started at the request of 
the bishops of Laos, who are convinced that the beatification of their martyrs will contri-
bute to the building up of the Church in their country. In the words of the Laotian bishops 
themselves, the Church in Laos is “still a young and very tender plant – she needs to find 
‘tutors’, solid supernatural support”, to guide her in an all-too-often hostile environment. 

For the time being, the Laotian authorities have not reacted to this announcement. The 
Catholic bishops in Laos have made clear their intent to hold the beatification ceremony 
in Laos. For them such a ceremony will mark the fact that, just as the Church in Rome is 
founded on the witness of Peter and Paul and numerous other martyrs, so too the Church 
in Laos sees her own martyrs as a solid foundation for her growth and her daily life.

It remains to be seen whether the Laotian authorities will allow such a ceremony to be 
held. According to Martin Stuart Fox, an Australian professor and specialist in the history 
of Laos, the new secretary general of the party is “a loyalist, a former revolutionary and 
a shrewd politician who is not going to change course or change in whatever way” (i.e. 
from the repressive policy of the government).13

Endnotes
1 Reuters : « Laos picks new Communist Party chief », 22 January 2016 (http://www.reuters.com/arti-

cle/us-laos-congress-idUSKCN0V00Q6 )
2 Vientiane Times : « President’s speech on the 40th anniversary of Lao National Day », 3 December 2015 

(http://www.vientianetimes.org.la/FreeContent/FreeConten_Presidentspeech.htm )
3 http://unctad.org/en/pages/aldc/Least%20Developed%20Countries/UN-list-of-Least-Developed-Coun-

tries.aspx
4 The Straits Times : « Asean needs stronger leadership in 2016: The Nation columnist », 18 January 2016 

(http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/asean-needs-stronger-leadership-in-2016-the-nation-colum-
nist )

5 Channel News Asia : « Kerry in Laos to discuss bomb legacy, ASEAN partnership », 25 January 2016 (http://
www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asiapacific/kerry-in-laos-to-discuss/2455326.html )

6 http://mjp.univ-perp.fr/constit/la2003.htm#Chapitre_IV._Les_droits_et_les_devoirs_
7 US State Department International Religious Freedom Report for 2014 (http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/

religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238308 )
8 The majority of the Protestants, and notably the members of the Laotian Evangelical Church, belongs 

to the ethnic minorities (the Hmong, Monkhmer, Khmu and Yao in particular). The Catholics tend to be 
divided among the Lao and the members of the same minorities.

9 In recent years a number of incidents have been reported which tend to proceed along the following 
lines: The village leaders call together all the inhabitants of the village to an official gathering, during the 
course of which the Christians, and in particular the new converts, are called upon to take part in the tra-
ditional rites of the “sacred water”. This ancient shamanic ritual consists in drinking liquid prepared by the 
village shaman and swearing an oath of allegiance to the spirits (phi) – which for the Christians amounts 
in practice to apostasising from their faith.

10 Eglises d’Asie : «Accroissement de la répression religieuse dans la province de Savannakhet » http://eglasie.
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mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/laos/2014-06-28-accroissement-de-la-repression-religieuse-dans-la-pro-
vince-de-savannakhet

11 Radio Free Asia : « Lao Authorities May Release Christians Jailed for ‘Illegally Practicing Medicine’ », 
20 February 2015 (http://www.rfa.org/english/news/laos/christians-may-be-released-from-ja-
il-02202015164216.html )

12 Eglises d’Asie : « La béatification de 17 martyrs du Laos : un acte avant tout religieux mais politique-
ment sensible », 10 June 2015 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/laos/2015-06-10-la-beati-
fication-de-17-martyrs-du-laos-un-acte-avant-tout-religieux-mais-sensible-politiquement )

13 ABC News  : « Laos› ruling Communist Party chooses Vice President Bounnhang Vorachith as new 
leader  », 23 January 2016 (http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-01-23/laos-ruling-communist-par-
ty-chooses-new-leadership/7109854
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LATVIA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 68,92%
(Christian: 22,7% – Protestant: 19,7%1 – 
Orthodox: 15,3% – Others: 11,22%)

 z Jewish: 0,41%

 zMuslim: 0,25%

 zOthers: 30,42%

RELIGION

  64.600km2 2.200.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Religious Demographics: (July 2014 estimate) There are over 30 religious groups present 
in the country and the Ministry of Justice reports the largest are Roman Catholics (22.7 
percent), Lutherans (19.6 percent) and Orthodox Christians (15.3 percent). Smaller Christian 
groups include Baptists, Pentecostals and other evangelical Protestant groups. The Central 
Statistical Bureau estimates that approximately 5,400 persons self-identify as Jews, while 
the Council of Jewish Communities estimates the Jewish population at between 6,200 
and 11,000. In its annual report to the Ministry of Justice, the Islamic Cultural Centre, an 
umbrella organization for Muslim religious communities, states there are an estimated 
10,000 Muslims of various ethnic backgrounds living throughout the country. Other 
religious groups that together constitute less than 5 percent of the population include 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, Methodists, Hare Krishna’s and Buddhists. 

Freedom of religion and separation of state and church are guaranteed by the Latvian 
Constitution. Eight religious groups – Lutherans, Catholics, Orthodox Christians, Old Belie-
vers, Baptists, Methodists, Seventh-day Adventists, and Jews – enjoy special privileges. 
These include the right to teach religion courses in public schools. These eight groups 
are also the only religious groups represented on the government’s Ecclesiastical Council, 
an advisory body chaired by the Prime Minister, which meets periodically to comment 
on and provide recommendations on religious issues. These recommendations do not 
carry the force of law. 

Although the government does not require a religious group to be registered, the law 
accords registered religious groups a number of rights and privileges, including legal 
entity status for owning property and conducting financial transactions, and providing 
tax benefits for donors. Registered religious groups are allowed to perform religious acti-
vities in hospitals, prisons and military units. With the agreement of the local government, 
they are also allowed to hold services in public places such as parks or public squares. If 
an unregistered group carries out any of these activities, it is subjected to a fine. In order 
to register as a congregation, a religious group must have at least 20 members over the 
age of 18 recorded in the population register. The ultimate decision lies with the Ministry 
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of Justice. The ministry may deny an application if the registration of a religious group 
would represent a threat to human rights, democracy or public safety.

Religious groups registered for fewer than 10 years are required to re-register annually. 
Representatives from these religious groups stated that such requirements were onerous 
and ignored the fact that some groups had been present in the country in an unregistered 
status for many years. The Ecclesiastical Council met several times to discuss the reporting 
standards for religious organizations.

Incidents

In October 2014 a musical celebrating the life of Herberts Cukurs was staged in theatres 
across the country. Cukurs was a Latvian aviation pioneer who later in life became a mem-
ber of the Arajs Kommando, a Latvian auxiliary police unit under German SS command 
during the occupation. According to eyewitness accounts, Cukurs was responsible for the 
murder of Latvian Jews during the Holocaust. The musical was condemned by several 
high-ranking government officials, including the foreign minister. Several non-violent 
protests of up to 50 people took place before performances in Liepāja and Riga.2

By the end of 2016 Latvia is expected to have taken in more than 700 refugees. Volunteer 
groups such as “I Want to Help Refugees” maintain that societal attitudes need to change 
in order to tackle possible prejudices. According to the UN Refugee Agency, things are 
moving in the right direction.3 Statements by radicalised converts that Latvia is to become 
a part of an Islamic caliphate are fueling anti-Muslim resentment.4 According to Islamic 
leaders, Muslims of ethnic Latvian origin, or those who migrated to Latvia from Central 
Asia during the Soviet period, generally feel well integrated into society. The Islamic Cul-
tural Centre reported that police monitored the activities of their community. According 
to an imam, people from other countries complained that officials used warnings of visa 
revocation as a way to obtain information about the community.5

In December 2014 a 70-year-old religious Sister was murdered in Riga. Her massacred 
body was found after several days. The perpetrators and their motive are unknown.6 

A Latvian artist offended the Orthodox Christian community by creating a series of paintings 
presenting monkeys styled as Orthodox saints in traditional icons. The painter, an atheist, 
claims he is not opposed to religion and points to his right to freedom of expression.7 

Prospects for freedom of religion

According to a Freedom House report of 2015, freedom of religion is generally respected 
in Latvia. The report mentions that religious communities registered for more than 10 
years are privileged over younger religious groups.8 Increased levels of radicalisation 
among some newly arrived Muslims coupled with existing prejudices may result in future 
tensions within Latvian society.
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Increased levels of radicalisation among some newly arrived Muslims coupled with exi-
sting prejudices may result in future tensions within Latvian society.

Endnotes
1 Lutherans.
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238398#wrapper
3 http://www.unhcr.org/569799b86.htmlhttp://www.unhcr.org/569799b86.html
4 http://www.frontpagemag.com/point/260497/riga-mosque-spokesman-complains-islamopho-

bia-warns-daniel-greenfield
5 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238398#wrapper
6 http://www.pch24.pl/lotwa--siostra-zakonna-zamordowana-w-rydze,32755,i.html
7 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/01/lativa-russia-sergey-dyomin-art-monkeys-ortho-

dox-church
8 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/latvia
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  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 35,56%
(Christian: 26% – Orthodox: 8% – 
Others: 1,56%)

 zMuslim: 57,92%
(Sunni: 28,96% – Shia: 28,96%)

 zOthers: 6,52%

LÍBANO 

 

LEBANON
RELIGION1

  10.452km2 4.300.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Lebanon is a republic located in the Levant on the Eastern Mediterranean. There are 
around 4.5 million citizens. The last official census was conducted in 1932, and therefore 
no accurate official estimate of the country’s religious demographics exists. According to 
estimates non-Christians comprise more than the half of Lebanon’s citizens. The largest 
groups are Sunni and Shi‘a Muslims.

Lebanon has the highest percentage of Christian citizens in the Arab world. Christians 
are estimated to make up about 35 percent of the citizenry. There are 18 officially regi-
stered religious communities. The biggest Christian group amongst them is the Maronite 
Church. There is also a Druze minority. Particularly in the Northern city of Tripoli there is 
an Alawite minority. Additionally, there is a very small number of Jews.

Due to the massive influx of Syrian refuges, the population is estimated to be as high as 
5.8 million. Most of the refugees are Sunni Muslims. But tens of thousands of Syrian and 
Iraqi Christians have also sought refuge in Lebanon. There are no exact figures since a 
substantial number of refugees are not registered with the United Nations.

Approximately 450,000 Palestinians are registered with the UN Relief and Works Agency 
(UNRWA). They are almost entirely Sunni Muslims. 

Lebanon is a parliamentary republic which has no official religion, and is not a formal 
secular state. The denominational political system assigns the highest public appoint-
ments to the various communities according to well-defined criteria: the presidency of 
the republic falls to a Maronite Christian, the presidency of the Council of Ministers to a 
Sunni Muslim and the parliamentary speakership to a Shi’a. Religious communities are 
represented in parliament according to fixed quotas.

Lebanon’s constitution2 provides for the liberty of religion. According to article 7 all 
Lebanese are equal before the law. Article 9 states that there shall be absolute freedom 
of conscience: “The state in rendering homage to the God Almighty shall respect all 
religions and creeds and shall guarantee, under its protection the free exercise of all 
religious rites provided that public order is not disturbed. It shall also guarantee that the 
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personal status and religious interests of the population, to whatever religious sect they 
belong, shall be respected.”

Article 10 says: “Education shall be free insofar as it is not contrary to public order and 
morals and does not affect the dignity of any of the religions or sects. There shall be no 
violation of the right of religious communities to have their own schools provided they 
follow the general rules issued by the state regulating public instruction.”

The Lebanese Penal Code punishes individuals who perform acts that are considered 
blasphemous to the name of God. It also imposes penalties against individuals who 
publicly insult the religious proceedings of any religion.3

Conversion from one religion to another is legal but might face strong social resistance.

Missionary activities and proselytism are allowed. 

The equality of all is respected, but within a confessional and not an individual framework. 
Private law (marriage, parentage, inheritance) falls under the jurisdiction of each of the 
18 religious communities recognised by the state (12 Christian, 5 Muslim and 1 Jewish). 
These possess their own proper jurisdictions and manage their own welfare organisations 
and educational institutions. Certain other religious communities within Lebanon (Yezidis, 
Baha’i, Buddhists and Jehovah’s Witnesses) are not legally recognised and therefore have 
no rights as institutional groups. Members of these groups are permitted to perform their 
religious rites freely though. Members of the non-recognised religious communities and 
those of no religion, may contract a civil marriage abroad, after which their union is then 
validated within Lebanon. But in this case the law relating to their marriage and its effects 
pertains to the law of the country where their civil marriage was celebrated. 

Incidents

In early July 2014 Islamists carried out grenade attacks on the few restaurants and cafés 
in Tripoli that remained open and served food and beverages during the fasting hours of 
Ramadan. Four suspects were arrested. Before Ramadan, Tripoli’s Mayor Nader Ghazzal 
had requested that restaurants and cafés close during the fasting hours of Ramadan, but 
following the attacks noted that his request did not have the force of law nor was it man-
datory. The press reported in August 2014 that several Islamists toured jewellery stores in 
Tripoli, demanded owners stop selling jewellery with Christian icons, and removed existing 
pieces from their displays, threatening those who continued to sell such items. Unknown 
perpetrators painted graffiti threats against Christians on two churches in Tripoli on 1st 
September. The messages read, “The Islamic State will break the cross” and “We came to 
slaughter you, you worshippers of the cross.” These incidents were reportedly (and widely 
perceived as being) in retaliation for the burning of the Islamic State (aka Daesh) and 
Al-Nusra flags by youth in Sassine Square, in Achrafieh, Beirut on 30th August.4

In September 2014, the new Sunni Mufti of the Republic of Lebanon Sheikh Abdel Latif 
Deria, who was elected in August, assumed his duties. In an unprecedented show of 
cross-sectarian unity, religious and political leaders from all of Lebanon’s major religious 
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groups attended Deria’s inauguration ceremony. His first speeches after his election 
explicitly condemned the Shi‘a and Sunni conflict, which he characterised as contributing 
to bloodshed and destabilisation throughout the Middle East: “Relations between Shi‘ite 
and Sunni Muslims in Lebanon are not as they should be... What we are doing to each 
other in Syria, Iraq, in Lebanon and in Yemen and Libya, is far worse than what the Israe-
lis have done in Gaza and in Palestine”. The new Mufti also drew attention to the forced 
uprooting of local Christian and other minority communities: “In less than five years wars 
between us have left half a million persons dead and 12 million displaced, not counting 
the oppression and uprooting of Christians and other communities. Phenomena which 
must be combatted day after day”.5

In January 2015 a suicide bomb attack in the northern Lebanese city of Tripoli killed 
at least seven people. Al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian affiliate, said it was behind the 
attack, which also injured 30 people. A cafe in a predominantly Alawite neighbourhood 
was attacked. There has been tension in the past between Tripoli’s Sunni Muslim majority 
population and its Alawite minority. Lebanon’s National News Agency said the attack was 
carried out by two men from Tripoli, where longstanding religious tensions have been 
exacerbated by the war in neighbouring Syria. In a statement, Al-Nusra Front said the 
attack was “in revenge for the Sunnis in Syria and Lebanon”. The war in Syria has pitted 
the government of President Bashar al-Assad, an Alawite, against an insurgency domi-
nated by Sunnis. In October 2014 fighting broke out in Tripoli between Sunni militants 
and government troops, killing 11 soldiers, five civilians and about two dozen militants. 
Prime Minister Tammam Salam said the bombing was “a new attempt to spread the seeds 
of strife” in Tripoli but insisted that it would not “weaken the determination of the state 
to confront terrorism and terrorists”. Lebanon’s security has been severely damaged by 
the Syria crisis.6

Local bishops stated religious tensions have been exacerbated by the influx of refugees. 
In individual cases, Muslims from Syria, especially Sunnis, have defiled Christian symbols 
in acts of blasphemy, Maronite Archishop Simon Atallah from Deir Al Ahmar told Aid to 
the Church in Need in March 2015. “They defile crosses, statues of the Virgin Mary, and 
so on. Anti-Christian slogans have also been painted on walls. This leads to tensions in 
the region,” said the Archbishop. 

A further concern is the import of security problems caused by Sunni extremists from Syria 
who have found refuge among their co-religionists in Lebanon. “The Lebanese Shi‘ites 
are in favour of the Syrian regime, but the Sunnis are on the side of Daesh. In the region 
where I work there are some Sunni villages such as Arsal and others. The Sunnis provide 
an inviting environment for Daesh. The members of Daesh can therefore penetrate into 
the region and find refuge among the Sunnis”, Archbishop Attallah added.7

In August 2015 Makassed, a Sunni philanthropic association close to Dar el-Fatwa, Leba-
non’s highest Sunni authority, issued the Beirut Declaration on Religious Freedom. In the 
declaration, dated 20th June, the Sunni group reiterated the moderate Islamic position, 
stating the desire of Muslims to live peaceably alongside Christians, noting that no one 
can be forced to convert or be persecuted for holding different beliefs. The Declaration 
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stated: “no one has the right to wage war against someone because of his beliefs or against 
a people or a community to drive them from their homes, or deprive them of their land“.8 

A twin suicide bombing in Beirut in November 2015 killed 43 and wounded 239. The 
Islamic State claimed responsibility. The target was the “apostate” Shi‘a and Hezbollah, 
who support Syrian President Bashar Assad militarily. According to police, a suicide 
bomber with an explosive belt blew himself up in a shopping area. Several minutes 
later another suicide bomber blew himself up, leading to more casualties. The body of 
a third candidate bomber was found dead, but he failed to detonate his explosive belt. 
Hezbollah took to the field in support of President al-Assad in 2013, gaining significant 
military successes. Between July 2013 and February 2014, there were at least nine attacks 
on Hezbollah locations. 

In December 2015 Maronite Bishop Hanna Alwan was stopped at gunpoint while travelling 
from the Maronite Patriarchal See in Diman (northern Lebanon) to Deir el-Ahmar, near 
the Ainata Pass. A known outlaw, Mohammad Dourra, asked the bishop to get Patriarch 
Bechara Boutros Rai to intercede with authorities to release his wife, who is being held in 
connection with a kidnapping. Bishop Hanna Rahme of Deir el-Ahmar said that Dourra 
threatened to abduct Christians in the Bekaa Valley if his wife was not released within 
two hours. The bishop said, “Anarchy is at its peak. The state has ceased to exist. This is 
the end of everything. Roads are safe no more and our lives are in danger.” “In response 
the Jaafar tribe, which Dourra belongs to, denounced his “aggression and threats,” and 
tried to reassure Christians that it was safe to travel in the region.9

In February 2016, the Maronite Bishops expressed concerns that Christians were being 
discriminated against in access to public offices and state financial resources. Their con-
cern emerged during the monthly meeting of the Assembly of Maronite Bishops under 
the presidency of Patriarch Rai. According to the bishops the Christian presence in state 
roles has been silently eroded over the years to the benefit of Shi‘a and Sunni Muslims. 
Christians are reported to be underrepresented in the ministry of finance, and according 
to a journalistic investigation only 27 percent of projects recently implemented by the 
Ministry for public works have impacted areas inhabited by Christians. The Maronite 
Bishops called on politicians and institutions to abide by Article 95 of the Constitution, 
which states that different religious communities must be “equally represented” in the 
public administration. Similar concerns were also expressed by the Melkite Greek-Catholic 
Church.10

In April 2016 two Islamic State fighters, including Nayef Shaalan (aka Abu Fouz), a leader 
of the extremist organisation, were killed in Lebanon as the army clashed with the group 
on the outskirts of Arsal, where members of the Islamist group were based. A third man, 
a Syrian national named Moustafa Mousalli, was arrested. “The targeted terrorists had 
participated in fighting against the army in 2014, and they are responsible for rigging a 
number of cars and causing several explosions that targeted army posts and civilians in 
Arsal and its surroundings,” a Lebanese army representative said. Arsal had been a base 
for Al-Nusra Front and Islamic State for almost two years, since the groups kidnapped 30 
members of Lebanese security forces in the town in August 2014. The extremists used 
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their captives as leverage to ensure freedom of movement in Arsal and the surrounding 
region.11

Prospects for freedom of religion

Maronite Archbishop Simon Attallah fears for the future of Lebanon’s Christians, because 
of the shift in the country’s demographic balance due to the large number of Syrian 
refugees in the country. The former Maronite Archbishop of Baalbek-Deir Al Ahmar 
described his concerns during an interview with Aid to the Church in Need in March 
2015. “We have two million Syrians in the country as refugees. Many will return to their 
homeland when the war is over. But many refugees will remain in the country and apply 
for Lebanese citizenship in ten years. What will become of us Christians then?” asked 
Archbishop Attallah. “Lebanon is marked by a very delicate religious composition. Those 
Syrians who will remain in the country are mostly Sunnis. And the religious balance will 
thus be destroyed. That is a problem for us.” Archbishop Attallah added that his remarks 
should not be misunderstood as showing a lack of solidarity with the refugees. “We show 
much solidarity. We want to act in solidarity. But we have obvious problems before our 
eyes. There is a question mark over our future.”12 Broadly speaking, the country’s existing 
sectarian problems are under constant pressure.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_129_2.asp
2 http://www.presidency.gov.lb/English/LebaneseSystem/Documents/Lebanese%20Constitution.pdf
3 http://www.loc.gov/law/help/apostasy/
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
5 http://www.fides.org/en/news/36348-ASIA_LEBANON_New_Mufti_installed_a_man_of_dialogue#.

Vym3gp3wCM8
6 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-30765820
7 http://members4.boardhost.com/acnaus/msg/1440022026.html
8 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Muslims-defend-Christians’-freedom-in-Beirut-Declaration-35135.

html
9 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Maronite-bishop-stopped-at-gunpoint-in-a-country-where-anar-

chy-reigns-35027.html
10 http://www.fides.org/en/news/59345-ASIA_LEBANON_Lebanese_Churches_concerned_about_reli-

gious_discrimination_with_regards_to_access_to_functions_and_public_resources#.Vxt9jZ3wCM8
11 http://www.ibtimes.com/isis-leader-security-official-killed-lebanese-army-raid-2361146
12 http://members4.boardhost.com/acnaus/msg/1440022026.html
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 zChristian: 91,7%
(Christian: 45% – Protestant: 26%2 – 
Others: 20,7%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 7%

 zOthers: 1,3%

RELIGION1

    30.355km² 1.947.701

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

About half of Christians in Lesotho – by far the largest religious group in this country – are 
Catholics. Other Christian groups include the Lesotho Evangelical Church and various 
other Protestant, Pentecostal and independent African Churches, among them Father 
Masango St John’s Apostolic Faith Mission, which is also present in South Africa. Muslims, 
Hindus, Buddhists, Baha’i and members of traditional indigenous religions make up the 
remaining 10 percent. 

In regard to religious practice however, the boundaries between the different religions are 
frequently somewhat fluid. Thus Christians may also follow traditional African rites and 
customs. The government has “no established requirements for recognition of religious 
groups. Most religious groups register, but there is no penalty for those that do not.”4

The Christian Churches are very active in the field of education and are responsible for 
running about 80 percent of the schools in the country.5 The teachers however are paid 
by the state, which also sets the standard curriculum.

The majority of the religious schools are owned and run by the Catholic Church, the 
Anglican Church, the Lesotho Evangelical Church and to some extent the Methodist 
Church. However, in the year 2000 the state introduced free primary education and has 
built a number of non-denominational schools which in some cases have replaced the 
confessional schools – though the largest number continue to be church-run.

Lesotho is a constitutional monarchy, and King Letsie III is the head of state. The consti-
tution guarantees the citizen, “whatever his race, colour, sex, language, religion, political 
or other opinion”, a list of fundamental human rights and freedoms, including “freedom 
of conscience”, “freedom of expression” and “freedom from discrimination”.6 Article 13 of 
the constitution of 1993, entitled “Freedom of Conscience”, expressly stipulates that this 
freedom includes “freedom of thought and of religion, freedom to change his religion or 
belief and freedom, either alone or in community with others, and both in public and in 
private, to manifest and propagate his religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice and 
observance”. Freedom of assembly, including religious assembly, is detailed in Article 16. 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



LE
SO

TH
O

399Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

Incidents

Lesotho is ranked by the human rights organisation Freedom House as a “free” country.7 
During the period of this report, which saw the election of a new government under 
Prime Minister Bethuel Pakalitha Mosisili on 28th February 2015,8 there were no particular 
institutional changes or other notable events in relation to religious freedom.

In this climate of freedom, the Catholic Church in Lesotho is able to work freely for a 
deepening of faith among its adherents. During the ad limina visit to the Vatican by the 
bishops of Namibia and Lesotho on 24th April 2015, Pope Francis told them that even if their 
local societies were confronted with numerous challenges, the task was still to promote 
the Christian faith. At a time “of an apparent decrease in vocations to the priesthood and 
religious life”, it was important “for priests to speak openly about the fulfilling and joyful 
experience of offering one’s life to Christ”, he said.9

There were tensions at the end of July 2015 resulting from the murder of the former army 
chief of staff, General Maaparankoe Mahao. His killers were soldiers themselves. The Army 
is divided into factions, fighting for power and influence. Despite this, the elections in 
2015 were judged to have been fair and transparent. South Africa fears a flood of refugees 
from Lesotho, its diminutive neighbour. Lesotho is one of the poorest nations on the 
continent. Last year the South African Catholic Bishops’ Conference (SACBC) repeatedly 
called for a non-violent solution to the problems and expressed their solidarity with the 
people of Lesotho.10 In a statement published after the killing in 2015, they declared: 
“We are shocked that such a horrendous act was done by some members of the Lesotho 
Defence Forces. This action reflects the predicament in which many Basotho people find 
themselves, that they are not safe in their own Country. It brings fear and threatens the 
foundations of human rights, especially the right to life, and throws out the democratic 
principles on which many Constitutions are founded.” 

Prospects for freedom of religion

At the beginning of 2016, the continuing drought in southern Africa presented the totally 
landlocked country of Lesotho with yet further challenges. The government appealed 
to the world for support. Prime Minister Pakalitha Mosisili spoke of 650,000 people thre-
atened with extreme hunger in his country. Where poverty bites, religiously-motivated 
tensions are often not far behind.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_130_2.asp
2 Lesotho Evangelicals.
3 CIA, The World Factbook 2016, estimate, July 2015
4 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report 2014 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/

religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
5 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report 2013
6 The Constitution of Lesotho, (2001 Version), http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text.jsp?file_id=216171
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7 https://freedomhouse.org/country/lesotho
8 Munzinger Archiv 2015
9 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/04/24/papst_franziskus_an_die_bisch%C3%B6fe_von_lesotho_

namibia/1139316
10 http://fides.org/de/news/36642#.VrYu6U9zDA4
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LIBERIA 

 

LIBERIA

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 85%

 zEthnoreligionist: 2%2

 zMuslim: 12%

 zOthers: 1%

RELIGION1

    111.369km2 4.195.666

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Liberia was one of the countries of West Africa hardest hit by the Ebola epidemic during 
the year of this report, along with Guinea and Sierra Leone. In early August 2014 the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) declared an international health emergency. The head of state, 
President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf reacted initially by imposing strict security measures. She 
later thought these steps were mistaken as they created significant tensions and mistrust 
among the population.4 Liberia was the country hardest hit by the Ebola epidemic. By May 
2015, when the epidemic was officially declared to be over, there had been about 10,600 
cases of the disease and more than 4,800 deaths. The crisis also tipped the economy back 
into recession, and the already inadequate healthcare system was still further weakened, 
while broad sections of the population were left in poverty and hunger. Although the 
WHO declared Liberia to be Ebola-free on 29th December 2015, the often devastating 
consequences of the epidemic continue to this day.5

The outbreak also put a huge strain on the traditionally good and fundamentally har-
monious relationships between the different religions and faith communities in Liberia. 
It became clear that poverty and the threat of destitution were often closely linked to 
intolerance and the exclusion of minorities. To cite one example, according to the Vatican 
news agency Fides, more than 5,900 Liberian children lost one or both parents as a result 
of the Ebola outbreak. Many were taken in by family members, but many more were left 
living on the streets or with foster families. However, it was discovered that especially 
children living in foster homes tended to be abused or given nothing to eat. Many of these 
children were unable to attend school. Other children were put into orphanages, where 
they were teased by the other children for being Ebola orphans. Some children, who 
were left entirely unsupported, ended up begging on the streets.6 The Catholic Church 
in Liberia, which is heavily engaged in social and charitable work in the country, also paid 
a high price in the battle against Ebola. For example, the Hospitaller Order of Saint John 
of God in Liberia and Sierra Leone lost four religious brothers, one religious Sister and 
three lay co-workers in the hospitals of Monrovia and Lunsar. They had contracted the 
disease while caring for the sick.7
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The mistrust and social rejection that resulted from the Ebola epidemic in Liberia still 
weigh heavily on a country which, although poor, has generally enjoyed a long tradition 
of peaceful coexistence between the various different religious traditions.

Unlike many other states in the region, Liberia, which was founded in 1820 for the 
resettlement of former slaves from the USA, was never dominated by Islam as the pre-
vailing cultural force. Consequently, Christianity was more firmly established there than 
elsewhere in West Africa. The vast majority of Liberia’s inhabitants are Christians.8 In 
practice, these boundaries are somewhat fluid, which means that many people follow 
a variety of different religious rites and practices at the same time. There are two major 
religious umbrella organisations, the (Protestant) Liberian Council of Churches, and the 
National Muslim Council of Liberia.

The constitution and laws of Liberia guarantee separation of state and church, and grant 
complete religious freedom, which is respected and protected by the state.9 Overall, the 
climate with regard to religion is one of tolerance and peaceful coexistence, not only 
between the various Christian communities but also between Christians and Muslims. This 
situation has not manifestly changed during the period covered by this report. However, 
the Ebola epidemic has had an effect on religious practice and culture. Thus the rapid 
spread of the virus and the extreme danger of infection deterred many people from 
burying their dead in the traditional Christian or Muslim manner10 – a serious restriction 
in a society where awareness of death is an important part of the national psyche, as in 
almost all cultures of sub-Saharan Africa.11 

There is no official requirement for religious groups to register with the authorities, although 
it is general practice and forms part of the legal routine.12 Religious organisations that do 
register can, like other organisations, benefit from certain tax concessions and relief from 
import duties. There are no reports of any requests being refused or of any discrimination 
against those applying. Private schools, many of which are owned and run by Christian 
or Muslim organisations, receive financial support from the state. 

Incidents

There were no institutional changes or significant incidents relating to religious freedom 
during the period of this report. There were however some isolated incidents of religious 
conflict between the members of various ethnic groups in some remoter parts of the 
country.13 However, it was often unclear whether these were to do with religious moti-
ves or to other cultural issues.14 In most cases, the tensions were resolved through the 
mediation of traditional or religious leaders. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

The consequences of the bloody civil war in Liberia still present major challenges both 
for the state and for the churches and other religious communities.15 Between 1989 and 
2003 more than 200,000 people lost their lives in the civil war. At one point there were 
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over a million refugees, including several hundred thousand people who were internally 
displaced. Most of these have now either returned to their former homes or settled per-
manently in the places to which they fled. Nonetheless, the refugee problem is not yet 
fully resolved.

More recently, the political instability in Ivory Coast, Liberia’s eastern neighbour, has 
also threatened security in Liberia itself.16 Following the presidential elections in Ivory 
Coast in 2010, heavy fighting broke out there. After the election, Alassana Ouattara from 
the northern part of the country was declared the winner. However, his election is still 
contested, even though it has been recognised by the international community. His 
former opponent, ex-President Laurent Gbagbo is now facing human rights charges in 
the International Court of Justice in The Hague (see the chapter on Ivory Coast in the full 
religious freedom report).

The situation has calmed somewhat, and the number of Ivorian refugees now returning 
to their homes across the frontier – often with the support of the UNHCR – is growing. 
Well over 10,000 people were reported to have returned during the period covered by 
this report. Nonetheless, as long as the political situation in the region, and particularly 
in Ivory Coast, remains unstable, repercussions could occur at any time. Hence it is still 
too early to speak of a return to normality.

Endnotes
1 Government of The Republic of Liberia, 2008 National Population and Housing Census, cited in: Munzin-

ger Archiv 2016
2 Traditional African religions
3 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015
4 ibid.
5 ibid.
6 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/10/09/liberia_ebola_hat_viele_kinder_zu_waisen_ge-

macht/1177729
7 http://www.fides.org/de/news/35360-VATIKAN_KIRCHLICHE_MITARBEITER_DIE_2014_ERMORDET_

WURDEN#.VkyXh14kScE
8 Government of The Republic of Liberia, 2008 National Population and Housing Census, cited in: Munzin-

ger Archiv 2016
9 US Department of State 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
10 Ibid.
11 http://www.spiegel.de/wissenschaft/medizin/ebola-simulation-beerdigungen-sind-das-groesste-pro-

blem-a-1000372.html
12 US Department of State 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
13 Ibid..
14 Background to the conflict in northern Liberia (Hintergründe zu dem seit Jahren schwelenden Konflikt im 

Norden Liberias): http://www.wiso.uni-hamburg.de/fachbereiche/sozialwissenschaften/forschung/akuf/
kriege-archiv/ueberarb-260-liberia/

15 Munzinger Archiv 2016
16 UNHCR 2016: 2015 UNHCR country operations profile – Liberia
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Since the demise of Muhammar Ghaddafi’s regime in 2011, Libya is in a confusing situation. 
Following elections in June 2014, violence erupted between the internationally recognised 
government of Prime Minister Abdullah al-Thinni in the eastern city of Tobruk and the 
Tripoli-based General National Congress. Militia fighting continued throughout 2014 and 
2015. After UN-led peace talks, the rival administrations signed an agreement in Decem-
ber 2015 to form a unified interim government. Under the agreement, a nine-member 
presidency council headed by Prime Minister Fayez Sarraj and an interim “Government 
of National Accord” would be formed to renew the state institutions and hold elections 
within two years. The administration in Tripoli accepted the unity government in January 
2016. The Tobruk-based government refuses to recognise the internationally recognised 
unity government. Violent extremist groups and terrorist organisations including Daesh 
(ISIS) used the power vacuum and the government inaction to expand their influence 
in Libya. According to the UN refugee agency UNHCR, the number of internal displaced 
people almost doubled from September 2014 to June 2015 due to the increased fighting.

Libya has been governed since 2011 according to the principles of the Interim Constitu-
tional Declaration promulgated on 3rd August 2011 by the National Transitional Council 
(NTC). It declares Islam to be the State religion and Islamic Shari‘a law to be the principal 
source of legislation (article 1). At the same time, it guarantees non-Muslims the free-
dom to practise their religion. Article 6 promotes equality of all Libyans before the law. 
The temporary constitution prohibits any form of discrimination on the basis of religion 
or sect. This constitutional protection of religious freedom is the first of its kind in the 
country since 1969. 

The ongoing fighting between the rival governments restricted effective law enforcement. 
Neither prohibition nor punishments are enforced according to the US State Department’s 
2015 human rights report, stating that all kind of discrimination occurred.1 Furthermore, 
the forces in power did not prevent extremist groups from attacking religious minorities 
and sites and from imposing their own religious standards.2 Pre-revolution laws restricting 
religious freedom remain in force. Insulting Islam or the Prophet Mohammed as well as 
“instigating division” is punishable with a maximum penalty of death.

 zChristian: 2,7%

 zBuddhist: 0,3%

 zMuslim: 96,6%
(Sunni: 96,6%)

 zOthers: 0,4%
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Human Rights organisations report on war crimes, torture and cruelties against migrants 
and refugees in Libya, citing abduction, sexual violence and abuse. They also report tar-
geted violence of Islamic groups against Christians, especially Copts, who are reported to 
be kidnapped and killed by Islamic extremists affiliated with the so-called Islamic State.3 

Islamic religious education is required for state-run schools as well as for private educatio-
nal institutions. Other forms of religious education are not provided. There are a number 
of non-Islamic places of worship in the country, including Catholic, Russian, Greek and 
Ukrainian Orthodox, evangelicals and followers of the Unity Church. Christians comprise 
mainly Filipinos and Africans from various countries. Most of the Jewish population left 
the country between 1948 and 1967. Some Jewish families reportedly remained, but 
no estimate of the population was available. Non-Muslims are restricted in their right to 
worship and there are restrictions on clergy coming from foreign countries and seeking 
visas and one-year residency permits.

The Catholic Church is present in various parts of Libya through three Apostolic Admi-
nistrations and one Apostolic Prefecture. In February 2016, Pope Francis named Bishop 
George Bugeja OFM as Apostolic Administrator of Benghazi, accepting the retirement of 
Bishop Sylvester Carmel Magro. According to Bishop Bugeja speaking to ACN, the Catholic 
Church does not have difficulties in celebrating its liturgies as long as it is inside the church 
and among foreigners. At the same time, Bishop Bugeja describes the Catholic Church 
as pastorally very limited, as a result of the security situation in Benghazi and Sebha and 
the difficult financial situation, with the main benefactors leaving the country. 

As far as Muslims are concerned, the Ministry for Awqaf and Islamic Affairs, a pan-African 
Islamic quasi-charitable organisation, has authority over the mosques, supervises clergy 
and ensures that religious practices conform to government regulations.4 This same 
body provides the imams with the texts of their sermons, which often contain matters 
of a political and social nature.

Observers say that the ongoing conflict is having a detrimental impact on both freedom 
of speech and the press. The temporary Constitutional Declaration provides for such fre-
edom, but the government limits the exercise of these rights. Self-censorship as a result 
of media threats is present in all media sectors, according to the US State Department. 
Attacks on media, including kidnapping, violence and killings, became more serious and 
widespread. The freedom of press declined over the period in question. On the 2016 
World Press Freedom Index, Libya lost ten places compared with 2015, and now stands 
at place 164 out of 180.5 

Incidents

According to Bishop Bugeja, in October 2014, Bishop Magro and his priests had to leave 
the church premises in Benghazi and the church itself was damaged. He also stated that 
before the area was taken by the military it was a war zone, with the presence of Ansar 
al-Sharia, and no one could enter it. There are still two Franciscans in the vicariate, one 
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in Beida, the other living in the children’s hospital. The hospital chapel is used for Mass 
and other services. 

In December 2014, unknown gunmen killed three Egyptian Copts in the city of Sirte.6 In 
February 2015, a video published online showed the beheading of 21 Egyptian Copts on 
a beach. Deash-affiliated groups in Tripoli claimed responsibility for the killings. Another 
video published in April showed the killing of about 30 Ethiopian Christians. Again Daesh 
claimed responsibility.7 In June 2015, 86 Eritrean Christians were kidnapped after being 
interrogated by members of Daesh.8 The Islamist militants also claimed responsibility for 
the abduction of three African Christians near the City of Sirte in July 2015.9 

Bishop Bugeja reported on security incidents in the region of Sebha where the Catholic 
Church is present with an African community with five out-stations being taken care 
of by six catechists. The priest serving the community was shot at on one occasion and 
another time had his car stolen and left in the desert. 

Muslims and Islamic sites have been the target of extremist attacks as well. In October 
2014, several historic mosques in Tripoli were attacked. That same month, the Sufi Oth-
man Pasha Madrassa was vandalised. According to the U.S. State Department’s Religious 
Freedom Report, vandalism against Sufi sites, as well as threats from extremist Sunni 
Muslims against Sufi Muslims, continued throughout the year.10 Violent extremist groups 
took control of the cities of Derna and Sirte, imposing their strict views of Islamic practices 
on Sunni Muslims.

Daesh killed a local Imam in Sirte for refusing to give up control of his mosque. More 
people were killed by Daesh in the resulting uprising in Sirte.11 In November 2015, the 
Tobruk-based government reportedly removed Grand Mufti Sadiq al-Gharyani from his 
position and transferred all authority to the Ministry for Endowments and Islamic Affairs 
(MEIA), although the lawfulness of the vote is unclear.12

Prospects for freedom of religion

Freedom of religion, theoretically guaranteed by the temporary constitution, is limited 
in practice and has deteriorated over the period in question. Of key concern is a de facto 
ban on proselytism and the severe penalties that may follow. There has been an upsurge 
in killings of religious minorities, especially Christians and, linked to that, Islamic extre-
mist organisations have gained in influence. As a result of political rivalry and a lack of 
a unified government, extremist organisations including Daesh are expanding and are 
de facto controlling large parts of the country. Violent attacks on Sufi Muslims and their 
holy sites continued throughout the period in question.

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252937
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238468
3 https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde19/1578/2015/en/; https://www.hrw.org/middle-ea-
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st/n-africa/libya; https://www.hrw.org/middle-east/n-africa/libya
4 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/193109.pdf
5 http://rsf.org/en/taxonomy/term/165; https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2015/libya
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238468
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252937
8 https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/documents/ww-report-160113.pdf
9 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-idUSKCN0PS0T120150719
10 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238468
11 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252937
12 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252937
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  AREA2 POPULATION

 zChristian: 83,7%
(Christian: 75,9% – Protestant: 7,8%)

 zMuslim: 5,4%

 zOthers: 10,9%

RELIGION1

1  160km2 37.624

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

According to the constitution, citizens have the right to choose their religion from the age 
of 14. Religious freedom is protected and the state protects the religious “interests” of its 
people. The criminal code prohibits discrimination against any religion or its adherents.

Although the constitution states that the Catholic Church is “the national Church” and it 
enjoys “the full protection of the state”, the country is in the process of a establishing a 
new legal framework on the separation of Church and state. This process includes the way 
religious denominations are supported financially by the state as well as the properties 
of the religious groups (buildings, sites and their management).

The system that provides public funding to religious denominations is likely to be 
modified in order to include not only the Catholic and Protestant Churches, but also 
two Muslim groups (the Islamic Community and the Turkish Union). The way this public 
funding is organised is by allowing the individual taxpayer to select the religious group 
or denomination they wish to support. Protestants currently receive funding according 
to the number of members they have, and this might apply to the Muslim groups as well.

Religious education is compulsory in primary schools (children between seven and 13 
years old), be they Catholic or Protestant (Evangelical and Lutheran), but exemptions 
are routinely granted. Since 2008, Islamic education has also been provided. All religious 
groups are tax-exempt.2

 

Incidents

No incidents were recorded in the period covered by this report.
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Prospects for freedom of religion

The process to separate the Church and state is well underway, following a recommenda-
tion by the Prince and a vote of amendment by the Parliament in Vaduz on 15th December 
2012. This is not happening as smoothly as initially thought because of the centuries-old 
system by which the Church manages properties. There are not only property titles but 
also trust and management funds to be unbundled, concerning both the Catholic and 
the Protestant Churches.3 At the time of writing, two of Liechtenstein’s 11 municipalities 
had yet to complete the unbundling process.4

Endnotes
1 1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_133_2.asp
2 2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
3 3 http://www.luxarazzi.com/2016/02/prince-nikolaus-talks-separation-of.html
4 4 Günther Meier, Schwierige Entflechtung von Kirche und Staat, Neue Zurcher Zeitung, 5 January 2016, 

http://www.nzz.ch/schweiz/schwierige-entflechtung-von-kirche-und-staat-1.18671988
5 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17535108
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 zChristian: 88,78%
(Christian: 80% – Orthodox: 4% – 
Others: 4,78%)

 z Jewish: 0,14%

 zMuslim: 0,19%

 zOthers: 10,89%

LITUANIA 

 

LITHUANIA
RELIGION1

  65.300km2 3.320.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In Lithuania every citizen has the freedom to choose their own religious faith and to 
profess it individually or together with others, to engage in religious worship and attend 
religious services. According to the constitution, there is no state religion. The law defines 
religious groups as religious communities. Groupings of at least two religious communities 
under common leadership are called religious associations. Higher governing bodies of 
religious associations are defined as religious centres.

The law lists nine “traditional” religious groups: Roman Catholic, Greek Catholic, Evan-
gelical Lutheran, Evangelical Reformed, Russian Orthodox, Old Believer, Jewish, Sunni 
Muslim, and Karaites. Religious groups able to trace their presence in the country back at 
least 300 years are recognized by the government as “traditional”. These religious groups 
may perform state-recognised marriages, establish joint private/public schools, provide 
religious instruction in public schools, and receive annual government subsidies. Their 
highest ranking leaders are eligible to apply for diplomatic passports, their clergy and 
theological students are exempt from military service, and they may provide military 
chaplains. Minimal social security and healthcare insurance contributions to religious lea-
ders and members of monastic orders of the traditional religious groups are provided by 
the state. Traditional religious groups are not required to pay social and health insurance 
taxes for clergy and members of monastic orders who work at monasteries. Un-registered 
communities have no legal status or state privileges; however, the constitution allows 
them to worship and seek new members. 

The constitution states that a person’s freedom to profess and spread religious beliefs may 
be limited only when necessary to protect health, safety, public order, or the fundamental 
rights and freedoms of others. Although it has never invoked this right, during a period of 
martial law or a state of emergency the government may temporarily restrict freedom of 
expression of religious belief. Discrimination based on religion is prohibited by the Crimi-
nal Code, which provides for up to two years in prison for violations. The code penalises 
interference with religious ceremonies of “traditional” religious groups by imprisonment 
or community service, and penalises inciting religious hatred by imprisonment of up to 
three years. It is unlawful to make use of the religious teachings of churches and other 
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religious groups, their religious activities, and their houses of prayer, for purposes that 
contradict the constitution or the law. 

A law permitting kosher and halal ritual slaughter was passed by the Seimas (parliament) 
on 23rd September 2014. The new law has taken effect in January 2015, and enables the 
export of meat to predominantly Muslim countries and to Israel. Jewish community lea-
ders praised the new law. Sunni Mufti Romas Jakubauskas also publicly supported the 
law. The government continued to tackle societal anti-Semitism and engaged actively 
in Holocaust legacy issues. It supported Jewish educational, cultural, scientific, and reli-
gious projects. Together with the civil society, it worked together to promote Holocaust 
education and tolerance in schools.

Incidents

Individuals placed anti-Semitic postings on the Internet. On 10th July 2014, vandals 
overturned seven monuments at the Kupiskis Jewish Cemetery in Vilnius, and five days 
later, another 40 monuments had been vandalized at the Jewish Cemetery of Kaunas.2 

In August 2015, a debate about a ban on the burqa was held in the Lithuanian parliament. 
The supporters of the ban pointed to France, which in 2011 implemented such a law. The 
government voiced the opinion that the question whether to impose legal regulations on 
clothing details or not is connected with the willingness of the Muslim refugee population 
to integrate into Lithuanian society.3 

Prospects for freedom of religion

A Freedom House 2015 report on the status of freedom in Lithuanian society concluded 
that freedom of religion is guaranteed by law and largely upheld in practice. It points out, 
however, the special privileges given to the traditional religious groups.4 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_134_1.asp
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238402#wrapper
3 http://famagusta-gazette.com/lithuania-debates-whether-to-ban-burqas-p29165-69.htm
4 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/lithuania
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LUXEmBOURG

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 87%
(Christian: 87%)

 zOthers: 13%

RELIGION1

  2.586km2 570.252

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees freedom of religion. Following a convention signed with the 
state, financial support is given to Christian groups including Catholics; Greek, Russian, 
Romanian, and Serbian Orthodox; Anglicans; the Reformed Protestant Church of Luxem-
bourg; the Protestant Church of Luxembourg; and Jewish congregations.

After several years of negotiations in which the government aimed to drive forward the 
separation of church and state, on 26th January 2015 Luxembourg’s faith groups and the 
government signed an agreement reorganising their mutual relationship.2 Accordingly, 
a new funding plan will severely cut state subsidies for the Catholic Church, but will be 
extended for the first time to the Muslim community.3

Under the deal reached, the following payments are set to be made: Catholic church – €6.75 
million (from €23.72 million); Jewish community – €315,000; Protestant church – €450,000; 
Orthodox church – €285,000; Anglican church – €125,000; Muslim Shura – €450,000. 
Overall, however, funding would substantially decrease under the new agreement, from 
€24.6 million in 2014 to just €8.3 million in 2015 and beyond.

The agreement also foresees that the Centre Jean XXIII seminary in Weimerskirch will 
continue to benefit from state funding; however, it will be turned into an interfaith trai-
ning centre under the auspices of the Higher Education Ministry. The Catholic Church’s 
buildings and other assets are set to be transferred into a public fund, owned and mana-
ged by the Church. Talks about the future of buildings in communes are set to begin 1st 
January 2017 at the latest. Should a church owned by the diocese be put up for sale, the 
state and communes will have a first right to buy for one symbolic euro. Excluded from 
this rule are the Notre Dame Cathedral in Luxembourg City and the Basilica in Echternach.

Incidents

Research showed that there were no reports of incidents.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Catholic religious education at schools meanwhile is set to be replaced with a so-called 
ethics and morals course, including units on world religions. Prime Minister Xavier Bettel 
hailed the agreement, saying that negotiating partners “made history”. The Premier added 
that the intention had always been to create a modern and contemporary relationship 
between the partners.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Catholic Archbishop Jean-Claude Hollerich of Luxembourg said in an interview that, in 
order to avoid a “cultural fight”, the Catholic Church was obliged to show it could preach 
the gospel as a significantly poorer institution. He added that his principal regret was the 
abolition of religious instruction in state schools in favour of general teaching of philo-
sophical and ethical values: in his view, the state has taken away the rights of parents to 
determine the values their children are taught in school. He concluded that Luxembourg 
had moved closer to the French model of laïcité and suggested that this was partly because 
its politicians were heavily influenced by France. 

In a statement on 3rd March 2016, the Association Luxembourgeoise d’Enseignant(e)s 
d’Education Religieuse et Morale dans l’Enseignement Fondamental (ALERF) strongly 
criticised the organisation of the new courses in “Life and Society”.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_135_1.asp
2 Accord du gouvernement avec les communautés religieuses établies au Luxembourg, 20/01/2015, 

http://www.gouvernement.lu/4369493/20-cdp-accord; http://www.gouvernement.lu/4369567/Con-
vention.pdf

Élise Descamps, Au Luxembourg, l’Église et l’État se séparent en douceur, La Croix, 26/01/2015, http://www.la-
croix.com/Religion/Actualite/Au-Luxembourg-l-Eglise-et-l-Etat-se-separent-en-douceur-2015-01-26-1272973
3 http://www.wort.lu/en/politics/church-state-funding-government-extends-state-funding-to-mu-

slim-shura-54be525e0c88b46a8ce51cf0
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mACEDONIA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 65,07%
(Orthodox: 64,7% – Others: 0,37%)

 zMuslim: 33,3%

 zOthers: 1,63%

RELIGION

 25.713km2 2.100.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Macedonia is located in South-east Europe at the heart of the Balkan 
Peninsula. It is bordered by Serbia and Kosovo to the north, Albania to the west, Bulgaria 
to the east, and Greece to the south. Macedonia is among the least developed countries 
in Europe. Also it is a place where two large civilizations clash: Orthodox culture and 
Byzantium civilization on the one hand, and Muslim culture and Islamic civilization on 
the other. The republic gained its independence from Yugoslavia in 1991. Greek objection 
to Macedonia’s name, insisting it implies territorial pretensions to the northern Greek 
province of the same name, have stalled the country’s movement towards joining the EU.

The country’s two major religions are Orthodox Christianity and Islam. Other groups 
include Roman Catholics, members of various Protestant denominations and Judaism.

There is a general correlation between ethnicity and religious affiliation – the majority 
of Orthodox believers are ethnic Macedonians, and the majority of Muslim believers are 
ethnic Albanians and Turks. 

Most Muslims live in the northern and western parts of the country, while the majority 
of Orthodox Christians live in the central and south-eastern regions.

The largest Roma concentration is in the Skopje and Eastern regions. The Roma are the 
poorest of all the ethnic groups.

The constitution defines Macedonia as a secular state. The state also guarantees the 
freedom of religion, allowing its citizens to freely practise their religion either alone or 
in community with others. The state allows specific religions to form religious schools, 
foundations, and charitable organizations.

Articles 9, 20, 48, 54 and 110 of the Macedonian constitution regulate religious freedom. 
Article 19 stresses the separation of religion from the state and the establishment of 
religious educational facilities, concentrating on the collective rights of the religious 
communities.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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The state requires religious communities to be registered through the Commission for 
Relations with Religious Communities and Groups. The Commission categorizes the 
religious organizations into churches, religious communities and religious groups. The 
law does not make any distinction in the legal status between them. All three entities 
are treated alike.

The first category of churches compromises 15 Christian religious groups, the most 
prominent being the Macedonian Orthodox Church, the Catholic Church and the Evan-
gelical Church. The others are very small Christian churches, both traditional and newly 
founded. The second category includes: the Muslim Community, the Jewish Community, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Islamic Community of the Holy See and the Crown, Sathya Sai 
Center, Vaishnavska Religious Community Iskon, Community Universal Life. The third 
category compromises eight associations – six Christian and two Muslim. The Bektashi 
Community, an Islamic Sufi order, is also registered in this category.

The Serbian Orthodox Church is not mentioned in the register. 

The law does not permit private religious primary schools, but allows private religious 
schools at the secondary level and above. The Ministry of Education requires fifth-grade 
students to take one of three elective courses: Introduction to Religions, Ethics in Religion, 
or Classical Culture in European Civilization.

The largest organized religious community in Macedonia is the Macedonian Orthodox 
Church – Ohrid Archbishopric (MPC-OA). By the end of the Second World War, a decision 
by the People’s Liberation Front of Macedonia introduced the foundation of the Macedo-
nian Orthodox Church in order to end the dispute between the Serbian Orthodox Church 
(SPC) and the Bulgarian Orthodox Church (BPC) and to grant Macedonian Slavic people 
a source of their own national identity.

 

In 1967, the Macedonian Church proclaimed its autocephaly. The Serbian Church bishops 
denounced the decision and condemned the clergy as schismatic. The autocephaly of the 
Macedonian Church is not recognized by other canonical Orthodox churches in defence 
of Serbian opposition. Three neighbouring churches, Serbian, Bulgarian and Greek, denied 
its autonomy, and even more its national prefix (Macedonian). 

The Macedonian Orthodox Church celebrates its feasts according to the Julian calendar 
and services are held in the Macedonian language.

The Macedonian Orthodox Church has about 1200 churches organized under 10 eparchies, 
whose bishops make up the Holy Synod of Bishops, headed by the Archbishop of Ohrid 
and Macedonia. The Church numbers has about 500 active priests in about 500 parishes. 
The Church claims jurisdiction of about 20 monasteries, with more than 100 monks.

Islam was introduced into the area with the Ottoman conquest and the influx of Turkish 
settlers in the 14th century. The great majority of Muslims in Macedonia follow Sunni 
Islam (Hanafi School), with a minority of Bektashi, a traditional dervish order. The Sunni 
group consists of Albanians, Turks, Roma, Muslim Macedonians and Bosnians. Since 
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Albanians comprise the biggest Muslim group in Macedonia, they felt they should be 
the front-runners in the battle with the state for an equal status of Islam within the state. 
The Macedonian state has made attempts to control the Islamic Religious Community of 
Macedonia through the appointment of a Slavic Macedonian as its head.

 

International Muslim influence has come to Macedonia from neighbouring Kosovo. 
Several Saudi-funded mosques have been built in the Albanian villages. As a result, a 
power struggle seems to have begun within the Islamic Religious Community between 
the moderate mainstream and the radical (Wahhabi) wing. The leaders of the Islamic 
Religious Community in Macedonia do not deny the presence of the Wahhabis in the 
country. The Wahhabi sect controls five mosques in Skopje.

The number of Turkey-based organisations increased their presence in Macedonia in the 
field of religion, culture and education. 

Due to their marginal status in education and politics, Roma have little influence on major 
Islamic institutions within the country. There have been complaints from local Muslim 
Roma groups that the Albanian dominated Islamic Religious Community of Macedonia 
has attempted to expend its control over their communities. 

There are 580 mosques throughout Macedonia. In the last 10 years, 350 new mosques 
were built in Macedonia, of which as many as 88 are in the Skopje-Tetovo-Gostivar area 
and in villages located under the Shar Mountain.

 Some are in completely uninhabited locations in Suva Gora and on the western slopes 
of Mt Vodno. 

The small yet active Catholic community of Macedonia bears the legacy of Saints Cyril 
and Methodius and of Mother Teresa, born and raised in Skopje.

The Catholic Church first appeared in Macedonia in 350. The Macedonian Byzantine 
Catholic Church was established in 1918. 

Currently, there are about 20,000 members of the Catholic Church in Macedonia.

The Catholics in Macedonia belong to the Latin (Roman) and to the Eastern (Byzantine) 
Rites. Around 5,000 Macedonians are Roman Catholics and around 15,000 are Uniats 
(Eastern Rites Catholics). The Catholics in Macedonia are not homogeneous in ethnic 
terms. The Uniats are almost exclusively Macedonians, while the majority of the Roman 
Catholics are Croats, Albanians, Poles, Slovenes and Hungarians. 

Both rites are united in Macedonia under the jurisdiction of Monsignor Kiro Stoyanov who 
has a bi-ritual function in his capacity as Bishop of the Roman Catholic Diocese of Skopje, 
and of Apostolic Exarch with full jurisdiction over the Uniats in Macedonia.

Uniats acknowledge the Pope in Rome as their highest spiritual leader. The opposition 
between Uniats and Orthodox Christians is only in terms of administrative subordination 
to different centres and not in terms of religious rituals. 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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There are around 30 missionaries from male and female congregations from the Latin and 
the Eastern rites in Macedonia. The male orders are represented by a Lazarist brothers from 
the order of St Vincent of Paul of the Latin rites. There are around 10 Eucharistine sisters 
of the Eastern Rites. The rest of the Sisters belong to the Latin Rite orders of St Vincent 
de Paul, the Holy Cross and the Missionaries of Charity of Calcutta. 

There are 11 Catholic churches in Macedonia and 20 priests of both rites. 

The Catholic Church in Macedonia enjoys good relations with the representatives of the two 
other main religions in the country. According to Mons Stojanov, the Catholic Church tries 
to help the Orthodox Christians and the Muslims in Macedonia reconcile their positions. 

The only Jewish community in Macedonia is based in Skopje and has 250 members, most 
of them Sephardic Jews.

The constant construction of new churches, chapels, high crosses, minarets and mosques 
has been changing the Macedonian landscape for the past decade. The Macedonian 
Orthodox Church sees the construction of churches as a way of repelling the “invading 
tendencies of the Muslims”, who are beginning to settle in traditionally Christian areas.
 For the Islamic Religious Community the erection of a series of historical monuments and 
new churches is a state project to prove the Orthodox character of the country.

In 2001 the country experienced an armed conflict between the central government 
and ethnic Albanian guerrilla fighters. The conflict ended in August of that year with the 
signing of the Ohrid Framework Agreement. However, internal relations between the eth-
nic Macedonians and ethnic Albanians have remained the most sensitive issue affecting 
the country’s security, with potential impact regarding entry into the European Union.
 

Incidents 

No incidents have been noted. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

The Islamic and Ottoman heritage in Macedonia remains a source of disagreement 
between Albanians and Macedonians.

There are centres where radical Islam is preached in Macedonia. This does not necessarily 
mean that Wahhabism is becoming a trend. Macedonia is oriented towards EU member-
ship and it is not in the state’s interest to see its Muslim populations radicalized.

However, this does not mean that various international Islamist fundamentalists will not 
make any further attempt to spread their influence and eventually change the face of 
Islam in the country.
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Other challenges that Macedonia needs to gradually overcome include: internal friction 
and conflict within the Orthodox community and increasing religious diversity caused 
by immigration.

Today in Macedonia, extreme secularism often clashes with the established, conservative 
cultural values rooted in religion. The teaching of religion in public schools, the ways that 
religious minorities publicly manifest their cultural values, the definition of abortion, the 
nature of homosexuality, and the lack of interest towards religion among young people 
are all new subjects to which the modern Republic of Macedonia has to pay attention.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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MALAUI 

 

mALAWI

  AREA POPULATION1

 zChristian: 82%

 zMuslim: 13%

 zOthers: 5%

RELIGION

  118.484km² 17.964.697

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Malawi lies at the point where the predominantly Christian populations of 
southern Africa meet the region of East Africa where Islam has also been strongly repre-
sented for centuries. In Malawi, Catholics are 21 percent of all Christians and as such are 
the largest Christian group, followed by the Church of Central Africa Presbyterian.2 There 
are also smaller groups of Anglicans, Baptists, Adventists and Evangelicals, as well as those 
of other faiths, including Hindus, Baha’is, Jews and Rastafarians. Meanwhile, Muslims make 
up a strong minority. The form of Islam practised in Malawi is 90 percent Sunni. Most of 
the Muslims live along the shores of Lake Malawi, one of the largest inland lakes in Africa.

The constitution guarantees freedom of religion.3 Religious groups are required by law 
to register with the authorities.4 However, the content of their belief and their activities 
are not monitored by the state. Religious studies – Bible knowledge, moral and reli-
gious education – is compulsory in primary schools, depending on the religious faith or 
denomination of the pupils. According to the constitution, the aim here is to overcome 
religious intolerance.5 Apart from this, there is a broad spectrum of religious educational 
establishments in Malawi. In addition to the different faith schools, these include radio 
and television stations which operate without state interference, provided the broadcasts 
“are not offensive to the religious convictions of any section of the population”.6 

Incidents

There were no particular institutional changes or noteworthy events in relation to reli-
gious freedom during the period in question. In the majority Muslim district of Mangochi, 
however, there were massive protests by Muslims against a local school official for inclu-
ding Bible knowledge in the primary school syllabus, instead of the broader moral and 
religious education course. Protesters forcibly removed his belongings from his office and 
living quarters and threw them on the street. He was later transferred to another district.7

Despite this particular incident, relations between religions and faith communities in Malawi 
are generally marked by mutual respect, as reflected by the various bodies who worked 



m
AL

AW
I

420

together on the Malawi Electoral Support Network on human rights and civic education 
issues. These included the Interfaith Public Affairs Committee, the Muslim Association of 
Malawi, the Quadria Muslim Association of Malawi, the Islamic Information Bureau and 
the Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace. Members of the different faiths have also 
worked together in various areas of business and civil life.8

There is however a growing problem of xenophobic attacks on Malawian migrants and 
migrant workers across the border in South Africa.9 On 22nd April 2015 Vatican Radio 
reported on recurrent episodes of violence in that country. In one attack in early April 
2015, seven people were killed. 300 people were arrested for the attacks. The initial cause 
was an inflammatory speech by the Zulu king. It led to a spate of violent attacks against 
migrants from other parts of Africa, including many from Malawi and neighbouring states 
such as Zimbabwe and Mozambique. A primary cause has been the frustration of local 
South African people at high unemployment. Many migrants were forced to flee their 
homes and seek shelter in improvised refugee camps, while their homes and businesses 
were looted and burned. According to the UNHCR, more than 5,000 people had already 
been made homeless by the time of the Vatican Radio report.10 Enrico Casale, reporting 
in the journal Africa, published by the White Fathers, an African missionary congregation, 
observes that these confrontations are nothing new. He said: “Of course, it is the constant 
repetition of a phenomenon that has already veritably exploded in the last few years. In 
South Africa, although it is a strongly developed country, there are profound economic 
differences. On the one side, we have a small percentage of rich people: the whites and 
the newly-rich blacks. And, on the other side, we have a huge number of poor. And now 
this extremely poor section of the population is in conflict with the migrants, because 
of the lack of jobs.”11 He added: “I do not think that South Africa can quickly resolve the 
problem. More than 20 years after the end of apartheid, there are still huge differences 
in South Africa. But these long political processes are going to take a lot of time; it is 
certainly not going to happen quickly.”12

Prospects for freedom of religion

Clearly, much-talked-about solidarity among African nations has its limits when it comes 
to the question of how to deal with the refugees and migrants from the poorest countries, 
such as Malawi. And, on top of this, according to reports from the UNHCR in January 2016, 
there are a growing number of refugees from Mozambique arriving in Malawi.13 These 
are people who have fled the fighting between units of the Mozambican government in 
Maputo and the opposition RENAMO rebels. Most of the 1,300 or so refugees registered 
in January 2016 were from the Tete province in the west of Mozambique. They reported 
that Mozambican government troops, seeking out rebel fighters, had attacked their 
villages and persecuted the fleeing inhabitants. According to the UNHCR, the situation 
of the refugees had sharply deteriorated by the beginning of 2016 because the influx of 
refugees was continuing and there was now a danger of disease (above all cholera and 
malaria). Caring for these refugees, both socially and pastorally, is now an additional chal-
lenge for the Churches and religious communities. As experience has shown, where there 
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is extreme poverty and members of different religions live close together, the danger of 
religiously motivated tensions can also arise.

Endnotes
1 CIA, The World Factbook 2016, estimate July 2015
2 U. S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
3 Constitution of the Republic of Malawi, Article 33 “Freedom of conscience”, http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/

en/text.jsp?file_id=218796
4 U. S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
5 Ibid..
6 Ibid..
7 Ibid..
8 Ibid..; U. S. State Department: International Religious Freedom Report for 2013
9 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/04/22/s%C3%BCdafrika_fremdenfeindliche_%C3%BCbergriffe_

auf_migranten/1138739
10 Ibid..
11 Ibid..
12 Ibid..
13 http://www.unhcr.org/5698dbff6.html
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mALAYSIA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 9,2%
(Christian: 6,1% – Protestant: 3,1%)

 zHindus: 6,3%

 zBuddhist: 19,8%

 zMuslim: 61,3%
(Sunni: 60% – Shia: 1,3%)

 zOthers: 3,4%

RELIGION1

  330.000km2 31.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

“I wish to reiterate the Government’s stand that we will continue our efforts in ensuring that 
no Malaysians will be left behind as we progress towards an advanced nation and we remain 
steadfast in upholding the freedom of religion as enshrined in our constitution.” These are the 
words of the Malaysian Prime Minister, Najib Razak, in his blog for 24th December 2015 – a 
public holiday for all Malaysians. His was a message wishing a happy Christmas to all the Chri-
stians of the country.2 Through this message, and similar messages which the prime minister 
has addressed to other religious communities on their major feast days, it would seem that 
Malaysia is being faithful to its reputation as a liberal and tolerant Muslim country. However, 
the reality is somewhat more complex.

According to the Constitution, Islam is “the religion of the Federation”. 

Religion and politics are never far apart in Malaysia, a country whose constitution, in article 11, 
states that “every person has the right to profess and practise his religion”, but at the same time 
(Clause 4) confers on state and federal law the power to “control or restrict the propagation of 
any religious doctrine or belief among persons professing the religion of Islam”.3 

This interpenetration of the religious and political spheres is paralleled by a narrowly ethnic 
concept of citizenship – the Malaysian texts speak here of “race”. In fact, article 160 of the 
constitution defines a “Malay” as among other things “a person who professes the religion of 
Islam…” The Malays – who are said to represent 55 percent of the population – are defined as 
distinct from other ethnic minorities of Chinese and Indian origin. While the majority of the 
ethnic minorities originally from China and India are Buddhist, Hindu or Christian, they are 
free in principle to convert to Islam. Conversion, however, is forbidden to Malays (in the ethnic 
sense of the term, distinguished from Malaysians, who are the citizens of the Federation of 
Malaysia), since apostasy from Islam is a crime according to the law. 

The decline of the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), the ruling party since indepen-
dence in 1957, further complicates the situation. At the last parliamentary elections in 2013, the 
coalition representing the opposition parties actually succeeded in gaining a majority (50.87 
percent of the votes cast), while the ruling coalition, the Barisan Nasional – which is dominated 
by the UMNO – only managed to gain 47.38 percent of the vote.4 Despite its majority, owing 
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to the composition of the electoral boundaries and the first-past-the-post majority system, 
the opposition coalition, the Pakatan Rakyat, only managed to gain 89 of the 222 seats in the 
federal parliament. Meanwhile, the Barisan Nasional retained its 133 seats, though without 
regaining the two-thirds majority that it lost during the elections of 2008.5 

Despite being weakened in the chamber, the UMNO has nonetheless succeeded in the years 
since 2013 in overcoming the opposition coalition.6 That said, the opposition was already 
undermined by major divisions between the DAP, a party that traditionally represents the 
Chinese, a rural party of Islamic fundamentalists (the PAS) and the PKR, the party of the 
charismatic opposition figure Anwar Ibrahim. Mr Ibrahim has been serving a five-year prison 
sentence since 2015. He was charged with “sodomy” – a crime in Malaysia – on grounds alle-
gedly fabricated as a means of removing a political opponent.7 

Since the 2013 elections, Prime Minister Najib Razak has continued to lose credibility. He 
has been assailed on all sides by very serious allegations of corruption. He has notably been 
unable to explain the crediting of the sum of 610 million Euros to his private bank account.8 
The political situation has deteriorated to such a degree that in December 2014 a group of 
25 leading Malay Muslims, including former senior figures such as judges, ambassadors and 
generals, signed an open letter stating that the country was “sliding slowly towards religious 
extremism and violence”. They expressed their profound concern at an increase in Islamic 
radicalism, a situation that had been tolerated, and indeed encouraged, by the government 
through political calculation.9 A little over a year later, the situation has not improved and, in 
a series of critical commentaries, from March 2016 onwards, the UK magazine The Economist 
published three damning articles about Malaysia. One of these states: “Under the prime mini-
ster, Najib Razak, the country is regressing at alarming speed. Its politics stinks, its economy is 
in trouble, and there are worrying signs that the government is not above stirring up ethnic 
and religious divisions.”10

Incidents

Among government actions which stirred up ethnic and religious division was a plan carried 
out on 9th January 2015 titled: “One soul, one Qur’an”, an initiative sponsored by the Islamic 
Information Service (IIS), a prominent and influential Islamic organisation.11 This programme 
involved the free distribution of one million copies of the Qur’an to the non-Muslims of Malay-
sia. The organisation, whose declared goal is to “make Islam known to the world”, presented 
this as an initiative aimed at dispelling the “misconceptions” about Islam and fighting against 
“Islamophobia” and the notion that Islam is “a cruel religion”. The plan was to distribute one 
million copies of the Qur’an, printed not in Arabic, but in Tamil, Chinese, English and Malay 
– all languages used by the various members of the non-Muslim population of Malaysia. “It 
will be up to the non-Muslims whether to accept [the copies of the Qur’an] or not”, states the 
communiqué released by the foundation. It adds that the identities of the people receiving 
the copies of the Qur’an “will not be revealed”.

In a country where the principal Catholic newspaper has been banned from using the word 
Allah to refer to God both in its Malay language columns and in Bibles,12 and where customs 
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officials seize consignments of Bibles from neighbouring Indonesia and insist they are labelled 
with the words “For Christians only”,13 the deliberate dissemination of the Qur’an among the 
believers of other religions is a highly sensitive subject. The Malaysian Council of Buddhism, 
Christianity, Hinduism, Sikhism and Taoism (MCCBCHST) published a declaration denouncing 
this initiative and calling on non-Muslims to refuse to accept any Qur’ans offered them.14

To the MCCBCHST, a body that in recent years has become the main interlocutor with regard 
to the authorities on inter-religious matters, the initiative by the IIS was unacceptable because 
it had been carried out “in bad faith”. The stated objective of the initiative, namely to “com-
bat misconceptions in regard to Islam” does not, they declare, “hold water, since it is not the 
non-Muslims but the Muslims themselves who hold false perceptions” about Islam. “It is 
Muslims who are indulging in killing and condemnation of other religions and religionists. 
Therefore, the need is for Muslims to be educated on the true teachings of Islam and not the 
non-Muslims”, the communiqué of the MCCBCHST insists.

The MCCBCHST goes on to point out that Muslim Malaysians forcibly resist being brought 
into contact with a non-Islamic religion. These Muslims appeal to Article 11, Clause 4 of the 
Federal Constitution, which authorises the state to “control or restrict the propagation of any 
religious doctrine or belief among persons professing the religion of Islam”. The MCCBCHST 
points out that the very point of this article is to protect the faith of Muslims. The maxim “Do 
not do to others what you would not like them to do to you” applies here, they say, adding 
that nothing in the above article of the constitution authorises Muslims to propagate their 
faith to non-Muslims. The group also describes the presumption that Muslims have the right 
to distribute the translated copies of the Qur’an to non-Muslims as “obnoxious”, since a similar 
right is not given to non-Muslims. 

Various other incidents show the authorities’ desire to allow a radical tendency within Malay-
sian Islam in order to rally the support of a Muslim electorate otherwise tempted to turn away 
from a political party wearied by decades of uninterrupted power. The UMNO – now allied 
with the radical Islamist PAS party (formerly in the opposition)15 – is now playing openly to 
the ‘defence’ of a national identity which it portrays as Islamic. On 12th December 2015, the 
Universiti Teknologi Mara (UiTM), numerically the largest university in Malaysia, organised a 
study seminar – reserved for Muslims – aimed at denouncing a supposed “Christianisation” 
of the country.16 The university, with at least 4,000 academic staff and 172,000 students, is 
distinguished by the fact that its students are recruited exclusively from among the Malays and 
bumiputeras (“sons of the soil”) as part of a programme of “positive discrimination” aimed at 
favouring the economic and social advancement of the section of the population of Malaysia 
considered as ethnic Malay.

This was the second year in succession that the university had organised a colloquium of this 
kind. Entitled Ancaman Gerakan Pemurtadan Kristianisasi (“the tendency to apostasy and the 
threat of Christianisation”), the seminar was organised by the faculty of contemporary Islamic 
studies on the campus in Lendu, south of Kuala Lumpur in the state of Malacca. According to 
Najah Raihan Sakrani, a university spokesman: “The programme dealt with different histori-
cal and contemporary subjects, including the threats represented by the Islamic State, Shi‘a 
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Muslims, terrorism and indeed also the Crusades.” According to one individual who attended 
the seminar and who spoke anonymously to the

information website Malaysiakini,17 a popular topic was the use of the word “Allah” in the Malay 
language Bible – a recurring issue of controversy in recent years – as well as issues surrounding 
the Pope, the Christians in Indonesia and the Crusades. One of the speakers had even asserted 
that the Christians were trying to convert the Muslims with the help of the “Three G’s”, namely 
“Gold, Glory and the Gospel”.

The seminar, which was attended by several hundred people, was reserved for Muslims and 
held behind closed doors. The university spokesman, Najah Raihan Sakrani, said: “The Christian 
students were dispensed, because we did not want to arouse controversy or to have people 
accuse us of trying to convert them to Islam.” Among the speakers was a senior member of 
the police from the state of Malacca, a member of the Special Branch of the Royal Malaysian 
Police, a fact later confirmed and justified by the Head of Police in Malacca, who maintained 
that it was “legitimate for the police to take part in a colloquium whose aim was “to reinforce 
the faith” (akidah) of the Muslims, above all among the student population”. 

The previous year, in May 2014, the UiTM had courted controversy when it organised another 
colloquium on its Shah Alam campus, near Kuala Lumpur, entitled Cabaran dan Ancaman 
Kristianisasi di Malaysia (“Threats and challenges posed by the Christianisation of Malaysia”). 
One of the speakers had even posed as a Catholic priest from Indonesia. He “explained” to 
the students about “the danger of Christianisation” that was threatening the south-east Asian 
archipelago (Indonesia and Malaysia). On that occasion too there were vehement protests 
among the Christian communities of Malaysia.18

When the UiTM held their seminar on a similar subject 18 months later, there were more lively 
reactions. On 17th December 2015 the Christian Federation of Malaysia, a body that repre-
sents almost all of the Christian communities within the country, published a communiqué 
to denounce this “particularly offensive” action.19 The statement, signed by the Reverend Eu 
Hong Seng, the president of the Christian Federation of Malaysia (CFM) read: “It is entirely 
unacceptable that a public university should use government funds to conduct activities 
which aim to demonise a religious minority.” Hong Seng, a Protestant pastor, acknowledges 
that theoretically it would be possible, in the name of “academic freedom”, to debate such a 
“supposed threat of ‘Christianisation’. However, in practice this form of debate would require an 
exchange of soundly-based arguments rooted in balanced and objective research, and would 
not be based on “unverified assertions and irrelevant anecdotes”. The federation called on the 
government to “put a stop” to these activities”: “as we approach the Christmas celebrations, 
we remind the government of Malaysia of its constitutional obligation to protect, promote 
and defend the freedom of religion and the basic freedoms of ALL Malaysians and not simply 
those of the Muslim majority of the population.”

The difficulties confronting Malaysians are not, however, limited to such propaganda campai-
gns aimed at disseminating Islam among non-Muslims or at fostering a sort of siege mentality 
among Muslims themselves on the pretext that their religion is under threat. They also relate 
to the issue of distinguishing between the respective roles of the civil and the Shari‘a courts. 
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The latter are qualified to make decisions only for Muslims, but modern social developments, 
notably around marriage and divorce between members of different religions, for example, 
can generate legal situations that are as insoluble as they are painful.

Such was the case with the ruling of the Court of Appeal of Putrajaya on 30th December 2015 
concerning a couple who had divorced and were disputing custody of their children. “One 
doesn‘t know whether to laugh or cry when a civil court advises a non-Muslim to have recourse 
to an Islamic court in order to defend his civil rights.” This was the comment made on the 
aforementioned ruling by the Malaysian Indians’ Progressive Association (MIPAS), an organi-
sation which defends the interests of the Indian majority within the Malaysian population.20

The case involves two Hindu Malaysians who married in a civil marriage ceremony in 1993. In 
April 2009 the husband, K. Pathmanathan, who had converted to Islam and taken the name 
Muhammad Riduan Abdullah, went to the family home and abducted his three children, 
Prasana Diksa (then aged 11 months), Karan Dinish (aged 11) and Tevi Darsiny (aged 12). He 
then converted them to Islam. In March 2010 a civil court granted custody to the children’s 
mother, but the father refused to accept this judgement, arguing that a Shari’a court had 
already granted him custody of the children. In July 2013 his ex-wife, Indira Gandhi, obtained 
a judgement in her favour from the High Court of Ipoh, the capital of the state of Perak in 
peninsular Malaysia. The judges declared it unconstitutional to force a minor to convert to 
another religion without the consent of both parents.

However, on 30th December 2015 the Appeal Court in Putrajaya gave its verdict in response 
to an appeal against the earlier judgement (of July 2013). In a majority verdict of two judges 
to one, the court stated that in relation to Tevi Darsiny, who was now regarded as an adult, 
it was up to the young woman herself to decide on her own religious faith. As for the two 
other children, who were still minors (the youngest, now seven, lives with her father while 
the other, Karan Dinish, lives with his mother), the court stated that “the determination of the 
validity of [their] conversion to the Islamic faith is a question of a strictly religious nature and 
consequently belongs exclusively to the jurisdiction of the Shari’a court.”

The appeal in this instance had not been made by the father of the children alone. In fact, 
five other parties supported him: the Office of Islamic Affairs of the State of Perak (JAIPK), the 
Register of Muslims, the State of Perak, the Ministry of Education and the Federal Government 
of Malaysia. The number and prominence of the parties supporting the (Muslim) father clearly 
shows the importance this affair to the Malaysian public authorities.

For the lawyer representing the plaintiff (the wife) the matter is likewise of “capital” importance; 
it shows how many non-Muslims find themselves facing an impasse. It is almost unthinkable 
that a Shari’a court would find in favour of a non-Muslim woman trying to prove the invalidity 
of the conversion to Islam of her underage children. Yet, she, as a non-Muslim cannot expect 
any further help from the federal court – the highest authority in the civil justice system – 
when it recognises the right of a father to convert his children to another religion without the 
consent of his wife, their mother.

Of the three presiding judges, all Muslim Malaysians, the judge who expressed the minority 
view in favour of the plaintiff has stated that “in order to avoid creating mistrust and in order 
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to favour harmony” between the ethnic and religious communities who make up Malaysia, 
“all Malaysians should adhere strictly to the Rukun Negara”, the “principles of the nation” that 
had been established after the violent “interracial” riots of May 1969. These principles clearly 
state that the Shari’a courts do not have jurisdiction over non-Muslims.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Assessment of individual cases clearly shows that the defence of religious freedom depends 
on the need to establish a clear hierarchy of laws.

According to the Coalition for Clean and Fair Elections, which is close to the political opposi-
tion, the judgement of the appeal court of 30th December 2015 is alarming and the Malaysian 
people should question its validity. Quite apart from the tragi-comic aspects of the judicial 
saga set in train more than 10 years earlier by Indira Gandhi, the judges of the Court of Appeal 
had issued a judgement that was “heavy with implications”, the coalition stated. Following the 
litigation over the use of the word “Allah” by Christians, this case in the civil law has reopened 
the debate on the place of the Islamic courts within the Malaysian judicial system. Faced with 
a population less and less inclined to allow itself to be locked into narrowly defined criteria 
of “racial” and religious adherence, many Malaysian jurists believe it imperative that all the 
respective roles of the civil and Shari’a courts within the country be strictly defined, just as it 
is clearly necessary to specify the hierarchy between the federal constitution, the federal laws 
and the various laws promulgated within the different states of the Malaysian Federation.

Faced with these more or less successful attempts to Islamise society, the religious minorities 
in Malaysia have every reason to be concerned. With the political authority now weakened, 
social attitudes towards religious minorities are becoming increasingly intolerant. Further, 
those media outlets that Malaysians still have to inform themselves are now suffering the 
consequences. On 14th March 2016 the online information website, The Malaysian Insider, was 
closed down by its financial backers “for economic reasons”.21 Given that the printed media 
are largely controlled by the ruling authorities, this website had become one of the principal 
channels of independent information on Malaysia.
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

For most people, the Maldives conjure up images of a paradise of tropical beaches, or 
alternatively, the threat of global warming hanging over this archipelago of almost 1,200 
islands, only 188 of which are inhabited. It is true that the country welcomes more than 
a million tourists each year – yet these tourists do little more than pass through the 
international airport, which is situated on an island close to Malé, the island capital. Here, 
almost 150,000 people are crammed into a space of barely six km², making this capital 
city one of the most densely populated territories in the world.3 The tourists then travel 
on to the island atolls, with their numerous luxury hotels, without ever encountering 
the overtly Muslim identity of this country, in which Islam is the state religion and nearly 
everybody is a Sunni Muslim. 

Maldives is directly exposed to the threat of climate change as it is the most low-lying 
country in the world. The average height of the land is no more than 1.8 metres above sea 
level. While the government appears to have abandoned earlier plans to purchase new 
land in a neighbouring country – the Maldives are around 280 miles, or 450 kilometres to 
the south of India – there is a real risk of being submerged by rising sea levels. The capital, 
Malé, is, in fact, ringed by a dike which it is hoped will protect it from the rising ocean.

A move to democracy aborted 

However, the political reality in recent years has been dominated not so much by the 
economic or environmental problems, but rather by the hardening of the ruling presi-
dential regime. In 2008, after 30 years under President Maumoon Abdul Gayoom, the 
(Islamic) Republic of the Maldives seemed to be ready to take the path to a multi-party 
democracy, and new president Mohamed Nasheed, was even democratically elected – a 
first for the country. However, democracy is still struggling to assert itself in this former 
British colony. The rise to power of Mohamed Nasheed, a former journalist, ecologist and 
indefatigable activist, had in fact translated into a wind of freedom, and the country had 
adopted a new constitution which, notably, affirmed the independence of the judiciary. 
But in 2012, after three rather disappointing years in terms of reforms introduced, Presi-

 zChristian: 0,4%

 zBuddhist: 0,6%

 zMuslim: 98,4%
(Sunni: 98,4%)

 zOthers: 0,6%
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dent Nasheed ordered the arrest of the Chief Justice of the criminal court on suspicion 
of corruption. This action was followed by unrest, which ended with the resignation of 
the president himself. In the subsequent presidential elections in 2013, amid widespread 
allegations of irregularities, the Gayoom family once again took power in the person of 
Abdulla Yameen Gayoom, the half-brother of the former dictator. He was sworn in as 
president on 17th November 2013.

Since then, President Abdulla Yameen Gayoom has exercised power in an increasingly 
authoritarian way. Weakened by an assassination attempt in September 2015, as he was 
returning from a pilgrimage to Mecca – an incident that has still not been fully clarified 
to this day – and tarnished by a massive corruption scandal, the president has made a 
whole series of arbitrary arrests, some even involving the highest levels of government. 
In the space of a few months, two vice-presidents were accused of treason, and two 
defence ministers were put behind bars.4 On 22nd February 2015 there was the very public 
arrest, in the street, of the former president, Mohamed Nasheed. His sentencing to 13 
years imprisonment for “terrorism” followed a trial marked by irregularities.5 In January 
2016, after obtaining permission to leave the country for medical treatment in London, 
Mohamed Nasheed took advantage of the opportunity to burnish his image as the “Nel-
son Mandela” of the Maldives. In early February 2016 he appeared in a video addressing 
several thousands of Maldivians, gathered in Malé. He said: “We are not going to let our 
arms fall in despair while there is a risk of losing our wealth and our heritage because of 
corruption.”

Mohamed Nasheed has succeeded in dramatically raising his international public pro-
file by enlisting as his legal defence the highly media savvy Amal Clooney, wife of actor 
George Clooney. In response, the Maldives’ government enlisted the services of Omnia 
Strategy, the legal firm of Cherie Blair, wife of former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair.6 Against 
this backdrop of legal conflict between leading political groups, radical Islam continues 
to prosper in the Maldives.

Article10 of the constitution of 2008 states that: “(a) The religion of the State of the Mal-
dives is Islam. Islam shall be the one of the basis (sic) of all the laws of the Maldives,” and 
“(b) No law contrary to any tenet of Islam shall be enacted in the Maldives.”

Article 9(d) states that: “A non-Muslim may not become a citizen of the Maldives.” Hence 
the Maldives’ government claims that the country is 100 percent Muslim. This official sta-
tistic quite obviously ignores the presence on the archipelago of a significant immigrant 
population, estimated at anywhere between 50,000 and 100,000 people, most of them 
from southern Asia (Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, India and Pakistan), who work in the hotels 
on the various atolls, and not all of whom are Muslims.

Article 19 states: “A citizen is free to engage in any conduct or activity that is not expressly 
prohibited by Islamic Shari‘a or by law.”

Article 27 grants “the right to freedom of thought and the freedom to communicate 
opinions and expression”, but only “in a manner that is not contrary to any tenet of Islam”.
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Article 67 states that it is the responsibility of every citizen “to promote democratic values 
and practices in a manner that is not inconsistent with any tenet of Islam” and also “to 
preserve and protect the State religion of Islam, it’s culture, language and heritage of 
the country”.

Article 100 states that the president and the vice-president may be removed from office 
in the case of a “direct violation of a tenet of Islam, the constitution or law”. And, in taking 
the oath for any public office, every official is required to swear “in the name of Allah the 
all-powerful” and also to say: “I will respect the Muslim religion.”

Even the educational system is constitutionally obliged to promote Islam. Article 36 (c) 
states: “Education shall strive to inculcate obedience to Islam, instil love for Islam, foster 
respect for human rights, and promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among 
all people.” Article 70(c) states that: “The People’s Majlis shall not pass any law that con-
travenes any tenet of Islam.”

Article 142 refers to the courts: “When deciding matters on which the constitution or the 
law is silent, Judges must consider Shari‘a.” And article 149, referring to the qualifications 
for judges, states that, in addition to their other qualifications, a judge must “be a Muslim 
and a follower of a Sunni school of Islam”.

Article 274 of the constitution also defines a “tenet of Islam” as meaning “the Holy Qur’an 
and those principles of Shari‘a whose provenance is not in dispute from among those 
found in the Sunna of the Noble Prophet, and those principles derived from these two 
foundations”. It defines the term “Islamic Shari‘a” as meaning “the Holy Qur’an and the 
ways preferred by the learned people within the community and followers of the Sunnah 
in relation to criminal, civil, personal and other matters found in the Sunna”.

In addition to these restrictions in the constitution, the 1994 Law on the Protection of 
Religious Unity seeks to unify the practice and preaching of Islam, and, at the same time 
to limit or prohibit the practice and expression of all religions other than Sunni Islam. 
According to article 2 of this law, which was published in the official government jour-
nal in September 2011, government permission is obligatory for the giving of sermons 
and talks on Islam. Under article 4, these sermons, talks, or teachings are not permitted 
to contradict Islam, nor the general consensus established among the learned Muslim 
scholars, nor the Qur’an, the Sunna or the hadiths.

Article 4 likewise bans any preaching by other religions, while article 6 states: “It is for-
bidden on the Maldives to propagate any faith other than Islam, or to make the least 
effort intended to convert any person to a religion other than Islam. It is likewise illegal 
to publicly exhibit any symbols or slogans belonging to a religion other than Islam, or to 
incite interest in regard to them.”

Similarly, under article 7 of this same law, it is illegal in the Maldives “to carry or exhibit 
in public any books on other religions (than Islam), any books or texts which promote or 
propagate other religions, and likewise the translation into the Divehi language of any 
of these books and texts on other religions.”
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Article 9 states: “It is illegal for non-Muslims living on the Maldives, and for non-Muslims 
visiting the Maldives, to express their religious slogans in public and to exercise any 
religious activities by forming groups and conducting such activities in public places, or 
involving Maldivians in their activities of this kind.” And finally, article 10 states: “It is ille-
gal to possess, distribute or disseminate programmes, writings, works of art or publicity 
on religions other than Islam.” The penalty for any infringement of these laws, according 
to article 12, is between two and five years’ imprisonment for Maldivian citizens while, 
in the case of foreigners, they “must be handed over to the ministry of immigration and 
emigration with a view to their expulsion”.

Religious liberty in practice

There is no freedom to convert from Islam to any other religion, or to express any disbelief 
in regard to Islam. No other religion may be taught in the country except Sunni Islam. 
The Maldives authorities claim that foreigners living in the country are free to practise 
their religion in private, but in the past a number of Christian expatriates have been 
either arrested or expelled for having taken part in religious worship in private homes.7 
All foreign visitors arriving in the Maldives are required to sign a declaration stating that 
they are not carrying any pornographic material, any idols, any alcohol, any pork meat 
or any “materials contrary to Islam”.8 In the hotels for foreigners on the atolls alcohol is 
available, but it is contrary to the law to offer alcohol to a Maldivian.

As far as a Christian presence in the Maldives, the only certainty is that there is not a single 
Christian church or place of worship in the country. Christian Maldivians have nowhere 
to meet and do everything they possibly can not to be discovered. Christians are forced 
to live their faith in the greatest secrecy because they know what awaits them if they are 
discovered. Officially, there are no Maldivian Christians, but only Christian expatriates. The 
official import of Bibles and other Christian literature is absolutely prohibited. Evangeli-
sation in any form is forbidden and is a punishable offence. No foreign religious group is 
allowed to set up a centre or a local office in the country, still less any place of worship, 
with the sole exception of Sunni Muslim mosques.

No criticism of the official version of Islam is tolerated in any form whatsoever, not only 
on account of the law but also for social reasons.

Even the preaching and teaching of Islam itself can only be carried out by individuals 
authorised by the Ministry of Islamic Affairs, or after having obtained permission from 
the authorities. 

Incidents

According to human rights organisation Amnesty International, religious vigilantes have 
carried out a growing number of abductions and attacks, apparently with the complicity 
of the police, against social gatherings, and in particular against those alleged to be pro-
moting “atheism”. In 2015, these gangs even attacked peaceful demonstrators, again with 
the complicity of the police, and not one person has been brought to justice regarding 
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these attacks. Amnesty has described these attacks as part of what it calls an “alarming” 
deterioration in the human rights situation in the country.9

Prospects for freedom of religion

In recent years, graffiti has appeared in many places on the walls of the capital, and on 
some of the other islands, calling on people to join the ranks of Islamist terror movement 
Daesh. Nor is the influence of Daesh limited to just a few slogans, but is translated into 
significant levels of recruitment. Western and Indian intelligence agencies estimate that 
around 200 Maldivians, out of a population of 359,000, are in Syria and Iraq at the time 
of writing, so the Maldives can be considered as a recruitment camp for DAESH (ISIS).

According to Indian journalist Praveen Swami, a specialist in security issues writing in 
the Indian Express newspaper, this is the largest single contingent of any country in the 
world in proportion to its national population.10 There are various reasons for this. Firstly 
there are the close links forged between the Maldivian jihadist networks and Pakistani 
extremist groups. Another is the apparent failure of the authorities to investigate these 
links, and their recruitment networks, which operate via the social media. The Indian 
daily comments: “For tourism-dependent Maldives, the prospect of attacks on Western 
tourists staying at isolated resorts scattered across the country’s more than 2,600 (sic) 
islands is a growing concern.”
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7 Compass Direct News, 12 August 2010 : « Prospects of Religious Freedom Appear Grim in Islamic Maldi-
ves » (https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2010/08-August/23856/ )

8 Ibid.
9 Amnesty International, 24 April 2015 : « Maldives. Les droits humains sont mis à mal tandis que les auto-

rités intensifient la répression » (http://www.amnesty.fr/Maldives-Les-droits-humains-sont-mis-mal-tan-
dis-que-les-autorites-intensifient-la-repression-14974 )

10 The Indian Express, 15 April 2015: “From Kerala family to ex-gangster, Islamic State pulls Maldives men”, 
http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/from-kerala-family-to-ex-gangster-is-pulls-maldi-
ves-men
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  AREA POPULATION

AFGHANISTAN
RELIGION

 

 zChristian: 3,2%1

(Christian: 2,1% – Protestant: 1,1%)

 zMuslim: 95%
(Sunni: 95%)

 zOthers: 1%

mALI
RELIGION

MALI 

 

  AREA POPULATION2

   1.240.192km² 16.955.536

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

During the period under review, the security situation in Mali remained highly unstable. 
This represents a problem not least for religious minorities in a country which geographi-
cally covers a large area, a Sahel state which straddles the Sahara and the subtropics. Mali 
descended into chaos in March 2012 following an army coup. When Islamist jihadists 
and rebel groups threatened to overrun the entire country, France, the colonial ruler in 
Mali until 1960, intervened militarily.3 In early 2013, French units, supported by African 
troops, recaptured the north of the country. The French later handed responsibility for 
the mission over to the UN force, Minusma. However, France still maintains a strong 
anti-terror unit in Mali. On 15th May 2015, the Mali government and a proportion of the 
armed insurgent groups signed a peace agreement in Bamako. Further groups seeking 
independence signed the agreement in June 2015.4 A newly created Ministry of Recon-
ciliation and Development of the North seeks to promote reconciliation among all of the 
country’s ethnic groups. While the south is considered relatively safe, the situation in the 
north remains vulnerable to attack from terrorist groups with close ties to smuggling 
operations in the region. At the time of writing, Islamist organisations, such as Al-Qaeda 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), continue to terrorise the region. They also see the United 
Nations presence as a risk to their criminal activities.5

In this predominantly Muslim country, most followers of Islam are Sunnis. Around five 
percent of the population are members of other religious communities. Of these, about 
two-thirds are Catholics, and the rest are Protestants. There are also followers of traditional 
African religions. Some Muslims and Christians incorporate indigenous traditions into 
the practice of their own faith.6

The country’s constitution – considered one of the most liberal in the Muslim world – defines 
Mali as a secular state guaranteeing equal rights for all citizens, regardless of religion.7 The 
state’s secular character is enshrined in article 2 of the constitution of 1992: “All Malians are 
born and live free and equal in their rights and duties. Any discrimination based on social 
origin, colour, language, race, sex, religion, or political opinion is prohibited.” In addition, 
article 4 states: “Every person has the right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion, 
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worship, opinion, expression, and creation in respect to the law.” Article 25 specifies: “Mali 
is an independent, sovereign, indivisible, democratic, secular, social Republic.”

The constitution thus clearly and unequivocally guarantees the right to free exercise of 
faith, along with the right to expression of faith through individual or community partici-
pation in acts of worship. In the August 1991 debates that took place before the drafting 
and ratification of the constitution, there were a few dissenting voices speaking out in 
favour of a religious, Islamic state but they failed to gain ground. 

Criminal law also follows this basic liberal approach. Under it, every form of religion-based 
discrimination is punishable by law, as are violations of the right of free exercise of religion.8 

Incidents

The situation in the north of Mali for the civilian population and for religious minorities in 
particular, remains difficult. Those who still have not fled often live in constant fear. In an 
interview with Aid to the Church in Need on 21st April 2016, Catholic priest Father Germain, 
from Mopti diocese in central Mali, reported on the tense situation faced by Christians 
in the northern cities of Gao and Timbuktu, where the Church has been in a precarious 
situation since the 2012 conflict.9 He said: “There are suicide bombers, and bombs left 
here and there. All pastoral work is on hold for the time being. The only priest, who goes 
there from time to time to celebrate Mass, has to leave by plane with an armed guard. 
Or, if he goes by car, it takes him a whole day, as distances of at least 600 to 700 km must 
be covered. And there is no possibility for him of residing there permanently. No one is 
in control. Christian or not, everyone can be hit by the same baton.”

Speaking optimistically, the priest said Christians and Muslims live peacefully “side by 
side” and that the rebellion was not religiously-motivated as some have suggested, but 
rather about the northern Azawad region’s bid for independence. He added: “There are 
two sorts of jihadists with two different visions: There are those who joined in with the 
rebels in order to gain independence for Azawad, and there are those who wanted to 
make the whole of Mali Islamic. Incidentally, they do not see eye to eye.”

The priest went on to say that proponents of Shari‘a law in Mali “were defeated”, that some 
were killed, others have fled to nearby countries, but that some were still in the country. 
These, he said, were linked to ongoing bombings and suicide attacks.

Despite the great suffering, Christian life is able to flourish in some areas of Mali. Father 
Germain reported that in 2015 in his diocese there were 1,400 baptisms, more than 
double the number in 2012. He said there were a number of conversions to Catholicism 
from followers of traditional religions. He also said the number of vocations in his diocese 
was also increasing. 

Christians are repeatedly targeted by extremists, including in the southern parts of the 
country. According to the U.S. Department of State, on 28th September 2014 three men 
entered the Catholic Church of Banakabougou in the District of Bamako and threatened 
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worshippers gathering for Mass.10 The police were able to arrest one of the men. The 
matter never came to trial, however, as perpetrator was certified to be mentally unstable.

In May 2014, young people threw stones at Christians in Niamakoro, also located in the 
District of Bamako. Three suspects were arrested and charged with violation of religious 
freedom. The case was brought to trial in September 2014. On 10th November 2014, all 
three offenders were found guilty and sentenced to three months in prison.11

In August 2014, before the peace talks re-started in Algeria between the government and 
rebel groups, religious leaders – both Muslim and Catholic – spoke out against violent 
interpretations of Islamic law. The representatives of different faiths “jointly called for 
peace among all Muslims, and organised national prayers for peace.”12 

Muslim and Christian leaders routinely condemn the violence to which Christians – but 
very often moderate Muslims as well – are exposed. In doing so, they defend Mali’s long 
tradition of peaceful coexistence between different religions and denominations.

Prospects for freedom of religion

In Mali, in common with many West African countries, issues concerning religious freedom 
are closely linked to the evolving security situation. If jihadism and associated crimina-
lity can be curbed, the situation for the Christian minority is likely to improve. Religious 
coexistence has a long tradition in Mali and is still practised in many parts of the country, 
in spite of the violence. As such, reconciliation remains a viable option. Father Germain 
said: “The Catholic Church must heighten people’s awareness by telling them that even 
though mistakes have been made, the world is still turning.”13

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_141_2.asp
2  CIA, The World Factbook 2016, estimate July 2015
3  http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13881371
4  http://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/sid_1B61934C333D83BB64C2404E47D73D07/DE/Aussen politik/La-

ender/Laenderinfos/Mali/Innenpolitik_node.html
5  http://www.dw.com/de/bundeswehr-bald-im-gef%C3%A4hrlichen-norden-von-mali/a-19166952
6  U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
7  http://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/ml/ml004en.pdf
8  U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
9  https://de.zenit.org/articles/christen-in-mali-pater-germain-im-gespraech/
10  U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
11  Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13  https://de.zenit.org/articles/christen-in-mali-pater-germain-im-gespraech/
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MALTA 

 

mALTA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 97,98%
(Christian: 95% – Others: 2,98%)

 zMuslim: 0,25%

 zOthers: 1,77%

RELIGION1

  316km2 445.426

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution2 of Malta states in article 2 that Roman Catholicism is the official state 
religion and that Roman Catholic authorities have the duty and the right to teach Catholic 
moral principles as the basis of right and wrong. It also states that the religious tenets 
of Roman Catholicism be provided in all state schools as an optional component of a 
compulsory education. Article 40 guarantees full freedom of conscience and of religious 
worship and bars the requirement of religious instruction or to show proficiency in reli-
gion. Where articles 2 and 40 are in conflict, the latter legally prevails.

The Criminal Code of Malta provides for the special protection of Roman Catholicism.3 
Articles 163, 164 and 165 outline suggested punishments for ‘crimes against the religious 
sentiment’. Article 163 states that the public vilification or offence against Catholicism 
and the vilification of its believers, ministers or objects of worship through words, gestu-
res, written matter (printed or not), pictures or visible means carries a sentence of from 
one to six months imprisonment. Article 164 extends the previous article to other “cults 
tolerated by law”, but with a maximum prison term of three months. Article 165 refers 
to impeding or disturbing a function, ceremony or service, whether Catholic or of any 
religion tolerated by law, carrying a maximum prison term of one year, extendable by a 
further year in case of the threat of violence.

Incidents

No verifiable incidents were recorded in the period covered by this report.

Prospects for freedom of religion

The prospects for religious freedom in Malta are excellent. The vast majority of migrants4 
to Malta are from the predominantly Muslim countries of Libya, Syria and Eritrea. Reports 
of religious hostility towards them, and amongst the settled religious minorities in general, 
are extremely rare.
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Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_142_2.asp
2 http://www.refworld.org/country,,,,MLT,,5716123bc7,0.html
3 http://www.justiceservices.gov.mt/DownloadDocument.aspx?app=lom&itemid=8574
4 http://www.unhcr.org.mt/charts/
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 zChristian: 95,47%
(Christian: 8,4%1 – Protestant: 80,6%2 – 
Others: 6,47%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 0,44%

 zOthers: 4,09%

mARSHALL ISLANDS
RELIGION

ISLAS MARSHALL 

 

  AREA POPULATION
   181.04km2 52.555

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Consisting of two chains of coral atolls, more than 1,000 islets make up the Marshall 
Islands. The Marshall Islands gained full independence from the USA in 1986. 

Islanders are predominantly Christian and Christianity has been the main cultural influence 
since Western missionaries first visited the islands in the nineteenth century, though 
there is no official state religion. Major religious groups include the United Church of 
Christ, Assemblies of God, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the Roman 
Catholic Church. There is the Apostolic Prefecture of the Marshall Islands and the Diocese 
of Caroline Islands. Members of the Baptist, Baha’i and no faith also account for a small 
percentage of the population. There are also fewer than 20 members of Judaism and of 
the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community.

In 2012, the Ahmadiyya Muslim Community opened its first mosque in the capital of the 
Marshall Islands, Majuro. It remains the only mosque in Oceania’s sub-region of Micronesia. 
In the years since its construction, the growing presence of the Muslim community has 
sparked debate over its right to practise its faith in the islands despite the country’s con-
stitution that promises religious freedom. Freedom House’s Freedom in the World 2015 
report describes the freedom of religious belief as being “respected in practice,”3 giving 
the nation the best possible freedom rating. The US State Department’s International 
Religious Freedom Report for 2014 stated there were “no reports of significant societal 
actions affecting religious freedom.”4

The Marshall Islands’ constitution sets out the freedom of religion in the Bill of Rights, 
Article II, Section 1 guaranteeing the free exercise of religious belief.5 The 1979 constitution 
promises equal protection under law and there are no restrictions on religious practice. 
Unlike other Micronesian regions, the Marshall Islands do not have a system for religious 
groups to register their organisations and groups are not penalised for not registering.

There is no religious education in public schools and the quality of education is reportedly 
low. Major religious groups are free to manage their own institutions though the gover-
nment does subsidise religious schools based on accreditation. Daily collective prayers 
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are not said in public schools though ordained ministers or Church officials are invited 
to begin and end government meetings with a Christian prayer. 

Traditional religious beliefs before the arrival of Christian missionaries are described by 
Every Culture as polytheistic pantheon including numerous deities with specialised areas 
of control. Over time, celebrants and authorities on such traditional faiths have been 
superseded by Christian priests and Sisters but seers are still widespread in the islands. 
Some local shrines including coral heads and coconut trees still survive and ancient 
celebrations including Ku Rijmoj, the local celebration of Christmas, are still carried out. 
Such ritual events take place with feasting, dancing and games and can last many weeks.

Incidents 

Research yielded no reports of incidents during the period under review.

Prospects for Freedom of Religion

Although religious groups in the Marshall Islands and Micronesia are free to practise their 
faith, they do face some challenges. As a group of islands in the Pacific, they are isolated 
and are not often able to access new religious materials. It has also been observed that 
the established dominant religion in society is at risk from new, more hard-line religious 
groups that have been met with suspicion from locals who have a positive existing rela-
tionship with older denominations of the Christian Church.6 Yet, it remains to be seen 
whether new religious groups will have an impact on the situation for religious freedom 
in the Marshall Islands.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_144_2.asp
2 United Church of Christ: 54.8%, Protestant Assemblies of God: 25.8%
3 https://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/marshall-islands
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238312#wrapper
5 http://www.rmiembassyus.org/Constitution/Constitution.pdf
6 http://www.micsem.org/pubs/articles/religion/frames/christmicrofr.htm
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MAURITANIA 

 

mAURITANIA
RELIGION

   1.030.700km² 3.596.702

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The vast but only very thinly populated state of Mauritania in West Africa has proclaimed 
itself an Islamic Republic ever since independence in 1960. It is one of only two Islamic 
republics in Africa, along with Gambia, which declared itself an “Islamic Republic” in 2015. 
And since Mauritania is virtually 100 percent Muslim, this fact has a profound impact on 
the reality of life in this country which straddles the transition zone between the Sahara 
in the north and the Sahel in the south of the country.

Islam is the state religion and only Muslims may hold citizenship. Anyone who converts 
from Islam to another religion thereby loses Mauritanian citizenship.3 Significantly, the 
constitution of 2006 contains no provisions regarding religious freedom. It stipulates in 
Article 23 that the President must be a Muslim.4

For the small number of people of other religions, there is virtually no possibility to practise 
their faith, at least publicly. Islamic Shari‘a law applies throughout Mauritania in social 
matters, notably in family law. Harsh punishments apply in some areas, including flogging 
and, in the case of apostasy, even capital punishment – although the death penalty has 
never as yet been carried out (at least until the end of 2014).5 Officially, Mauritania’s tra-
ditionally nomadic population is 100 percent Muslim (almost exclusively Sunnis).6 They 
are mostly organised in Sufi brotherhoods such as the Qadiriya, Tijaniya and Hamawiya. 
The city of Chinguetti is one of the holy places of Islam. The highest governing body for 
all religious matters is the Haut Conseil Islamique.

Incidents

In Mauritania more moderate forms of Islam prevail. However, fundamentalism and extre-
mism have increased.7 The government is attempting to combat this tendency through 
various Islamic organisations and through a nationwide programme of education for 
imams.8

On 24th December 2014, for the first time ever in Mauritania, a Muslim was formally 
sentenced to death on a charge of apostasy. That said, whether religion was the real 
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reason for the judgement, however, is questionable. According to the German-based 
international human rights organisation Gesellschaft für bedrohte Völker (GfbV) (Society 
for Threatened Peoples International STPI), a 29-year-old blogger, Mohamed Cheikh Ould 
Mohamed, had been charged with criticising the Muslim Prophet, and at the same time 
criticising the country’s existing discriminatory social order.9 Ould Mohamed had already 
been arrested nearly a year earlier, on 2nd January 2014 and subsequently imprisoned. 
Despite his protestations that his article had been misunderstood and that his intention 
had not been to criticise the Muslim Prophet but only to point out social injustices in his 
country, he was found guilty of apostasy and sentenced to death. He apparently fainted 
when the sentence was pronounced. According to Amnesty International, the death 
penalty has not been imposed in Mauritania since 1987.10 However, according to the STPI, 
people in the courtroom and outside in the streets were exultant at the death penalty: 
“The judges can be sure that the harsh judgment is supported by many Mauritanians. 
The caste of the blacksmiths, for which the defendant had tried to advocate, has quite a 
bad reputation – similar to the descendants of African slaves. Blacksmiths are regarded 
as ill-fated, and it is hardly possible for them to achieve any social advancement even 
if they manage to change their occupation. Members of this population group cannot 
be elected as members of parliament or as mayors,” the agency reported, adding that 
in recent years, “there has been an initiative to work against the marginalization of the 
blacksmith caste by organising press conferences, events and human rights campaigns 
to draw attention to the cause and to demand an end to the discrimination.”11

According to the organisation Open Doors, Mauritania remains one of the most closed 
countries in the world. It states that Salafist Muslims – an ultraconservative tendency 
within Islam – are increasingly gaining in influence through their efforts to impose strict 
moral rules.12 In addition to this, the influence of Al Qaeda in the Maghreb (AQIM) is also 
constantly increasing, while support among native Mauritanians is also growing for the 
group, which seeks to monitor Christian activities in the country. In particular, some 
regions in the north and east of the country are increasingly coming under the influence 
of extremist Islamic groups, most of which are in some way associated with Al Qaeda.

There is a group of a few thousand Christians in the country, the majority of them Catholics. 
However, they are scarcely visible, not only because of the severe legal restrictions, but 
also because of the inevitable fierce opposition of fundamentalist Muslims, and because 
the official state bodies such as the High Islamic Council of Mauritania take very seriously 
their role as guardians of Islamic omnipresence.

This attitude is also rooted in the constitution. Article 5 states: “Islam is the religion of the 
people and of the nation.”13 And even if these words do not directly say as much, their 
effect exerts a profoundly restrictive influence, since they are generally interpreted as 
meaning that non-Muslims are not free to exercise their religion.

There are two kinds of Christians in Mauritania – foreign Christians and native Christians 
from a Muslim background.14 Since both the indigenous Islamic culture and the Mauri-
tanian law are decidedly hostile towards evangelisation, the majority of Christians in the 
country are either migrant workers or foreign visitors. The foreign migrant workers are for 
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the most part from the countries of sub-Saharan Africa, and endure fierce discrimination. 
The Catholic Church is represented by just one diocese, in the capital Nouakchott, and 
also has Churches in the cities of Atar, Zouérate, Nouadhibou and Rosso. The Bishop of 
Nouakchott is the German-born missionary Albert Happe, a member of the congregation 
of the White Fathers, or African missionaries (MAfr). Every form of Christian evangelisation 
is strictly forbidden, however, and a punishable offence.

As for Christians of Muslim origin, they face extreme social pressure from family members, 
tribal representatives and local mosque leaders. Foreign Christians have a little more 
freedom, yet it is still extremely complicated for them to live as Christians in Mauritania. 
There is no possibility for Mauritanian Christians to register their communities officially. 
For this reason, they are generally forced to meet secretly.

In such circumstances, the opportunities for the Christian minority to develop and express 
itself are very limited, but not without fruit. The Catholic Church in Mauritania devotes 
itself above all to social and charitable work. Bishop Happe, who is known for his open 
and unprejudiced attitude to Islam, has devoted himself to caring for African migrants 
and giving them shelter in the parishes in Mauritania, and also to burying drowned 
“boat people” – would-be migrants, whose bodies are often washed up on the shores of 
Mauritania. The bishop reports that there are some Muslims “with blinkers” who would 
not offer a friendly greeting to a Catholic bishop, and other Mauritanians “who quite 
deliberately avert their gaze, or make less than friendly remarks”. However, after 17 years 
living in the country, his experience has been that the majority of the people respect the 
Christian faith.15

Prospects for freedom of religion

This respect for Christianity has not however led to increased freedoms or more rights for 
non-Muslims. The dissemination of the Bible and all other non-Islamic religious writings 
remains forbidden. Islamic religious instruction is obligatory in all the schools and Shari‘a 
law is standard in all family and personal matters.

A principal social problem in Mauritania is the care of refugees, notably from the civil 
war in Mali – victims of Islamist violence in the struggle for power in Mauritania’s eastern 
neighbour. In 2015, in the refugee camp of Mbera, in a remote region some 30 miles (50 
km) north of the Mali-Mauritanian frontier, there were almost 50,000 people receiving 
emergency aid from the UNHCR.16 And, given continuing insecurity in northern Mali, 
there is little hope that they will soon be able to return to their homes. Another wide-
spread social evil is the continuing high level of slavery in Mauritania. They may be called 
“servants” or “house helps”, but in fact these people are slaves. Although in theory the 
law has prohibited slavery since 1981, the keeping of slaves is an unquestioned part of 
daily life in the country. A law from 2007 makes keeping slaves punishable by up to 10 
years’ imprisonment and the constitution describes slavery as “a crime against humanity”. 
In addition, the government declares its intention to fight slavery still more strongly in 
future. However, in reality all these declarations of intent have had very little effect.17
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During the period of this report, there have been no notable changes at the institutional 
level in regard to religious freedom. But the threat from Islamic fundamentalism and Isla-
mist tendencies remain severe. Bishop Happe is gravely concerned at the rise of Wahhabi 
tendencies – an Islamist movement from Saudi Arabia. He stated: “Mauritania is already 
an Islamic Republic, but the Wahhabis want more. They want their own teachings to 
become the state religion. They are Islamic fundamentalists, close to Al Qaeda, and even 
the Taliban represent a similar ideology to that of the Wahhabis in Mauritania.”18

Endnotes
1 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015.
2 Ibid.
3 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
4 http://www.servat.unibe.ch/icl/mr00000_.html#A023_
5 http://bautz.de/joomla/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=250&catid=84
6 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
7 Association of Religion Data Archives (ARDA), cited in the Munzinger Archiv 2016
8 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
9 https://www.gfbv.de/de/news/umstrittenes-todesurteil-mauretanien-duldet-keine-kritik-an-ta-

bus-und-sozialer-benachteiligung-6660/
10 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2014/12/25/mauretanien_todesstrafe_wegen_glauben-

sabfall/1116034
11 https://www.gfbv.de/de/news/umstrittenes-todesurteil-mauretanien-duldet-keine-kritik-an-ta-

bus-und-sozialer-benachteiligung-6660/
12 https://www.opendoors.de/verfolgung/laenderprofile/mauretanien/
13 http://www.servat.unibe.ch/icl/mr00000_.html#A023_
14 https://www.opendoors.de/verfolgung/laenderprofile/mauretanien/
15 Christmas letter 2012 from Bishop Martin Happe, Nouakchott
16 UNHCR 2016: 2015 UNHCR country operations profile - Mauritania
17 http://de.radiovaticana.va/storico/2014/01/19/mauretanien_sklaverei_ist_%E2%80%9Esoziales_pro-

blem/ted-765306
18 Ibid.
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MÉXICO 

 

mEXICO

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian: 95,85%1

(Christian: 88% – Protestant: 7,85%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 1,12%

 zOthers: 3,03%

RELIGION

    1.960.000km2  116.000.000 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Article 40 of the constitution of Mexico states that the will of the people is to constitute 
the country as a secular republic. Implicitly, in article 130, it refers to the “historical prin-
ciple” of separation between Church and State. However, article 3 of the fundamental 
charter clarifies the meaning of the principle of secularism as it applies to the Republic 
of Mexico, namely the absolute separation from religion. “Article 3. I. – As guaranteed by 
article 24 on freedom of belief, such education will be secular and, therefore, will remain 
entirely separate from any religious doctrine.”

In Mexico all forms of discrimination are banned, be it on ethnic or national origin, sex, 
age, disability, social status, health conditions, religion, opinion, preferences, marital 
status or any other ground that violates human dignity or is meant to nullify or harm the 
rights and freedoms of individuals.

Article 24 of the constitution states: “Everyone has the right to freedom of ethical convi-
ctions, conscience and religion, as well as the right to have or adopt, as the case may be, 
the faith of his or her choice. This freedom includes the right to participate, individually 
or collectively, in public or private, in ceremonies, devotions or acts of worship, provided 
they do not constitute an offence punishable by law. No-one may use public expressions 
of this freedom for political purposes, proselytising or political propaganda. Congress shall 
not dictate any laws that establish or prohibit a religion. Religious acts of public worship 
shall be normally performed in temples. Those that are exceptionally held outside shall 
be subject to existing regulations.”

A minister of religion cannot be President or Member of Congress. 

The constitution recognises the historical principle of the separation of State and churches 
and affirms that these and other religious groups are subject to the law:

- Churches and religious groups shall have legal personality as religious associations 
once they are registered. The law shall regulate these associations, and determine the 
conditions and requirements for their constitutive registration.

- The authorities shall not intervene in the internal affairs of religious associations.
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- Ministers of religion may not hold public office. As citizens, they shall be entitled to vote 
but not to be elected.

- Ministers of religion may not associate for political purposes or propaganda in favour 
or against any political party or organisation. Neither can they oppose the laws of the 
country or its institutions nor offend in any way any of its patriotic symbols, whether in 
acts of worship, religious propaganda or in religious publications.4 

The juridical relationship between State and Church is clear and well-known. The con-
stitution specifies that the State is secular in nature, as are the law and regulations that 
govern the formation of religious associations, inclusive of rights, duties, members, etc. 
In addition, there are other sources of law that touch religion and Churches; most notably 
the Federal Law to Prevent and Eliminate Discrimination, which bans discrimination 
on grounds of religion; the General Education Law, which emphasises secular public 
education and the standards it must follow; the Federal Labour Law, which recognises 
25th December as a day of rest; the Rules governing Religious Associations, which cover 
taxation; the Federal Code of Criminal Procedure, which comes under criminal law and 
protects the secret of the confessional; and the Mexican Official Standard NOM-190- 
SSA1-1999 and 046-SSA2-2005, which refer to health care and recognise conscientious 
objection. Other laws apply as well.

The Law of Religious Associations and Public Worship states that religious groups can 
obtain legal personality if they register with the Interior Ministry. The law makes clear 
that, while religious groups may operate in the country, their juridical existence does 
not predate that of the State. Consequently, registration does not entail the recognition 
of Churches, but rather their initial acquisition of (subordinate) legal status vis-à-vis the 
Mexican Republic. The law refers to what applicants must do to register. This ranges from 
showing that they have enough resources to start to engage in religious activities in the 
country for at least five years as a sign of their “deep roots in the population”. The law’s 
regulations define the latter as “. . . the uninterrupted practice of a doctrine, body of beliefs 
or religious activities by a group of people, in any building it may use, own or administer, 
which its members attend on a regular basis to celebrate acts of public worship for at 
least five years before registering . . .”5

The same law treats the various religious associations on a par with the Catholic Church: 
“Article 6, Subs. 3 – Religious associations are equal before the law in rights and obligations”.

Religious associations must always abide by the constitution, and the laws that emanate 
therefrom. They may neither pursue profit nor political goals, and they must respect and 
promote human rights as well as dialogue with other religious groups. Any violation of 
the Law on Religious Associations falls within the jurisdiction and is sanctioned by the 
Interior Ministry. Penalties can range from fines and warnings to closing places of worship 
and deregistration (article 32). This reflects the notion that Churches, as institutions, owe 
their existence to the State, and not to any act of recognition of their prior existence.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Incidents

Since 1990, the Catholic Media Centre has published an annual report titled Issues con-
cerning Mexico’s Catholic Church. The report provides updated information about priests, 
men and women religious as well as members of the laity who are abducted, tortured and 
murdered for their faith.6 In its 2015 issue, it focused on the rising crime rate. The most 
violent states in the past 25 years were Guerrero, Mexico City, Chihuahua and Michoacan. 
Compared to other Latin American countries, Mexico ranks first in terms of attacks against 
priests. With respect to the period from July 2014 to July 2015, the report says:

- In April 2014, Fr John Ssenyando, a Ugandan-born missionary serving in the Diocese of 
Chilpancingo-Chilapa, Guerrero, was kidnapped in the town of Nejada, Guerrero. Attempts 
to find him proved fruitless. His body was recovered from a mass grave in October 2014, 
in Cocula.7

- Fr José Ascensión Acuña Osorio, 37, was kidnapped in September 2014. His body was 
found a few days later in the Balsas River near the town of Santa Cruz de las Tinajas, in 
the municipality of San Miguel Totoloapan, Guerrero.8

- Fr Gregorio López Gorostieta was kidnapped in December 2014. He was found dead 
within days of his disappearance with a bullet wound to the head.9

In May 2015, a mob set fire to an evangelical church in Santa Fe de la Laguna, disrupting 
the congregation’s Sunday worship, and physically assaulting the pastor. Despite calls by 
Evangelical worshippers for calm, the attackers, using a tractor and bats, destroyed the 
foundations and walls of a new church under construction. Although no-one was injured, 
the violence was intense.10

In May 2015, Saber Más (Know More), a journal published by the Universidad de Michoacán 
(Michoacán University) carried an article titled “La discriminación por motivos religiosos en 
México” (Religious discrimination in Mexico). The latter noted that in Mexico some people 
or groups are victims of discrimination and contempt on a daily basis because of their 
religiously-centred lifestyle.11

In September 2015, an article cited complaints by the International Christian Concern 
(ICC) about the persecution of Protestants in Oaxaca. A Protestant named Lauro Núñez 
Pérez was reportedly arrested on three occasions because of his religious beliefs. Accor-
ding to the ICC, a local official apparently allowed the school attended by Núñez Pérez’s 
children to refuse registering them for a new school year. According to the ICC, dozens of 
similar cases have been recorded in southern Mexican States, especially in rural areas.12

In October 2015, the Official Journal announced the start of the formal process of nationa-
lisation of the building known as “New Basilica of Guadalupe Temple, Atrium and Annexes” 
in Plaza de las Americas. Public opinion expressed surprise and dismay at the imminent 
nationalisation of the Marian shrine. However, there is a legal technicality in the Law on 
Religious Associations and Public Worship that explains the move, and the concept of 
nationalisation and the nature of the property affected must be elucidated. What were 
thought to be properties of the Church in fact belong to the nation under article 27 of 



m
EX

IC
O

448

the constitution of 1917. In 1992, changes to the legal status of Churches modified the 
nature of the assets the former may own. Structures built before 1992 remained under full 
national control and ownership. The Law on Religious Associations and Public Worship 
issued in July of the same year allowed groups to retain property of national buildings 
(under certain conditions). The Basilica of Guadalupe and the atrium are properties held in 
custody by the Religious Association. As the constitution and the aforementioned reform 
indicate, those buildings are nationally owned, administered and protected by government 
agencies, and are listed in the Federal Public Property Registry. Here, “nationalisation” 
means registering such properties with the Federal Registry, a Mexican government 
agency. This is the case of the new basilica, which, as a place of worship together with 
other temples, constitutes the Guadalupe complex. However, registering the new Basilica 
is unnecessary. The notice published in the Official Journal refers to property adjacent to 
the building called the “New Temple Basilica of Guadalupe,” which was removed from the 
public domain in favour of a civil, non-religious association, whose purpose is caring for 
pilgrims and protecting the cultural heritage of the Guadalupe complex.13

In January 2016, an article reported that in December 2015, seven families in the munici-
pality of Las Margaritas, Chiapas, were jailed after they refused to abandon their religion 
and become Catholics. According to the ICC, as a result of such situations, hundreds of 
people are being left homeless across the country, as many choose to remain faithful to 
their beliefs.14 

In February 2016, actor and designer Waris Ahluwalia, a Sikh, complained that Mexican 
airline Aeroméxico barred him from boarding a flight to New York because he refused to 
remove his turban, which is an article of faith in his religion.15

In February 2016, Pope Francis made a pastoral visit to Mexico, during which more than 
10.5 million people attended Masses and meetings, and lined up the roads, showing 
great interest and excitement for his presence and message. At the start of his trip, Pope 
Francis paid a courtesy visit to President Enrique Peña Nieto.16 

In March 2016, the Official Mexican Regulation NOM-190-SSA1-1999 and NOM-046-
SSA2-2005 were amended to enable public health agencies to perform abortions in cases 
of rape. This regulation recognises the right of health care professionals to conscientious 
objection and specifies that public health care facilities must employ qualified physicians 
and nurses who have no objection to the procedure.17

In March 2016, Congressman Hugo Eric Flores Cervantes proposed an amendment to 
Article 149 of Mexico’s Federal Penal Code to prevent religious discrimination. This would 
make religious discrimination an offence and punish its perpetrators.18 

Prospects for freedom of religion

In Mexico, serious social problems tend to converge. With persistent social inequality and 
a large percentage of the population living in poverty, the country is beset by corruption, 
drug violence and large-scale illegal emigration to the United States.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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In such a society, violence is widespread, which, in relation to religious freedom, takes 
the form of attacks, kidnappings and murders of members of the clergy. In Latin America, 
Mexico holds the record of attacks against priests. 

Moreover, in light of Catholicism’s majority status, some non-Catholic religious groups have 
complained of abuses and harassment, particularly with respect to pressures to change 
religion, feeling victimised by discrimination and intolerance. It is unclear who is behind 
these attacks. Through the Bishops’ Conference, the Catholic Church has repeatedly cal-
led for dialogue, and sought to reach out to those in need and work together for peace. 
Church leaders are concerned by the country’s crisis, and highlighted the importance of 
the Year of Mercy.

In Mexico, the adverse climate for religion is a source of concern. As noted in the 2012-
2014 Religious Freedom Report, incidents involving discrimination and intolerance 
towards people because of their religion continue. Little seems to have changed, and 
the prospects for freedom of religion are not auspicious.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_149_1.asp, accessed on 29 April 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-18095241, accessed on 29 April 2016.
3 http://cuentame.inegi.org.mx/territorio/extension/default.aspx?tema=T, accessed on 25 May 2016.
4 http://www.diputados.gob.mx/LeyesBiblio/htm/1.htm, accessed on 14 April 2016.
5 http://www.diputados.gob.mx/LeyesBiblio/pdf/24_171215.pdf, accessed on 09 June 16.
6 http://derechoyreligion.uc.cl/es/docman/boletin-juridico/2014/66-bj-diciembre-2014/file, accessed on 

17 April 2016.
7 http://www.cronica.com.mx/notas/2014/875535.html, accessed on 07 June 2016.
8 http://www.cronica.com.mx/notas/2014/875535.html, accessed on 07 June 2016.
9 http://www.univision.com/noticias/noticias-de-mexico/hallan-muerto-a-sacerdote-secuestra-

do-en-guerrero, accessed on 07/ 06/2016; http://www.cem.org.mx/contenido/532-gregorio-lopez-goro-
stieta-comunicado-cem-asesinato-violencia.html, accessed on 03 June 16.

10 http://www.fuerzalatinacristiana.com/index.php/noticias/item/2607-queman-una-iglesia-evangeli-
ca-en-mexico-continua-la-violencia-y-persecucion-religiosa-contra-los-protestantes, accessed on 16 
April 2016.

11 http://www.sabermas.umich.mx/archivo/secciones-anteriores/articulos/61-numero-8/120-la-discrimi-
nacion-por-motivos-religiosos-en-mexico.html, accessed on 16 April 2016.

12 http://www.noticiacristiana.com/sociedad/persecuciones/2015/09/denuncian-persecución-de-cristian-
os-evagelicos-en-oaxaca-mexico.html, accessed on 06 April 2016.

13 http://www.siame.mx/apps/info/p/?a=14750&z=32, accessed on 06 June 2016.
14 http://www.sinembargo.mx/02-01-2016/1589702, accessed on 06 June 2016.
15 http://www.jornada.unam.mx/ultimas/2016/02/08/protesta-actor-de-eu-por-disciminacion-de-aero-

mexico-6634.html, accessed on 06 April 2016.
16 http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/es/travels/2016/outside/documents/papa-francesco-messi-

co-2016.html, accessed on 08 June 2016.
17 http://www.dof.gob.mx/normasOficiales/5947/salud11_C/salud11_C.html, accessed on 17 April 2016.
18 http://www.milenio.com/politica/discriminacion_religiosa-religion_Mexico-propuesta_religiosa_En-

cuentro_Social_0_707929303.html, accessed on 17 April 2016.



450

  AREA POPULATION

m
IC

RO
NE

SI
A

RELIGION1

MICRONESIA 

 

 zChristian: 94,78%

 zEthnoreligionist: 2,83%

 zBuddhist: 0,48%

 zOthers: 1,91%

  702km2 103.395

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Federated States of Micronesia, made up of Yap, Chuuk, Pohnpei and Kosrae, gained 
independence in 1979. Comprising more than 600 islands, it was formally a part of the 
Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands but it formed its own constitutional government and 
became a sovereign state after signing a Compact of Free Association with the United 
States. Each of the four states in the heart of the Caroline Islands Archipelago has a 
distinct culture and identity individual to its history and 17 indigenous languages are 
still in use today.

Religious freedom is protected by the constitution and other laws enforced by the gover-
nment. According to government policy, the Embassy of the United States of America has 
worked with the government of Micronesia as well as Church-related non-governmental 
organisations to promote religious tolerance and human rights. Within the constitution, 
the Bill of Rights prohibits state religion and outlaws governmental restrictions on religious 
freedom. The US Department of State’s 2014 Report on International Religious Freedom 
stated that, although governmental authorities could fund non-religious activities in 
some schools, there was no evidence to suggest this affected the free exercise of religion 
and there were no reports of “significant societal actions affecting religious freedom” in 
2014.2 The government also provides grants to Church-affiliated schools, suggesting a 
balance in attitudes towards religion. 

Incidents

There were no incidents recorded during the period under review.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Despite the diversity across Micronesia’s four states, Christianity is widespread throughout 
the country. The faith arrived in the region in mid-nineteenth century when European 
missionaries came. The Roman Catholic Church is present in each of the states, as are 

mICRONESIA
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several Protestant denominations. Many of the denominational affiliations are based 
on local tribal identities. In Yap and Chuuk, the majority of the population is Catholic, 
with 80 percent and 60 percent respectively. In Kosrae, the population is 90 percent 
Protestant whereas the local population of Pohnpei is evenly divided between Catholic 
and Protestant believers.3 Other Protestant groups include Baptists, Salvation Army, and 
Seventh-day Adventists. A small percentage of citizens of the Federated States of Micro-
nesia are Jehovah’s Witnesses, members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
and members of the Baha’i faith.

The larger Micronesian islands have been Christian for more than a century, although in 
some parts of the nations, Christian theology is often mixed with indigenous beliefs in 
magic. All Christian denominations are active within society, with many Church groups 
managing schools and other institutions. There has been no reported tension between 
Catholic and Protestant groups and an Inter-Denominational Council exists to tackle 
social problems and promote official cooperation. According to some reports, some 
newer Protestant groups have reportedly limited their adherents’ contact with other 
religious communities and have rejected invitations to join the council or the Christian 
Ministerial Association.4

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_150_1.asp
2 http://www.refworld.org/docid/562105a715.html
3 http://www.refworld.org/docid/562105a715.html
4 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/171659.pdf
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RELIGION

mOLDOVA

  33.846km² 3.500.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Moldova’s religious landscape is made up primarily of Christians (96 percent), of whom 
approximately 93 percent are Orthodox and belong to either the Moldovan Orthodox 
Church (MOC) or the Bessarabian Orthodox Church (BOC) – the latter having received 
autonomy from the Romanian Orthodox in the late 1990s. 

In Transnistria – an autonomous state running along the eastern edge of the country – 
approximately 80 percent of the population belongs to the MOC. Other religious groups 
include Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Muslims, Catholics, Seventh-day Adventists, Jews, 
Lutherans, Evangelical and Charismatic Christians, and Old Believers – who separated 
from the Russian Orthodox in the seventeenth century.2 

Moldova achieved independence from the Soviet Union in 1991 but has yet to resolve 
the situation with the breakaway religion of Transnistria. Despite claiming independence 
from the Republic of Moldova, Transnistria is not recognised by the international commu-
nity and is designated by Moldova as the Transnistria Autonomous Territorial Unit with 
Special Legal Status. After failed attempts at establishing a constitution for a reintegrated 
state, there are two constitutions, two parliaments, and two sets of laws that govern the 
official territory of Moldova.3 

The 1994 Moldovan constitution guarantees the right to freedom of religion or belief 
through Article 31 (Freedom of conscience) which, in addition to ensuring the right to 
worship, stipulates that religious groups are to enjoy independence and autonomy.4 Under 
Article 40 (Freedom of assembly) religious groups may meet peacefully, and there is to 
be equality for all no matter one’s religious or belief affiliation under Article 16 (Equality).

However, there is a clear preference for Orthodox Christianity, particularly the MOC, 
which serves as a de facto state religion. Also, certain legislative provisions open up the 
possibility of the government discriminating against minority religious groups.

The 1992 Moldovan Law on Religious Denominations no. 979-XII of 24th March 1992 is 
the legislation that, prior to the 2007 revision,5 implemented the provisions of the con-
stitution regarding religious freedom. It provided the right to be free to choose, change 
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or practice one’s own religion or belief, and did not allow for discrimination based on 
one’s religious affiliation.

Religious freedom may be restricted when public order and security is at risk, for public 
health and morality protection, or where individual rights and freedoms are inhibited. 
“Abusive proselytism” is forbidden under Article 4 of the law as revised in 2007. The mea-
ning of “abusive” is not defined, although a definition for “improper proselytism” is given. 

The law also recognises the “special importance and leading role” of the MOC, and the 
government grants them special privileges.

In order to be a state recognised religious denomination and operate as a legal entity, 
religious groups have to register with the government. The registration process is over-
seen by the Ministry of Justice. There are 51 religious entities officially recognised by the 
Moldovan government.

Registered denominations enjoy certain benefits; they may establish associations and 
foundations and are exempt from paying real estate and land taxes; they may also own 
property and land for cemeteries, build churches, publish religious literature, open bank 
accounts, and hire employees. 

There are no schools for Moldovan Orthodox or other religious groups, with the exception 
of two Jewish schools, and a kindergarten, which are state funded: both are in Chisinau.6

In contrast, unregistered religious groups are unable to legally make transactions or 
receive donations. Further, only missionaries from registered religious groups may apply 
for temporary residency permits.

Those religions who do not register, are unable to register, or have their application denied 
may attempt to establish themselves as a civil organisation. 

In the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) case of Metropolitan Church of Bessa-
rabia and Others v. Moldova (2002),7 the BOC argued it had been denied registration 
due to political alignment of the state with the MOC. The court ruled that the BOC had 
been discriminated against and their right to freedom of religion violated under Article 
9 through the denial of the Moldovan government to approve its separate registration. 

The Spiritual Gathering of Muslims of Moldova eventually registered as an NGO after 
they were denied registration several times. They took the case, Cârmuirea Spirituală a 
Musulmanilor din Republica Moldova v. Moldova (2005),8 to the ECHR, but it was ruled 
inadmissible as the court did not find their claim of discrimination to be substantiated. 

The Constitution of the disputed region of Transnistria requires religious organisations 
to be registered in order to enjoy certain benefits. The MOC is the dominant religion in 
the region, and the requirements for registration make it virtually impossible for many 
religious minority groups to function properly in the area. The prosecutor oversees the 
implementation of the law on religious freedom. 
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and policies and there are restrictions placed on religious freedom for minority religions. 
Minority religious groups are hesitant to report problems.9 

Incidents

Members of the Unification Church arrested and held under false charges of human 
trafficking

In October 2015, two members of the Unification Church were arrested and kept in pre-
trial detention until the end of January 2016, before being put under house arrest. They 
were charged with alleged trafficking in human beings (Article 165 of the criminal code), 
a charge punishable by jail terms of six to 12 years. 

The Prosecutor alleged that they established the Unification Church in Moldova in 2008 
as an “organised criminal group.” While the allegations claimed that the defendants are 
guilty of organising a criminal group (the Unification Church), Oleg Savenkov, a Ukrainian 
citizen, was not in Moldova when the Church was founded, and Mihail Calestru has never 
been part of the Church’s leadership. 

They were set free at the end of March but the charges were not dropped. It is thought 
that authorities misused anti-trafficking legislation to deal a serious blow to a minority 
religion of foreign origin.

Two Falun Gong associations ordered to dissolve

The Supreme Court of Moldova confirmed the order for the dissolution of two Falun 
Gong Moldova public associations due to their use of a spiritual symbol being classified 
as extremist material under the law.10 

In February 2015, the UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right 
to freedom of opinion and expression, the Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of 
peaceful assembly and of association, and the Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion 
or belief issued a joint statement expressing their concern on this ruling and that it was 
in violation of “the rights to freedom of association, freedom of expression, and freedom 
of religion and belief, as enshrined in articles 18, 19 and 21 of the ICCPR.”11

Hostility against Jehovah’s Witnesses

Jehovah’s Witnesses, who have become increasingly active in Moldova during the period 
covered by this report, have faced hostility from Orthodox priests. There have been several 
incidents over the last years in the villages of Cristesti, Marinci, Hrusova, Cateleni, and 
Balanesti.

In Transnistria, re-registration was denied to Jehovah’s Witnesses in Tiraspol and Rybnitsa, 
and it is impossible for them to register any new legal entities elsewhere in the country.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Prospects for freedom of religion

The preference shown by the state towards the Moldovan Orthodox Church is one of the 
main issues for religious freedom in Moldova.

Denial of registration can be a problem for some minority religious groups. The use of 
other laws such as trafficking laws to try to prosecute the members of the Unification 
Church further raise concerns that while in the past the problem was essentially one 
of passive discrimination, the Ministry of Justice now appears bolder in its attempts to 
suppress minority religious movements. 

Furthermore, in order for the situation in Transnistria to improve for religious minorities, 
the relationship between Moldova and this breakaway region needs to be rectified, as it 
is currently a legally nebulous area.

Endnotes
1 Other faiths include Jewish (0.8%), Muslim (0.5%), Atheist (0.5%), and minority groups (0.02%), compri-

sing Baha’is, Molokans, Messianic Jews, Lutherans, Presbyterians, members of the Unification Church, 
other Christians, and followers of the International Society for Krishna Consciousness.

2 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/171710.pdf
3 Religious Freedom in the World, Edited by Paul Marshall, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers Inc., Published in 

cooperation with Center for Religious Freedom at the Hudson Institute, 2008
4 http://legislationline.org/documents/action/popup/id/16261/preview
5 Law on Religious Denominations and their Component Parts no. 125 of 11 May 2007, http://www.legisla-

tionline.org/documents/action/popup/id/15972
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2001/5635.htm
7 http://www.strasbourgconsortium.org/portal.case.php?pageId=10#caseId=175
8 http://www.strasbourgconsortium.org/common/document.view.php?docId=4174
9 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/171710.pdf
10 Law on combating extremist activity, http://www.legislationline.org/documents/action/popup/id/4824 

and Article 24 Law on Religious Denominations and their counterparts http://www.legislationline.org/
documents/action/popup/id/15972

11 https://spdb.ohchr.org/hrdb/29th/public_-_UA_Moldova_10.02.15_(1.2015).pdf
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mONACO

   2km2 30.535

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Constitution of the Principality3 establishes that Roman Catholicism is the religion 
of the State.4 It states that that all Monegasques – citizens of Monaco – are equal in the 
eyes of the law and that there are no individual privileges among them.5 

Article 23 guarantees to all individuals, including non-citizens, “religious freedom, its 
public exercise, as well as the freedom to express one’s own opinions on all subjects”, 
subject to the right to prosecute crimes “committed during the exercise of this freedom.” 
No one may be compelled “to participate in the activities and ceremonies of a religion or 
to observe its days of rest”. There have been no reports of significant institutional changes 
or notable incidents relating to religious freedom since 2014.

Religious minorities

Although Roman Catholicism is the state religion, the government recognizes all Abraha-
mic-based religions: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. There are two Protestant churches, 
one Greek Orthodox Church, and one synagogue. There are no mosques. 6 Religious lea-
ders of various denominations participate in cultural events and joint religious services 
to promote dialogue between religious communities.7

Incidents 

There were no incidents recorded during the period under review.

Prospects for Freedom of Religion

As there have been no incidents reported on any religious minority or other problems or 
negative developments with regard to religious freedom in this country, so in the present 
context no relevant changes are foreseen for the near future. 
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Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_152_1.asp
2 Population: 30,535 (July 2015 est.). Immigrants make up more than 60% of the total population, accor-

ding to 2013 UN data, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mn.html
3 http://www.monaco-consulate.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/06/Constitution.pdf
4 Constitution of the Principality, Article 9
5 Id., Article 17
6 www.state.gov/documents/organization/171711.pdf
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
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       1.564.116km² 2.796.484

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Mongolia is one of the most sparsely populated countries in the world. It is a land of 
deserts, steppes and mountains. It is also a country undergoing great social upheavals. 
In 1989, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Mongolia became a democracy, and 
its former state planned economy was denationalised in the direction of a liberal market 
economy. At the time of independence, only 27 percent of Mongols lived in the capital 
Ulaanbaatar. But in recent years the growing economic strength, stimulated by the exploi-
tation of vast natural resources (coal and various other minerals) and also the fact that 
several particularly severe winters have decimated their flocks, have drawn a very large 
number of nomads into the capital. Today almost half the population of 3 million Mongols 
are living in Ulaanbaatar and around 40,000 people arrive and settle there each year. 

In this rapidly changing human, economic and political landscape the religious landscape 
is also undergoing major changes. The end of Soviet rule brought with it a return to reli-
gious freedom, and the Constitution adopted on 13th January 1992 guarantees all the 
basic freedoms, including freedom of religion. The Constitution officially stipulates the 
principle of the separation between the state and religious groups. However, although 
Buddhism as practised by the Mongols5 in no sense holds the status of an official reli-
gion, Mongolian law nonetheless affirms that the government should pay Buddhism the 
respect due to the majority religion of the population – this affirmation of respect being 
justified by the need to preserve the unity of the country and to defend the Mongolian 
history and culture.

It does however appear that, quite recently, the broad religious freedom that went hand in 
hand with the opening up of the country during the 1990s after decades of communism 
is now being progressively replaced with a restrictive and intrusive bureaucracy that is 
seeking to check the development of the various different religious communities that 
are regarded as “alien” to the national culture – as is notably the case with the various 
Christian communities.

This clamping down is achieved through a myriad of regulations and administrative rules 
which the various religious organisations have to submit to, as they are treated in the same 
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way as NGOs. Hence, religious organisations cannot function unless they are registered 
with the General Authority, a state institution. The law does not however stipulate how 
long the registration certificates issued by this body are valid for, so that in reality it is 
the local administrations which determine for themselves the duration of such validity.

In practice, the religious organisations find themselves compelled to renew their regi-
stration certificates every year, and in order to do so they have to address themselves to 
6 separate administrative bodies, at a local and national level. A lengthy, tedious and to 
some extent unpredictable process, since some provinces turn out to be more reluctant 
than others to supply registration certificates.

One of the most restrictive conditions, and one which applies to all foreign organisations 
present in Mongolia, is the requirement to include a certain minimum percentage of 
Mongolian employees on their staff. This percentage ranges between 25 percent and 95 
percent, depending on the particular sector of activity. Each year a list is published, speci-
fying the required percentage, and those organisations that do not find themselves within 
the specified sectors find themselves automatically assigned to the maximum quota of 95 
percent local employees. This is the situation that affects most religious organisations, in 
particular the Christian churches and their leaders, whose staff and funding continue to 
be largely of foreign origin. These religious bodies have raised objections to this system. 
The Catholic Church is an exception here; for while almost all the religious organisations 
have the status of NGOs and have to employ 95 percent local staff, the Catholic Church 
has succeeded in obtaining a quota of just 75 percent.

Incidents

However, even this quota system poses a real problem for the Catholic Church. In 2014 
Bishop Wenceslas Padilla, the apostolic prefect of Ulaanbaatar, who is a Filipino missionary 
of the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (CICM), while expressing satisfaction 
at the religious freedom guaranteed by the government, at the same time deplored the 
burdens imposed by this regulation. “According to these quotas, the Catholic Church 
should in theory employ an additional 60 people, but we do not have the money to pay 
their salaries”, he observed, adding that if the law were to be applied stricto sensu, “then 
13 missionaries (out of a total of barely more than 80) would be forced to leave”. 

This situation was confirmed by a Western businessman who has been established in 
Ulaanbaatar for a number of years and who explained, speaking anonymously: 6 “Around 
18 Protestant temples have been officially closed in the province of Darkhan-Uul alone”, 
for various breaches of this ruling. He adds that while the country is broadly open to 
foreign investment, when it comes to staffing, this restriction is a heavy burden for the 
Christian organisations. “For one foreign pastor, it becomes necessary to employ 19 Mon-
gols, something that is beyond the capacity of most of the Christian communities… A 
considerable number of [South] Korean pastors have obtained a business visa, whereas 
in reality they are coming to evangelise – something that is less and less tolerated by the 
authorities”, explained the businessman. 
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One of the first communities to have been targeted by this legislation, which is still 
somewhat unevenly applied, was the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, who 
claim to have 10,000 followers in the country. Several of their American missionaries 
have been forced to leave the country as a result of this law governing the quotas of 
Mongolian employees.7

Quite apart from this question of quotas for native-born employees, the religious organi-
sations, and in particular the Christian ones, encounter recurrent difficulties in obtaining 
the necessary permits for building and operating places of worship. According to the 
register of the General Authority, in 2014 the country had a total of 656 places of worship, 
of which 289 were Buddhist, 266 Christian (of all denominations), while the remainder 
were divided between 28 Muslim places of worship, 21 shamanist and 52 belonging to 
other religious groups.8 In a country where Christians represent just three percent of the 
population and certainly do not exceed five percent of the three million or so Mongols, 
some state officials have let it be known to the leaders of the Christian communities that, 
in their view, there were already “too many” churches in the country and that therefore 
they would not be granting any more permits for new Christian places of worship.

For the Catholic Church, which celebrated the 20th anniversary of its presence in the country 
in 2012 and which has risen from no adherents in 1992 to a thousand or so or so today, 
these bureaucratic hurdles represent real difficulties. The Catholic Church runs several 
centres for Mongolia’s street children, young people, the elderly and the handicapped 
and also runs clinics and medical centres in a country where the social and healthcare 
infrastructure is lacking. Nonetheless, it has no more than 10 places of worship and is 
proceeding very prudently in its requests to the administration. Out of the 21 provinces 
in Mongolia 17 have no Catholic place of worship. This is the case, for example, in the 
central province, where the Sisters of Saint Paul of Chartres have been running a school 
for 15 years but have still been unable to obtain permission to build a place of worship, 
despite the numerous requests for this from the Christians of the region.

On 18th January 2016, Enkh (whose name means “peace” in Mongol) Baatar, aged 29, 
returned to Mongolia after spending several years studying for the priesthood in South 
Korea.9 He will be ordained to the priesthood on 28th August 2016, thereby becoming the 
first ever Mongolian Catholic priest.10 Quite apart from the ecclesiastical and apostolic 
importance of his ordination for the Catholic Church, it will also have immediate practical 
consequences – since for the first time the apostolic vicariate of Ulaanbataar will have 
the right to own property and to be its own legal representative. For under the existing 
legislation, only a Mongol citizen may own land or direct a religious organisation. This is 
why the chief official of the Catholic Church in Mongolia is the secretary of the apostolic 
prefect: she officially owns of most of the land belonging to the apostolic prefecture in 
Ulaanbaatar.
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Prospects for religious freedom

In 2012, on the 20th anniversary of the arrival of the Catholic Church in Mongolia, Bishop 
Padilla reviewed the history of the Church, which had originally arrived at the invitation 
of the Mongolian government in 1992, because of the services she was able to provide 
in the social and educational fields. 20 years later, he described the Church as a Church 
“under surveillance”.11

It is a conclusion that still holds good four years later, and is further complicated by the 
risks brought about by an extremely rapid economic modernisation. The profits derived 
from the extraction of the coal and minerals that abound beneath the soil in Mongolia 
have brought huge and rapid enrichment to a minority, without this pillaging of the 
natural resources of the country bringing any real benefit to the majority. Today the 
principle brake on the expansion of the religions, whether it be at the heart of the local 
Buddhism or among the expanding Christian communities, appears to be the growing 
secularisation the country is experiencing, particularly in its capital, Ulaanbaatar, which 
continues to be swollen by an ill-controlled rural exodus.

Endnotes
1 The figure of 2 percent (of whom Catholics number approximately 1000) is again from the 2010 census. 

However, according to the above-mentioned survey of 2011, Christians would represent 4.7 percent of 
the population, the great majority of them Protestants.

2 Followers of shamanism.
3 Tantric Buddhism.
4 Kazakh minority, The census of 2010 indicates that 3 percent, or 90,000 people, are Muslims(Kazakh mi-

nority within the population). These live principally in the western province of Bayan-Olgiy, in which 
there is a Kazakh. However, the Islamic Association of Mongolia maintains that there are 130,000 Kazakh 
Muslims and 20,000 Muslim Khotons, living in the province of Uvs.

5 Mongolian Buddhism is a branch of Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism, which is strongly mixed with local sha-
manism. Introduced centuries ago into the country, it became the state religion of the Mongol Empire 
in the 13th century after the visit by the Tibetan Lama Sakya Pakya. After near eradication, along with all 
the other religions, under the Stalinist totalitarian regime which seized power in Mongolia in the 1920s, 
Buddhism is experiencing a revival today and is recognised as being the spirituality of more than half the 
Mongol people.

6 Eglises d’Asie : “L’Eglise catholique continue sa croissance dans la discrétion”, 25th April 2014 (http://egla-
sie.mepasie.org/asie-du-nord-est/mongolie/2014-04-25-l2019eglise-catholique-continue-sa-croissan-
ce-dans-la-discretion )

7 The Cumorah Project : “Recent Stagnant LDS Growth in Mongolia” de Matt Martinich, 9th August 2013 
(http://www.cumorah.com/index.php?target=view_other_articles&story_id=594&cat_id=30 )

8 United States Department of State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor : International Reli-
gious Freedom Report for 2014 : “ Mongolia ” (http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238528.pdf )

9 The Hankoyreh : “Baatar Enkh prepares to return to Mongolia as its first Catholic priest”, 19th January 2016 
(http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_international/726882.html )

10 Ucanews : “ Mongolian seminarian returns home ahead of ordination ”, 20th January 2016 (http://www.
ucanews.com/news/mongolian-seminarian-returns-home-ahead-of-ordination/75008 )

11 Eglises d’Asie : “Le préfet apostolique dresse le bilan des 20 ans d’existence de la jeune Eglise catholique 
de Mongolie”, 10th July 2012 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-nord-est/mongolie/2012-07-10-le-pre-
fet-apostolique-fait-le-bilan-des-20-ans-d2019existence-de-la-jeune-eglise-catholique-de-mongolie )
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mONTENEGRO

 13.812km2 620.029 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Montenegro is situated in south-east Europe on the Adriatic Sea. It borders Croatia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosovo and Albania. Montenegro, meaning Black Mountain, 
takes its name from the dark forests that cover the country. Montenegro is a multi-re-
ligious and multi-ethnic country. Its religious breakdown is complex, as no faith group 
claims the allegiance of a majority of the population. Apart from being home to Orthodox 
Christians, the country is home to Catholics as well as a sizeable Muslim community. In 
2012 Judaism was recognized as the fourth official religion of Montenegro. Many of the 
country’s official public holidays are based on traditional Orthodox traditions. Additional 
Catholic, Muslim and Jewish holidays are also observed.

The Serbian Orthodox Church is by far the larger of the two Orthodox denominations 
and is the largest single faith group in the country. The Serbian Orthodox Church in Mon-
tenegro strongly opposes the country’s accession to NATO and urges the authorities to 
organize a referendum on NATO membership.

The Montenegrin Orthodox Church was formed, or re-established, in the 1990s, and 
bases its claim for recognition on the fact that the Kingdom of Montenegro had its own 
Orthodox Church before it was forcibly merged into Yugoslavia at the end of the First 
World War. The Serbian Church disputes its existence, however, and calls it a schismatic 
organisation. It has not been recognised by any other Orthodox Church, either.

There are around 100 Orthodox monasteries, most of which are active but some are in 
ruins or are being rebuilt. The exact number of Orthodox churches is not known, but some 
data shows that there are more than 570 around the country.

The number of Catholic places of worship is somewhat smaller at 184. There are 140 
Islamic mosques. Most of the ethnic Slav Muslims live in the Sandzak area, while ethnic 
Albanian Muslims live in the area bordering Albania and Kosovo. Muslims in Montenegro 
are predominantly Sunni.
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The Jewish community in Montenegro is the youngest and probably one of the smallest 
Jewish communities in the world today. According to the last census, about 300 Jews 
live in Montenegro.

The constitution guarantees freedom of religious belief, which is provided for under 
Article 46 of the constitution. The right to express religious beliefs may only be limited to 
protect the life and health of others, public peace and order. Article 14 of the constitution 
stipulates that religious communities shall be equal and free in the exercise of religious 
rites and religious affairs and are separated from the state. Article 48 of the constitution 
as well as Article 177 of the Law on Military recognizes everyone’s right to conscientious 
objection.

Religious groups must register with local police within 15 days of being set up. This enables 
them to receive the status of a legal entity. The police must then file this registration with 
the Ministry of Interior. Religious organizations must have at least two members to register.

There are 20 religious communities registered in Montenegro:1 the Church of Christ’s 
Gospel, Catholic Mission Tuzi, Christian Adventist Church, Evangelistic Church, Army Order 
of Hospitable Believers of Saint Lazar of Jerusalem for Montenegro, Franciscan Mission 
for Malesija, Biblical Christian Community, Bahais, Montenegrin Community, Christian 
Adventist Church, Buddhists, Protestants, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
(Mormons) Jehovah’s Witnesses, and the Jewish community.

Separate agreements have been concluded so far between the Government of Monte-
negro and the Catholic, Islamic and Jewish communities:2 

- Basic Agreement between Montenegro and the Holy See on 24th June 2011

- Contract governing the relations of common interest between the Government and the 
Islamic community in Montenegro on 30th January 2012 

- Agreement on regulation of mutual interest between the Government and the Jewish 
community in Montenegro on 31st January, 2012

These agreements do not replace the requirement of registration. There is no similar 
agreement with the Serbian Orthodox Church or the Montenegrin Orthodox Church.

Incidents

A new Freedom of Religion Law was drafted to replace the 1977 one when Montenegro 
was one of the constitutive republics of the Socialist Yugoslavia. The new law intended to 
regulate the status of churches and other religious communities in secular Montenegrin 
society. Under the Draft Law, all the churches and monasteries built before 1918 would 
become state property and part of the country’s cultural heritage. Religious communities 
would also have to start to pay taxes, as well as to “confidentially inform the government” 
before the appointment of officials.
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there is a fierce discussion ongoing in Montenegro. The Ministry for Human and Minority 
Rights states that it has received 4,500 memos with objections and suggestions of which 99 
percent came from the Serbian Orthodox Church. The Serbian Orthodox’s main objection 
is restoring the public property of all religious objects that were built prior to 1918.3

This Draft met with a defiant response from Metropolitan Amfilohije (Radović) and Serbian 
Patriarchate. Bishop Amfilohije opposes this Draft because the Church is going to lose a 
great part of its property and it will be weakened.4 The Serbian Orthodox Church sees this 
Draft Law as an attempt by the Government to diminish its influence over the Montene-
grin population. This Church initiated a petition against the Draft Law in its parish church 
in Podgorica and a number of public figures on good terms with the Serbian Orthodox 
Church issued media statements criticizing the Draft Law.

The Montenegrin Orthodox Church welcomed this Draft stating that it has established 
good foundations for the relations between the state and religious communities. Minority 
Protestant and Evangelical Churches also have concerns regarding some of the proposals 
of the Draft. In particular, its requirement that the signature of 50 Montenegro citizens 
would be needed in order to register a religious community. Another problem would be 
a refusal to permit foreign citizens to be involved in teaching and their activities would 
only take place in religious buildings.

Metropolitan Mihailo of the Montenegrin Orthodox Church was insulted as he arrived for 
a public hearing on the Draft Law in Kotor on 10th September, 2015. A group of about 100 
people prevented him and other representatives of the Montenegrin Orthodox Church 
from participating in the public debate.5 In the end, the tense situation meant that the 
public hearing did not go ahead.

On 7th September, 2015 police in Bijelo Polje prevented citizens (supporters of the Serbian 
Orthodox Church) from physically attacking Metropolitan Mihailo. There too citizens 
verbally insulted representatives of the Montenegrin Orthodox Church and the public 
hearing was also cancelled. 6

Public discussion on the Draft was planned to last until 14th of September, but the Gover-
nment extended the deadline to 30th of September 2015. This was done in order to leave 
enough time for submitting suggestions, objections or proposals of all interested parties 
regarding the text of this regulation so it is in accordance with EU standards. In addition 
to the public debate, the government has submitted the Draft Law to the Venetian Com-
missions of the European Union for considerations and evaluation.8 

The European Platform on Religious Intolerance and Discrimination (EPRID) sharply criti-
cized the proposed Draft Law.7 It stated that it would “seriously violate rights of religious 
freedom and autonomy for Churches and religious communities and unfairly discrimi-
nate against them”. A joint letter was signed by the Jewish Contribution to an Inclusive 
Europe, the Association Internationale pour la Défense de la Liberté Religieuse, Christian 
Solidarity Worldwide, the Conference of European Churches, the European Evangelical 
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Alliance, Global Human Rights Defence, Human Rights Without Frontiers, Open Doors 
International and the International Buddhist Information Bureau. 

The Montenegrin government decided to postpone the adoption of the law to 2016.

Tensions persist between the Serbian and Montenegrin Orthodox Churches over cano-
nical recognition and property issues. Disputes continued over possession of some 750 
Orthodox shrines. Both churches claimed to be the “true” Orthodox Church in the country.

The followers of the two rival Orthodox churches gathered to light their Christmas Eve 
Yule Logs in different places and under police protection around the churches. The Ser-
bian Church celebration in Podgorica gathered about 1,000 people who waved Serbian 
flags.8 Bishop Amfilohije again criticized the Montenegrin authority’s decision to join the 
Western alliance. Followers of the Montenegrin Orthodox Church gathered in the old 
royal capital of Cetinje. Parallel Christmas Eve gatherings have been held in Montenegro 
ever since the wars that broke up the former Yugoslavia erupted and Montenegro began 
distancing itself from Serbia.

Prospects for freedom of religion

The most volatile issue in Montenegro remains a conflict between two Orthodox chur-
ches. Far from being confined to dogmatic issues, the division has national and political 
aspects. The Serbian Orthodox Church (SPC) and the Montenegrin Orthodox Church (CPC) 
continue to disagree over property and the right to be the official national representative 
of the Orthodox faith. The SPC’s clergy sometimes uses aggressive rhetoric and seeks to 
interfere in the affairs of the state and politics.

Also, despite over a decade of state building, democratic reform, and Western engage-
ment, corruption and mismanagement remain prevalent in Montenegro. Poverty and 
public frustration could generate social or ethnic conflicts, which in turn would overflow 
to religious identities.

Montenegro throughout history managed coexistence in a multi-religious environment 
guided by the idea that if they cannot live with each other, they can at least live next to 
each other and respect all differences of faith and religious practice.

Endnotes
1 The Directorate for Religious Communities within the Ministry of Human and Minority Rights
2 PR Bureau of the Government of Montenegro
3 CDM, Cafe Del Montenegro12 October, 2015
4 The Metropolitanate of Montenegro and Littoral website
5 CDM,10 September, 2015
6 CDM,7 September, 2015
7 EPRID, Statement Concerning the Draft Law on Freedom of Religion in Montenegro January 21, 2016
8 Balkan Insight, 7 January, 2016
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Morocco is a hereditary Monarchy ruled by a Sunni dynasty established for centuries. The 
incumbent Monarch is King Mohammed VI. He is considered to be a descendant of the 
Prophet Muhammad. More than 99 percent of the country’s population are Sunni Muslims 
of the Maliki-Ashari school. Other religious groups – including Jews – constitute less than 
one percent of the population. The Jewish community is very old and the majority left 
after the establishment of the State of Israel. Community leaders estimate the number 
of Jews to be at most only 4,000, with the majority living in Casablanca.

The Catholic Church estimates the number of Christians of all denominations to be as 
high as 25,000. Other sources give a number of just 5,000. The vast majority of Christians 
are foreigners. They use the churches built during the French protectorate in force until 
1956. It is not clear how many Muslim citizens have converted to Christianity. Some put 
the figure as high as 8,000. 

There are small Shi‘a and Baha‘i groups living in the country. 

According to the Moroccan constitution, Morocco is a sovereign Muslim state. Article 3 
reads: “Islam is the state religion, which guarantees to all the free exercise of worship.”2 
The constitution therefore prohibits political parties, parliamentarians or constitutional 
amendments to infringe upon Islam.3

Article 41 says that the King is “Commander of the Faithful [Amir Al Mouminin], sees to 
the respect for Islam. He is the Guarantor of the free exercise of beliefs. He presides over 
the Superior Council of the Ulemas, charged with the study of questions that He submits 
to it. The Council is the sole instance enabled to comment on the religious consultations 
(Fatwas) before being officially agreed to, on the questions to which it has been referred 
and this, on the basis of the tolerant principles, precepts and designs of Islam. The attri-
butions, the composition and the modalities of functioning of the Council are established 
by Dahir [Royal Decree].”

Proselytism by non-Muslims among the Muslim population is strictly forbidden.4 The 
distribution of non-Islamic religious materials is forbidden therefore too.5
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Article 220 of the civil penal code proscribes a punishment of anything from six months 
to three years imprisonment, plus a fine of 100 to 500 Dirham (about US$13) for any 
person employing “means of seduction with the aim of converting a Muslim to another 
religion, whether by exploiting his weakness or his needs, whether by using teaching 
establishments, health establishments, retirement homes or orphanages for this end”.

Evangelical ministers in particular have been denied entry to the country or have been 
deported in the past. There are reports about similar cases during the period of this report.6

Voluntary conversion is not a crime under the criminal or civil codes.7 However there 
were cases reported which include a Moroccan convert to Christianity who was arrested.8 
Morocco does not impose the death penalty against apostates from Islam under the 
provisions of its Penal Code. However, in April 2013, the Supreme Council of Religious 
Scholars issued a religious decree (fatwa) that Moroccan Muslims who leave Islam must 
be sentenced to death.9 For now the government has not followed up on the fatwa.

Morocco’s law criminalising blasphemy became increasingly strict during the period under 
review.10 Article 219 of the law provides for “imprisonment from one year to five years” 
against anyone guilty of “undermining”, “offending”, or “insulting” God and the prophets 
by any means. Article 223 sets a conviction of six months to two years imprisonment for 
the perpetrators of vandalism of places of worship or sacred religious texts.11

Personal status affairs for Muslim citizens are regulated by the country’s interpretation 
of Shari‘a law. Male Muslim citizens can marry non-Muslim women. But female Muslim 
citizens cannot marry non-Muslim men. Jews have rabbinical courts which oversee their 
personal status affairs such as marriage or inheritance.

The breaking of the Ramadan fast in public is a crime punished by the penal code with 
six months in prison and a fine of up to 500 dirhams.

 

Incidents

Both government and society act to restrict religious freedom for citizens. But there have 
also been some encouraging signs.

An Appeal Court in Fez overturned a conviction against a Christian convert from Islam 
because of lack of evidence in September 2014. He had been sentenced to 30 months 
in prison for alleged proselytising. Mohamed El Baladi, 31, was arrested on 28th August 
2014 in the town of Ain Aicha (Taounate province), about 80km from Fez, on charges of 
proselytizing after he was accused of trying to push two young Muslims to convert. Police 
raided his home, where they seized several Christian CDs, books and magazines. During 
the raid, they insulted El Baladi for leaving Islam and tried to force him to reveal names of 
other converts to Christianity. Later, it was revealed that the accusation of proselytising 
had come from El Baladi’s uncle, who was opposed to his conversion to Christianity. On 
3rd September, a court in Taounate sentenced El Baladi to 30 months in prison and a fine 
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of 1,500 Moroccan dirhams (about US$ 182). Human rights groups slammed the ruling 
because the accused was denied legal counsel and received a fine that exceeded the 
maximum allowed by law. The penalty for violating Morocco’s penal code is six months to 
three years in prison and fines of up to 500 dirhams. El Baladi was eventually able to show 
that his conversation with two young Muslims was not designed to convert them, but to 
explain his reasons for conversion.12 There were other reported cases of interrogation of 
suspected converts from Islam by the police.13

During the period under review, the government expelled many Evangelical Christians 
from the country after accusing them of proselytising. In particular, Evangelical ministers 
and volunteers have been deported. For 10 years, foreign Christians ran an orphanage 
called the Village of Hope on the slopes of Morocco’s Middle Atlas Mountains, taking in 
abandoned Moroccan children and raising them in their homes. But it took just a few 
hours in August 2014 for Moroccan authorities to dissolve those foster families. Police 
gathered the 16 foreign volunteers and their biological children in a conference room 
and told them they had to leave the country immediately. 33 Moroccan children learned 
they would stay behind. Morocco’s Interior Ministry claims the group “exploited some 
families’ poverty and targeted their minor children,” violating rules on guardianship and 
breaking Morocco’s laws banning proselytising to Muslims. Foreign Christian leaders in 
Morocco say the deportations are part of a country-wide campaign that signals a tough 
new stance against foreign evangelists who had been tolerated for years. Orphanage 
administrator Chris Broadbent, from New Zealand, said the staff never tried to convert 
anyone, and maintained the orphanage had followed the same policies since it opened 
a decade ago: the children learned the Qur’an in school, but were raised by Christian 
parents. Those expelled came from the Netherlands, UK, New Zealand, South Africa, Brazil 
and the United States.14 

 In December 2014 Morocco’s Cinema Commission, part of the Ministry of Communica-
tions, banned the Hollywood film Exodus from theatres, citing Islam’s prohibition on the 
depiction of God. Some members of the government criticised the ban, as did Morocco’s 
association of filmmakers.15

In April 2015 Morocco’s interior ministry announced the arrest of four people in the Western 
Sahara after they allegedly issued a fatwa authorising the burning alive of a person they 
accused of rejecting Islam. It said the four members of a “terrorist cell” detained in the 
disputed territory’s main city of Laayoune had planned to “carry out dangerous terrorist 
crimes” in Morocco. It said an investigation had revealed the suspects’ “total acceptance” 
of the Islamic State group’s agenda.16

In November 2015 Moroccan police arrested four people suspected of belonging to a 
militant cell linked to the Daesh (ISIS) militant group. Around 1,500 Moroccan nationals 
were reported to be fighting with armed groups in Syria and Iraq. Authorities said earlier 
this year 220 have returned home and been jailed and 286 have been killed.17 The U.S. State 
Department said it appreciated Morocco’s leadership in countering violent extremism and 
welcomed the creation of the Mohammed VI Institute of Training of Imams, Morchidines 
and Morchidates from Morocco and other African, Arab and European countries.18
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In January 2016 a large conference of Muslim scholars was hosted in Marrakesh to pro-
mote the right of religious minorities in Muslim countries. An appeal to develop an Islamic 
jurisprudence on the concept of citizenship, inclusive of all groups, was signed on 27th 
January by 250 leading Islamic scholars gathered in Marrakech. The initiative came at the 
invitation of the Ministry of Promotion and Islamic Business of Morocco and the Forum 
for the Promotion of Peace in Islamic societies, based in the United Arab Emirates.19

Prospects for freedom of religion

The government’s struggle against jihadi terrorism risks undermining its credibility which 
is cantered on Islam. With an evident shift in society towards Islamic conservatism, experts 
say that “the general direction of the country does not jibe with the idea that Morocco is 
making an effort to root out extremist ideologies”. Moroccan political scientist Abdeslam 
Maghraoui continues: “Morocco is definitely getting more conservative, and the govern-
ment doesn’t know how to handle it.”20 

Endnotes
1 Including Western Sahara.
2 http://www.constitutionnet.org/files/morocco_eng.pdf
3 See Morocco in U.S. International Religious Freedom Report 2014
4 http://www.iirf.eu/index.php?id=249&no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=248&tx_ttnews%5Btt_

news%5D=4917
5 U.S. International Religious Freedom Report 2014
6 http://www.iirf.eu/index.php?id=249&no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5BbackPid%5D=248&tx_ttnews%5Btt_

news%5D=4917
7 http://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2015/07/162856/there-is-no-law-that-punishes-apostasy-moroc-

can-minister/
8 https://www.opendoorsusa.org/takeaction/pray/tag-prayer-updates-post/morocco-christian-arrested/
See also: http://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2015/01/149976/morocco-christian-convert-arrested-in-fez/
9 http://www.loc.gov/law/help/apostasy/#_ftn54
10 http://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2015/04/155330/morocco-toughens-law-against-bla-

sphemy-sexual-harassment/
11 http://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2015/04/155330/morocco-toughens-law-against-bla-

sphemy-sexual-harassment/
12 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Christian-convert-from-Islam-exonerated-from-charges-of-proselyti-

sing-30268.html
13 http://adlr.org/2015/03/10/n-e-marruecos-detiene-a-un-joven-sospechoso-de-hacerse-cristiano/
14 http://www.hrwf.net/images/forbnews/2014/Morocco_2014.pdf
15 http://www.freedomhouse.org/reportfreedom-world/2015/morocco
16 http://www.capitalfm.co.ke/news/2015/04/morocco-arrests-four-over-burning-alive-fatwa/
17 http://timesofoman.com/article/71831/World/Middle-East/Morocco-arrests-four-militants-with-’lin-

ks’-to-IS-militant-group-planning-to-carry-out-attacks-using
18 http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2015/04/240531.htm
19 http://www.fides.org/en/news/59284#.Vq-A350weM8
20 http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2015/04/16/moroccan-government-delves-into-citizens-reli-

gious-lives-to-purge-extremism
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 zChristian: 52,5%
(Christian: 24% – Protestant: 21% – 
Others: 7,5%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 29,4%

 zMuslim: 17,5%

 zOthers: 0,6%   AREA POPULATION2

RELIGION1

mOZAmBIQUE

   799.380km² 25.303.113

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In Mozambique, Christians make up the majority in the south and in cities, while the 
Muslims, most of them Sunnis, are mainly found in the north and along the coast. There 
are also numerous followers of traditional African beliefs, above all in the rural regions. 
The religious life of Mozambique is not only exceptionally diverse, but also very dynamic 
and as a result the country has become a magnet for evangelical missionary groups inclu-
ding the Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus.3 The IURD are from Brazil, where the main 
language is Portuguese, as it is in Mozambique. This is another reason why such Brazilian 
movements have chosen the country for missionary work. In the case of Mozambique’s 
Muslims, young Islamic preachers study abroad in countries such as Egypt, Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia and South Africa. Many of them return, having adopted a strict interpretation of 
Islam.4 There is a concern that Mozambique may be affected by intolerant Islamist ideo-
logies seen in other countries, such as Kenya for example. 

The constitution and laws of Mozambique guarantee religious freedom.5 Article 54 sta-
tes: “All citizens shall have the freedom to practise or not to practise a religion. Religious 
denominations shall have the right to pursue their religious aims freely and to own and 
acquire assets for realising their objectives.” These principles have been broadly respected 
by the governments in power since the end of the civil war in 1990, albeit with some 
restrictions. Before 1990, in the Marxist Leninist state of Mozambique, the free practice 
of religion was at best tolerated.

The constructive role played by the Churches, and especially the Catholic Church, during 
the peace process between the current ruling party Frelimo and the former armed oppo-
sition group Renamo, has strengthened the position of religion in Mozambique. In July 
2013, the then Emeritus Archbishop Jaime Gonçalves, a leading figure in the peace talks, 
lamented the fact that the former Renamo fighters had still not been integrated into 
the police, as had been envisaged in the peace accords of Rome. Furthermore, among 
the Mozambican people themselves, the former communist and now social democratic 
Frelimo party, which has ruled continuously since independence in 1975, is slowly losing 
support. Therefore, in the presidential elections of 2014, the Frelimo candidate Filipe Nyusi 
achieved a considerably worse result than in earlier elections. 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Incidents

Despite this fact, the Frelimo party still claimed victory in the election, while Renamo 
accused them of fraud. Christian organisations complained that politicians were attemp-
ting to exploit religious occasions in order to promote themselves in the run-up to the 
2014 elections.6 

 In 2015 the conflict intensified. On 19th January 2015, the new Frelimo government under 
President Nyusi took office at a time of great tension. The March 2015 murder of consti-
tutional lawyer Gilles Cistac, a Frenchman by birth and close to Renamo, did nothing to 
ease the tensions. At the end of April 2015 the parliament rejected a proposal by Renamo 
to establish autonomous provinces. Renamo’s intention was to establish independent 
regional governments in the six regions where they had gained a majority in the elections, 
against the will of the central government – and if necessary by force.

 The Catholic bishops of Mozambique expressed their concern at the “continuous dete-
rioration” of the political and military situation in the country and called on the govern-
ment and the Renamo opposition party to put down their weapons.7 In their appeal, the 
bishops also called for the “resumption of dialogue between the conflicting parties” and 
the involvement of civilian society in the negotiations. The bishops also lamented “the 
inconsistency between what is said and what is done” and called for gestures of peace 
and reconciliation. The reality was that in October and November of 2015 there were 
numerous riots and police confiscated Renamo weapons in Morrumbala.8

For a long time, the Catholic Church has worked for peace and reconciliation in Mozam-
bique, but at the same time has continued to speak openly about abuses. Church leaders 
have often criticised corruption, unjust monopolies of power and separatist tendencies. 
In a message issued on 6th March 2015, the bishops warned: “National unity is being 
threatened by selfishness and political divisions.”9 The statement continued: “The con-
solidation of national unity, which is a valuable asset for all, a wealth that we cannot give 
up, can never be regarded as the exclusive monopoly of some groups closed in on them-
selves and obsessed by the greed of political and economic power.” Increasing numbers 
of people were being excluded from the decision-making process, as a result of which 
“the current government appears to be less and less able to achieve the key objectives 
sanctioned in article 11 of the constitution”, the bishops stated. “In fact”, continues the 
document, “we are witnessing the blatant injustice of the poor crushed by a minority 
enriched dishonestly, who lives in luxury.”

 During the bishops’ ad limina visit to Rome on 9th May 2015, Pope Francis referred to the 
internal problems that have been constantly tearing Mozambique apart. The Church must 
present herself as “a unity”, he told them, and contribute to the resolution of conflicts. He 
also called on the bishops to strengthen pastoral work in schools and to work together 
with the government for the support of families.

Despite these problems, there were no reports of any serious infringements of religious 
freedom during the period in question.10
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Apart from the political tensions and the need to tackle poverty, there are other social 
challenges to be overcome. Mozambique is increasingly becoming a transit land for those 
fleeing conflicts in the Horn of Africa and heading for South Africa. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_156_2.asp
2 CIA, The World Factbook 2016, estimate, July 2015
3 Munzinger Archiv 2016
4 Ibid.
5 Art. 54, Constitution of Mozambique (2004), https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Mozambi-

que_2007.pdf?lang=en
6 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
7 http://www.fides.org/de/news/37156-AFRIKA_MOSAMBIK_Bischoefe_aeussern_sich_besorgt_und_for-

dern_Dialog_zwischen_Kontliktparteien#.VoGeQV5zAo0
8 Ibid.
9 http://www.fides.org/de/news/35738-AFRIKA_MOSAMBIK_Bischoefe_Korruption_gefaehrdet_die_

Einheit_des_Landes#.VoGjMl5zAo0
10 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
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RELIGION1

NAMIBIA 

 

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 91,19%2

 zEthnoreligionist: 5,94%

 zOthers: 2,87%

NAmIBIA

    824.292 km² 2.400.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The legacy of Namibia’s colonial past, which ended as late as 1990, is the dominant pre-
sence of Christianity, especially Protestantism. There are also small numbers of Muslims, 
Baha’is, Jews and Buddhists.4 The number of Pentecostal communities is growing rapidly, 
above all in the north-east of the country along the Zambezi River. Many religious believers 
combine Christian beliefs with traditional African rituals and customs.

Namibia’s constitution guarantees religious freedom and protects its citizens from religious 
discrimination under article 10.5 Article 21 recognises the “freedom to practise any religion 
and to manifest such practice”, while article 19, relating to culture, states: “Every person 
shall be entitled to enjoy, practise, profess, maintain and promote any culture, language, 
tradition or religion subject to the terms of this constitution…” Namibia is a secular state 
and does not give preferential treatment to any one or more faith community.6

The spirit of the constitution is also reflected in government practice. The state does not 
place restrictions on the formation of religious communities, which can gain recognition 
through registration, though this is not compulsory. Church communities wishing to 
secure exemptions from income taxes and other duties must register as welfare organi-
sations with the Ministry of Health and Social Services. Religious organisations involved 
in income-generating projects must register as charitable associations with the Ministry 
of Commerce and Industry.

Although there is a continuous succession of new religious groups being established, 
the relationship between the religious communities in Namibia is good and marked by 
mutual respect. The Catholic Church in Namibia is widely respected as one of the major 
faith communities in the country and as an important force and moral authority in civil 
society.

Incidents

During the ad limina visit to the Vatican by the Catholic bishops of Namibia and Lesotho 
on 24th April 2015, the chairman of the Namibian Bishops’ Conference, Archbishop 
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authorities, pursuant to an agreement of understanding, to the point that we have desi-
gnated a person to liaise between the Episcopal Conference and the government. We 
cooperate but we remain an independent voice from the authorities. The government 
still appreciates our efforts and provides subsidies to our schools and hospitals.”7 Pope 
Francis recognised the many challenges faced by the Church and society in their countries 
but urged them nonetheless to support and teach the people in their faith. At a time of 
an apparent decrease in vocations to the priesthood and religious life, it was important 
for priests to speak openly about the fulfilling and joyful experience of offering one’s life 
to Christ, he said.8

There were no reports of any infringements of religious freedom, either within Namibian 
society or on the part of the government, during the period of this report.9

Prospects for Freedom of Religion

The concept of a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious nation has found a par-
ticularly positive expression in Namibia. While in Rome, Archbishop Nashenda Liborius 
Ndumbukuti also commented: “We are no longer in the emergency of the times of the 
war of independence, and now we can carry out an ordinary pastoral program focused 
on the teaching of the Gospel. Next to this, we place the emphasis on social programs 
to alleviate poverty. We have invested in particular in schools, and this is our biggest 
contribution to the development of the country.”10

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_157_1.asp
2 The two largest Christian groups are the Lutheran and Roman Catholic churches, http://www.thearda.

com/internationalData/countries/Country_157_2.asp
3 BBC
4 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
5 The Constitution of The Republic of Namibia (2010 Version), http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text.jsp?-

file_id=222893
6 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
7 http://www.fides.org/de/news/35986-AFRIKA_NAMIBIA_Vorsitzender_der_Bischofskonferenz_Die_

Kluft_zwischen_Armen_und_Reichen_wird_groesser#.VoFO8V5zAo0
8 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/04/24/papst_franziskus_an_die_bisch%C3%B6fe_von_lesotho_

namibia/1139316
9 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
10 http://www.fides.org/de/news/35986-AFRIKA_NAMIBIA_Vorsitzender_der_Bischofskonferenz_Die_

Kluft_zwischen_Armen_und_Reichen_wird_groesser#.VoFO8V5zAo0
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NAURU 

 

 zChristian: 75,02%
(Christian: 25% – Protestant: 50,02%)

 zBahá'ís: 9,61%

 zEthnoreligionist: 10,48%

 zBuddhist: 1,37%

 zOthers: 3,52%

RELIGION1

NAURU

  21.3km2 10.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Formerly named Pleasant Island by its first European visitors, the world’s smallest repu-
blic achieved independence in 1968. A German colony in the late nineteenth century, it 
was administered by Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom under a League 
of Nations mandate following the First World War.

Despite Nauru’s alleged human rights abuses, there have been no reports of oppression of 
religious freedom. While the constitution guarantees the right to freedom of conscience, 
expression, assembly, and association, it also declares that such freedoms may be restri-
cted by any law “which is reasonably required … in the interests of defence, public safety, 
public order, public morality or public health”.2 There is no state religion but, in common 
with most inhabitants of the island, the majority of government officials are members of 
the Nauru Protestant Church. It was noted by the US State Department that there were 
no reports of general societal discrimination against religious groups.3

The predominant religion practised on the island is Christianity and missionaries of many 
different Christian denominations are present and active in the country. Although rela-
tionships between religious groups are amicable, social tensions have been on the rise. 
Issues with the country’s phosphate mining industry have caused economic problems 
resulting in a decline in income and leaving Nauru dependent on aid.

Nauru’s policies on religious freedom have mainly affected faith groups including the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Many foreign workers 
converted to the two religious groups after meeting workers of different faiths within the 
phosphate industry. Some resistance by the Nauru Protestant Church to members of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and Jehovah’s Witnesses has emerged as some 
Christians fear that proselytisation by these groups would create tensions among locals.

Those who have converted to other Christian denominations are now allowed to hold reli-
gious services in their company-owned housing. Such worship was prohibited in the past 
but there is no evidence to suggest restrictions continue. The government also asked both 
groups to register their churches under the provisions of the Birth, Death, and Marriage 
Ordinance or else they would be prevented from building churches or holding services. 
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In more recent years, Nauru has been involved in controversy in relation to the Austra-
lian-run asylum-seeker detention camp on the island. Those responsible for the camp 
have been accused of human rights abuse and overcrowding. Australia has sent all asylum 
seekers to detention centres on Nauru and Papua New Guinea since 2013 and the camp 
is a major employer of citizens. Detainees and human rights activists have protested 
against the treatment and living conditions of the asylum seekers. In July 2013, a riot took 
place at the centre in an unprecedented incident. The following year, the government of 
Nauru admitted that an increase in fees for journalist visas was in response to negative 
reporting by foreign correspondents. As a result, by November 2014, no international 
agencies had applied for a visa.

Prospects for Freedom of Religion

There has been a marked improvement in religious freedom over recent years. The gover-
nment lifted previous restrictions on the practice of missionary work by the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses in 2008, whose members had previously been denied entry visas. Before this 
amendment in policy, representatives of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
were also refused permission to enter the country.4

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_158_2.asp
2 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Nauru_1968
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2008/108417.htm
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NEPAL 

 

RELIGION1

 zChristian: 1,41%

 zHindus: 81,34%

 zEthnoreligionist: 3,04%2

 zBuddhist: 9,04%

 zMuslim: 4,34%

 zOthers: 0,79%

NEPAL

   147.181 km² 31.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

As the 2011 census showed, Nepal remains a majority Hindu country. The faithful themselves 
make much of the fact that for almost 240 years the country was the world’s only Hindu 
monarchy before it was proclaimed a republic in 2006. The principal religious minorities 
are the Buddhists and the Muslims, the vast majority of whom are Sunni Muslims. A degree 
of syncretism is a central factor, with a great many people individually attached to one 
or another form of Buddhist, Hindu or animist beliefs. The size of the Christian minority 
is a source of some debate. While the number of Catholics is comparatively well known, 
based on the 8,000 believers recorded by the apostolic vicariate of Nepal,3 the rise of the 
Protestant communities appears to be a reality that is as evident as it is ill-defined. The 
Protestant churches – essentially evangelical and Pentecostal – are present today in every 
one of the 75 districts of the country, but it is difficult to be precise about the number of 
adherents. The figure of two million believers (almost seven percent of the population) 
is frequently cited, but has never been confirmed by reliable statistical studies. In 2011 
the Reverend Lokmani Dhakal, a Protestant pastor and the secretary of the Nepal Chri-
stian Society (NCS), which is the largest federation of Protestant churches in the country, 
estimated that the number of Christians in Nepal was closer to one million believers.4

Christmas removed from the list of public holidays 

From 2016, Christmas will no longer be formally celebrated in Nepal. On 4th April 2016, 
the Nepalese government announced that Christmas will no longer be an official public 
holiday.5 In this overwhelmingly Hindu country, Shakti Basnet, the Interior Minister, sou-
ght to justify the decision in these terms: “We have been obliged to take this decision in 
order to control the inflation in the number of public holidays. This measure is in no sense 
directed against Christians.” Christmas had been included as a public holiday since 2008, 
following the abolition of the monarchy.6

Christians were deeply offended by this decision of 4th April, pointing out that the country 
has 83 public holidays linked to the Hindu religious calendar and that one extra day, for 
Christmas, could scarcely make a great difference. Nonetheless, the government stuck 
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for the Christians employed by the state.

The NCS objected that “the government is seeking to restrict the religious rights and 
freedoms of the minorities”, while other Christians pointed out that the real priority for 
the authorities should be to rebuild the country, following the terrible earthquake of 25th 
April 2015, which claimed 8,000 lives and left hundreds of thousands of homes destroyed 
or seriously damaged, rather than stopping Christmas from being a public holiday.

A secular constitution, adopted at a time of suffering 

Paradoxically, it was this very same earthquake of 25th April 2015 (registering 7.8 on the 
Richter scale) that finally made possible the adoption of the constitution of this very young 
Republic of Nepal. It was not until 16th September 2015 that the constituent assembly of 
Nepal finally voted (by a very large majority of 507 votes out of a total of 601) to approve 
the new constitution for the country, thereby bringing to an end a laborious and delicate 
process that had begun eight years earlier. The new text affirms the secular character of 
the Nepalese institutions, while at the same time strictly curtailing religious freedoms.7

In this former Hindu kingdom, the secular character of the state was adopted in 2007, 
one year after the abolition of the monarchy and at the end of a decade of civil war 
between government armed forces and Maoist guerrillas. But since then, there has been 
continuing uncertainty as to what form the future Nepalese institutions would take. The 
pressure exerted by the pro-Hindu parties was very powerful and this, added to the 
numerous other difficulties – notably those relating to the delineation of the country’s 
internal borders into seven different provinces – had made it all but impossible to reach 
agreement among the members of the constituent assembly.

It was not until after the earthquake of 25th April 2015 that, under pressure from the 
population, the major political parties in Parliament finally came to an agreement, in 
August last year, an agreement described by the Nepalese as “historic”. 

It was this accord that has enabled the country to emerge from the paralysis that had 
engulfed it for almost 10 years. In the days leading up to 16th September, the members of 
Parliament voted one by one to approve the different articles of the future constitution. 
On 14th September, more than two thirds rejected an amendment by a Hinduist party 
which proposed to declare Nepal a “Hindu state”.

The rejection of this amendment was welcomed by leaders of the local Catholic Church 
(which represents a community of just 8,000 Catholics). Father Silas Bogati, the vicar 
general of the apostolic vicariate of Nepal, said: “Secularism is not merely a religious 
question. It is a value that implies religious freedom and equality of treatment among 
all the religions.” He added that this vote by the constituent assembly signified that the 
state should not seek to promote one religion at the expense of another, and again that 
it should allow its citizens to freely choose their religious beliefs and should guarantee 
their freedom of belief.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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For Samim Ansari, the coordinator of the National Muslim Struggle Alliance, the vote 
represented the end of a long battle by religious minorities to be treated on an equal 
footing with the overwhelming Hindu majority of the population. In a country where, 
according to the 2011 census, Muslims represent just 4.4 per cent of the population, this 
Muslim spokesman asserted that “every citizen has the right to see his religious freedom 
guaranteed.”

The response of the Hinduist parties was rather different. The amendment rejected on 
14th September was submitted by the Rastriya Prajatantra Party-Nepal, the fourth largest 
body represented on the constituent assembly. On the day of the vote, Hindu militants 
demonstrated in front of the parliament in order to put pressure on the delegates. After 
the vote, Madhav Bhattarai, the President in Nepal of the Indian Hinduist organisation, 
the Hindu Janajagruti Samiti (Hindu Renaissance Committee), declared that the decision 
by the delegates “clashed with the sentiments [of the Hindu majority of the Nepalese 
population]”, adding: “Nepal has missed the chance to become the only Hindu state on 
the planet. This is a decision contrary to our identity.”

A fragile form of secular state that has already been challenged 

But while the affirmation of the secular character of the state has been welcomed by the 
leaders of the religious minorities, other clauses inserted in the new constitution are a 
cause of concern for them. The constitution stipulates the State has the duty to safeguard 
the “Sanatana Dharma”, a term frequently translated by the phrase “primordial tradition” 
and which refers to the essence of Hinduism.

Article 26 of the constitution is also a cause for concern and was described as “dangerous” 
by Father Silas Bogati in July 2015. Whereas sub-section 1 of this article declares religious 
freedom to be a fundamental right, sub-section 3 runs as follows: “While exercising the 
right as provided for by this Article, no person shall act or make others act in a manner 
which is contrary to public health, decency and morality, or behave or act or make others 
act to disturb public law and order situation, or convert a person of one religion to another 
religion, or disturb the religion of other people. Such an act shall be punishable by law.”

Wording such as this, which enshrines a ban on conversion in the constitution, can only 
be used by nationalist Hindu groups campaigning for the return of the monarchy and 
the Hindu religion, as some Nepalese politicians maintain. Narayan Kaji Shrestha is vice 
president of the Unified Communist Party of Nepal-Maoist, the party of the Maoists who 
were defeated in the elections of November 2013 but who remain, with 80 deputies, 
the third-largest political formation within Parliament. According to him, “the form of 
secularism upon which the principal political parties have agreed is a pure negation of 
the secularism that we were calling for by our votes.”

The reality of the last few months appears to justify the fears of those who are concerned 
at the possible undermining of the secular character of the State. In February 2016 Par-
liament organised a popular consultation with regard to a proposed anti-conversion law. 
If it were passed, this law would punish any person found guilty of having converted an 
individual to another religion with five years’ imprisonment and a fine of 50,000 rupees 
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According to Pastor Tanka Subedi, who is conducting the consultation with regard to the 
leaders of the Christian communities, the real intention hiding behind this law is to under-
mine the secular character of the institutions and freedom of expression. He said: “This 
proposed law does not simply ban conversion, it undermines the freedom of expression 
and the fact of practising the religion in which you believe, even if you have no intention 
of converting other people.” He warned against the intentions of certain Hindu leaders, 
for whom secularism is perceived as no more than a Trojan horse introduced by Christians 
into the Nepalese institutions in order to subvert their fundamentally Hindu character.

Quite apart from the constitution, a number of legal measures are discriminatory towards 
non-Hindus. Thus, according to current legislation, while Hindu organisations can easily 
acquire legal personality, this is not the case for non-Hindu institutions or associations. 
Hence, these groups have difficulty purchasing or registering properties in their own name.

Marriages involving people of different religions likewise present difficulties, principally 
of a cultural or social nature, but at the same time the absence of appropriate legal pro-
visions relating to such couples can be a source of legal problems also. For Christians, the 
problems linked to obtaining land for cemeteries are a recurrent issue.

Incidents

All the debates around the new constitution took place in an oppressive atmosphere.8 In 
the weeks running up to the vote, clashes between the security forces and demonstra-
tors opposed to the proposed constitution left more than 40 people dead, including 11 
policemen and an 18-month-old baby. One cause of the violence was the discontent on 
the part of the ethnic minority of the Madhesis, who live in the plains along a southern 
strip of the country. They claim they are discriminated against in terms of the political 
representation envisaged under the new constitution. As a result, the frontier regions 
between Nepal and northern India were the scene of tensions and violence.

On 14th September 2015, as reported by the Kathmandu Post newspaper,9 two bombs 
were detonated in two Protestant churches in the Jhapa district, in the east of the coun-
try, causing material damage but no casualties. According to the same newspaper, three 
policemen were injured the next day while trying to defuse an explosive device they 
found in a third Christian church. On the site of these attacks, the police found pamphlets 
produced by the Hindu Morcha Nepal, a radical Hinduist organisation.

In an indirectly related incident which took place in August 2014, the Reverend Chhe-
dar Bhote Lhomi, a Protestant pastor, aged 37, was finally released. He spent two years 
in prison before being eventually cleared of the charges against him. The Protestant 
pastor, who was heading a small Christian community in a remote area of Nepal close 
to the Tibetan border, had been imprisoned in October 2012, charged with eating beef. 
This is a charge that is extremely rare in Nepal, even though the Hindu faith obliges its 
faithful not to eat beef, since the cow is traditionally a sacred animal. In theory, however, 
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since this ban concerns only the Indian faithful (and in any case, there are numerous 
exceptions, particularly in Nepal, allowing certain castes and ethnic groups to eat meat), 
the members of other religions should not in fact be affected by it. The more so indeed 
since in this part of Nepal, which is populated essentially by Tibetan ethnic groups – to 
which the Reverend Bhote Lhomi also belongs – the eating of meat is a normal practice 
and altogether permitted.

Nonetheless, in October 2012, a crowd of enraged Hinduists attacked the pastor and 
destroyed his house, accusing him of having eaten “forbidden meat”, but above all of 
having himself killed a cow to feed his family (a crime considered to be much more serious).

The recent rise of Christianity in this region of the extreme north-east of Nepal has aroused 
violent reactions and rejection among the local Hindu community. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Even before the adoption of the new constitution, the earthquake and the influx of 
foreign aid had illustrated the sensitivity of relations between the Hindu majority and 
the other religious minorities. As a result, in this country of the Himalayas, the geostra-
tegic regional rivalries were immediately evident, with communist China very quick to 
react by sending its medical and first aid teams. However, it was India, which shares very 
close cultural and religious links with Nepal,10 which intervened the fastest. Its military 
transport planes and search and rescue helicopters were the first to land in Kathmandu, 
following the earthquake.

The activities of Hindu nationalists 

By 27th April, Dattatreya Hosabale, one of the principal leaders of the Hinduist nationa-
list organisation, the Rashtriya Swayamsewak Sangh (RSS) or National Volunteer Corps, 
which is closely linked to the BJP, the Hindu nationalist party in power in New Delhi, 
was on hand in Kathmandu to “coordinate the aid and relief activities” of the Nepalese 
branch of the same group, known locally as the Hindu Swayamsewak Sangh (HSS).11 
While there, Dattatreya Hosabale met with the then Prime Minister, Sushil Koirala, who 
is also President of the Nepalese Congress Party. Using social networks, the RSS made 
much of the mobilisation of its sympathisers and the amounts of money raised and the 
initiatives undertaken to come to the aid of the Nepalese people. At the same time, this 
Hindu nationalist organisation, again using social networks, warned people against the 
“Christian vultures” and Western agencies who, they said, were taking advantage of the 
relief operations in order to proselytise among the victims of the earthquake. When the 
Lapine, a satirical Canadian website, produced a spoof news item stating that 100,000 
copies of a pocket Bible had been sent to Kathmandu, “to help the millions of despe-
rate Nepalese, after the earthquake that has ravaged their country”, it was taken quite 
literally by a number of Indian media outlets (notably India TV and News Nation).12 The 
spoof was no doubt all the more credible, given that it was presented as coming from 
the Gideons International, the Evangelical Christian organisation known for distributing 
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incident reveals the extreme sensibility of Nepalese Hindu nationalists to the presence 
of the religious minorities and the question of conversion. 

Endnotes
1 2011 census.
2 Kirat.
3 Catholic Hierarchy : http://www.catholic-hierarchy.org/diocese/dnepa.html
4 Eglises d’Asie, 7 January 2011  : « Le pays aurait franchi le cap des deux millions de chrétiens » (http://

eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud/nepal/2011-01-07-le-pays-aurait-franchi-le-cap-des-deux-millions-de-
chretiens )

5 Christian Today, 7 April 2016  : «  Christians threaten to protest after Nepal ‘cancels Christmas’» (http://
www.christiantoday.com/article/christians.threaten.to.protest.after.nepal.cancels.christmas/83519.htm )

6 Eglises d’Asie, 16 January 2008 : « Noël et l’Id al-Fitr deviennent jours fériés » (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/
asie-du-sud/nepal/2008-01-16-noel-et-l2019id-al-fitr-deviennent-jours-feries/ )

7 Eglises d’Asie, 17 September 2015 : « Le pays se dote d’une Constitution restreignant fortement la liberté 
religieuse  » (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud/nepal/2015-09-17-le-pays-se-dote-d2019une-con-
stitution-a-la-fois-laique-et-restreignant-fortement-la-liberte-religieuse )

8 On a tour through southern Asia, Cardinal Fernando Filoni, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evange-
lisation of Peoples, was due to visit Nepal from 15 to 19 September 2015, particularly in order to express 
the sympathy and solidarity of the Catholic Church towards the Nepalese people devastated by the ear-
thquake of 25 April. His visit was cancelled, however, officially for reasons of security. In reality it was 
felt that his visit to Kathmandu might have been misunderstood and denounced by Hindu extremists 
as a manoeuvre by the Holy See, aimed at preventing the restoration of the Hindu religion as the state 
religion in Nepal.

9 Kathmandu Post, 15 September 2015 : « Bombs explode in two Jhapa churches » (http://kathmandupost.
ekantipur.com/news/2015-09-15/bombs-explode-at-jhapa-churches.html )

10 Eglises d’Asie, 6 August 2014 : « Le Premier ministre indien acclamé comme « le héraut de l’hindouisme 
» (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud/nepal/2014-08-06-le-premier-ministre-indien-acclame-com-
me-ab-le-heraut-de-lhindouisme-bb )

11 The Indian Express, 27 April 2015  : «  RSS sends its man to supervise Nepal rescue  ops  » (http://india-
nexpress.com/article/india/india-others/rss-sends-its-man-to-supervise-rescue-ops/ )

12 newslaundry.com, 30 April 2015 : « Thousands of Bibles Reach Nepal And Satire Makes It To News » (http://
www.newslaundry.com/2015/04/30/thousands-of-bibles-reach-nepal-and-satire-makes-it-to-news/ )
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PAÍSES BAJOS 

 

  AREA POPULATION2

RELIGION1

NETHERLANDS

   37.350km2 16.994.648

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Constitution protects freedom of thought, conscience, and religion. Article 6 states: 
“Everyone shall have the right to profess freely his religion or belief, either individually 
or in community with others, without prejudice to his responsibility under the law.” The 
government may restrict the exercise of this right “for protection of health, in the interest 
of traffic and to combat or prevent disorders”.3 

All citizens are to be treated equally and discrimination on the grounds of religion or 
belief is prohibited by the constitution.4 The Dutch Criminal Code makes it a crime to 
make public intentional insults on the basis of religion, as well as to engage in verbal, 
written, or illustrated incitement to religious hatred.5 

Education provided by public authorities must pay “due respect to everyone’s religion 
or belief” and exemption from military service is permitted for serious conscientious 
objection.6 The law permits employees to be exempted from working on certain days 
for religious reasons, but employers may deny employees this exception depending on 
the nature of the work, such as employment in the health sector.7 

There is no legal requirement for religious groups to register with the government, but to 
receive tax-exempt status religious groups must meet specific criteria. To qualify for tax 
exemptions, institutions must be “of a philosophical or religious nature”, contribute to the 
general welfare of society, and be non-profit-making and non-violent.8 The government 
has required all imams and other spiritual leaders recruited from Muslim countries to take 
a one-year integration course before practising in the Netherlands.9

Incidents

With respect to reports of anti-Semitic and anti-Islamic activity, it should be noted that 
because ethnicity and religion are often closely linked, it can be difficult to determine 
whether an incident is motivated by racism or by religious intolerance. 

Related to Judaism

 zChristian: 41%
(Christian: 25% – Protestant: 16%)

 zMuslim: 5%

 zOthers: 54%
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main anti-Semitism monitoring organisation, reported that it had recorded 171 anti-Se-
mitic incidents in 2014, compared to 100 in the previous year, representing a 71 percent 
increase. According to the CIDI, half of these incidents took place during the Gaza conflict 
in the summer of 2014 and “many of the victims of such attacks were those who visually 
conveyed their Jewish faith by wearing kippahs and other symbols.”10

In two anti-Israel political demonstrations in The Hague, some protesters carried black 
flags representing the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant and shouted anti-Jewish sta-
tements in Arabic including “Death to the Jews.”11 Other demonstrators carried signs 
displaying swastikas.12 

The government responded to this increase in anti-Semitic incidents during the 2014 
Gaza conflict by issuing public statements rejecting “anti-Semitism and any form of 
discrimination”. It pledged to “take all available measures to counter anti-Semitism and to 
protect minorities.” The government prosecuted cases involving hate speech and urged 
individuals to report cases of discrimination based on religion.13

Government ministers met with the Jewish community to discuss additional measures 
to counter anti-Semitism and to create a “structural security plan”.14 Local governments 
provided supplementary security resources to protect Jewish institutions.15 

In January 2016, a spokesman for the CIDI reported that in 2015 approximately 85 Jewish 
people emigrated from the Netherlands to Israel, an increase from about 61 a year earlier.16

In 201417 and 2015 there were several incidents during football matches involving the 
Amsterdam Ajax team, whose fans have taken on a “Jewish identity” owing to the historic 
presence of the Jewish community in Amsterdam.18 These include football fans chanting 
anti-Semitic slogans during a match calling, for example, for Jews to be burned and sent 
“to the gas chambers”. According to Dutch media reports, the chants went on for several 
minutes and included a common refrain of: “Hamas, Hamas, Jews to the gas.” The Dutch 
football association condemned these incidents which were investigated by the police.19

Anti-Semitism is a recurrent problem in some Dutch schools and especially among Muslim 
pupils, according to a government-commissioned report published in January 2016. The 
research for this report, entitled “Two Worlds, Two Realities – How Do You Deal with It 
as a Teacher,” took place in the summer of 2015, before the Paris attacks of November 
2015.20 In it, Dutch Education Minister Jet Bussemaker wrote that the document “shows 
a reality that is inconvenient and sometimes painful” but one which nevertheless must 
be confronted and dealt with “in accordance with democratic values”.21

The CIDI expressed concern about the fact that 15 of the anti-Semitic incidents in 2014 
happened in schools. One Jewish student “was stabbed with a protractor, leaving him 
with a stomach wound of more than 20 centimetres. There were also several cases of 
victims having to change schools or classes.”22

In 2014, the CIDI reported six physical assaults, including one in which a rabbi was almost 
run over by a car and another in which a woman was violently grabbed; three threats; 
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two incidents of damage to property; and 20 incidents of damage to Jewish property.23 
Other anti-Semitic incidents included an attack on a rabbi’s house in Amersfoort, a Molo-
tov cocktail thrown at an apartment showing an Israeli flag, and an assault on a Jewish 
woman in Amsterdam.24 In 2015, an elderly Jewish couple were violently assaulted and 
robbed in their home while being called “dirty Jews.”25 And in 2016, police investigated 
a New Year’s Eve fireworks attack on a Jewish family and their home in Amsterdam.26

Related to Islam

In 2014, the Turkish Forum reported to the OSCE “a physical attack against a Muslim woman, 
during which her veil was torn off; five incidents of threats, one of which involved damage 
to a private home; three arson attacks, including one on a mosque; two attempted arson 
attacks on mosques; eight incidents of graffiti; four incidents of damage to property; and 
the desecration of a mosque involving a pig’s head.”27 

In 2015, after the Charlie Hebdo attack in Paris, there was a significant increase in thre-
ats against Dutch mosques, resulting in a meeting between government officials and 
representatives of the Muslim community. The government issued a statement saying, 
“Expressions of Islamophobia are unacceptable. Destruction of mosques will not be tole-
rated. Perpetrators will have to answer to the criminal justice system and the courts.”28

According to a University of Amsterdam researcher, anti-Muslim incidents are under-repor-
ted. “Many Mosque leaders choose not to make the violence against their address public 
… because they do not want to exacerbate the matter.” As of 1st March 2016 there were 
already 20 threats against mosques, compared to 28 cases reported in the previous year.29

In November 2015, after the Paris attacks, a mosque in Roosendaal was the target of 
attempted arson when gasoline was poured throughout the prayer room.30 At the end 
of February 2016, a mosque in Enschede was attacked by a Molotov cocktail while peo-
ple were inside, in what the Public Prosecutor called an act of terrorism.31 Although the 
Minister of Social Affairs acknowledged that mosques were facing nearly daily threats, 
he also said that no extra security measures would be implemented until they became 
necessary.32

The arrival of about 59,000 refugees in 2015, nearly double that of 2014, resulted in 
several violent demonstrations and asylum centres becoming the target of threats. As 
the police only began to record the anti-Muslim nature of attacks and discrimination in 
2015, there are no official figures available to enable the assessment of any increase in 
aggression towards Muslims.33

Regarding the question of wearing headscarves in schools and places of employment, 
national and municipal anti-discrimination boards have ruled on individual complaints. 
“The rulings generally held that any restriction on wearing headscarves should be limited 
and based on security or other carefully delineated grounds pertaining to the nature 
of the work. In practice, headscarves were permitted almost everywhere, including in 
schools.”34 In 2015, the Dutch cabinet approved a partial ban on “face-covering clothing”, 
including the Islamic burqa and niqab, in “specific situations where it is essential for 
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healthcare institutions.35

Related to Christianity

During the period under review, there were, so far as research was able to establish, no 
reports of incidents specifically directed against churches. However, in late February 
2016, Dutch politicians agreed to establish separate housing facilities for asylum seekers 
identified as vulnerable persons, and who were harassed by other asylum seekers for a 
variety of reasons. This provision includes Christian asylum seekers36.

Prospects for freedom of religion

While it appears that were no significant increased governmental restrictions on religious 
freedom during the period under review, there seems to be an increased risk of societal 
intolerance towards both majority and minority religions, some of which may be a backlash 
in response to global terrorism or to geopolitical conflicts attributed to religious groups. 

Endnotes
1 2014 survey of Statistics Netherlands http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?ye-

ar=2014&dlid=238416
2 http://statline.cbs.nl/StatWeb/publication/?VW=T&DM=SLEN&PA=37943eng&LA=EN
3 https://www.government.nl/binaries/government/documents/regulations/2012/10/18/the-consti-

tution-of-the-kingdom-of-the-netherlands-2008/the-constitution-of-the-kingdom-of-the-nether-
lands-2008.pdf

4 https://www.government.nl/binaries/government/documents/regulations/2012/10/18/the-consti-
tution-of-the-kingdom-of-the-netherlands-2008/the-constitution-of-the-kingdom-of-the-nether-
lands-2008.pdf

5 http://www.coe.int/t/dghl/monitoring/ecri/legal_research/national_legal_measures/Netherlands/
Netherlands_SR.pdf

6 https://www.government.nl/binaries/government/documents/regulations/2012/10/18/the-consti-
tution-of-the-kingdom-of-the-netherlands-2008/the-constitution-of-the-kingdom-of-the-nether-
lands-2008.pdf

7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
8 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
9 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
10 http://europe.newsweek.com/securing-jewish-sites-will-not-solve-rising-anti-semitism-says-top-dutch-

rabbi-322258?rm=eu
11 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
12 http://www.telegraaf.nl/binnenland/22851471/__Tonen_nazivlag__schandalig___.html
13 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
14 http://www.nltimes.nl/2014/06/20/jewish-communities-get-security-justice-dept/
15 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
16 http://www.nltimes.nl/2016/01/08/more-jews-fled-netherlands-for-israel-amid-anti-semitism-rise/
17 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
18 http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/football-why-tottenham-and-ajax-fans-have-a-jewish-i-

dentity-a-926095.html
19 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/dutch-police-investigate-burn-the-jews-anti-semi-

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



487

NE
TH

ER
LA

ND
S

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

tic-chants-at-fc-utrect-vs-ajax-football-match-10160426.html
20 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2016/02/01/twee-werelden-twee-werkelijkhe-

den-een-verslag-over-gevoelige-maatschappelijke-kwesties-in-de-school
21 http://neurope.eu/article/anti-semitism-a-recurrent-problem-in-netherlands-schools/
22 http://www.nltimes.nl/2015/04/02/anti-semitism-on-the-rise-incidents-up-71-pct-group-claims/
23 http://hatecrime.osce.org/netherlands
24 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
25 http://www.nltimes.nl/2015/09/07/elderly-couple-called-dirty-jews-in-violent-robbery/
26 http://www.nltimes.nl/2016/01/05/fireworks-attack-on-jewish-family-included-anti-semitic-shou-

ting-amsterdam-mayor-to-respond/
27 http://hatecrime.osce.org/netherlands
28 https://www.government.nl/latest/news/2015/01/09/press-statement-issued-following-the-mee-

ting-with-muslim-organisations-on-9-january-2015
29 http://www.nltimes.nl/2016/03/01/violence-against-muslims-mosques-largely-unreported/
30 http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/03/netherlands-mosque-attacks-rising-islamopho-

bia-160308101155120.html
31 http://www.nltimes.nl/2016/03/03/mosque-molotov-cocktail-fire-an-act-of-terrorism-says-prosecutor/
32 http://www.nltimes.nl/2016/03/11/no-extra-security-for-dutch-mosques/
33 http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/03/netherlands-mosque-attacks-rising-islamopho-

bia-160308101155120.html
34 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238416
35 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/22/netherlands-islamic-veil-niqab-ban-propo-

sal-dutch-cabinet
36 http://www.gospelherald.com/articles/62621/20160302/dutch-politicians-agree-on-separate-facili-

ties-for-gay-and-christian-asylum-seekers.htm
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 zChristian: 48,1%
(Christian: 12,6% – Protestant: 22,5%2 – 
Others: 13%)

 zHindus: 3%

 z Jewish: 0,2%

 zBuddhist: 2%

 zMuslim: 1,3%

 zOthers: 45,4%

RELIGION1

NEW ZEALAND

    267.700km2 4.600.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

According to the New Zealand Bill of Rights, “Everyone has the right to freedom of thou-
ght, conscience, religion, and belief, including the right to adopt and to hold opinions 
without interference.”4 Religious expression is unrestricted: “Every person has the right 
to manifest that person’s religion or belief in worship, observance, practice, or teaching, 
either individually or in community with others, and either in public or in private”5, pro-
vided that religious practices do not breach the peace.6

While there is no official state religion, a Christian prayer is recited at the opening of every 
parliamentary session. The law provides that teaching within public primary schools 
“shall be entirely of a secular character.” However, under certain circumstances, it permits 
religious instruction and observances in state primary schools, however, attendance at 
religious instruction or observances is not compulsory.7 

Discrimination on the basis of religion or ethical belief (the lack of religious belief ) is 
prohibited.8 Complaints of unlawful discrimination, including on the basis of religious 
beliefs, may be filed with the government-funded Human Rights Commission (HRC). 
Conduct prohibited by the Human Rights Act may also be prosecuted under other laws.9 

The HRC continued to implement its 2007 Statement on Religious Diversity, which “empha-
sises that the state seeks to treat all faith communities and those who profess no religion 
equally before the law, and that New Zealand has no official or established religion. It 
encourages education about our diverse religious and spiritual traditions, respectful 
dialogue, and positive relationships between government and faith communities.”10

In its Annual Report for 2015 (for the period ending June 30, 2015), the HRC reported 
49 unlawful discrimination enquiries and complaints related to religious belief.11 In the 
previous year, ending June 30 2014, the HRC received 69 enquiries and complaints on 
the grounds of religious belief.12

The Bill of Rights provides for the protection of religious minorities: “A person who belongs 
to an ethnic, religious, or linguistic minority in New Zealand shall not be denied the right, 
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in community with other members of that minority, to enjoy the culture, to profess and 
practice the religion, or to use the language, of that minority.”13

Incidents

In November 2014, the New Zealand Herald reported: “The Race Relations Commission 
said there had been attacks on members of other religious groups, and events overseas 
were possibly the trigger for a rise in hate crimes.”14 In November 2014, a four-year-old 
boy wearing a yarmulke on his way home from school was slapped on the head by a man, 
in what has been described as an anti-Semitic hate crime.15 

In December 2014, Radio New Zealand reported that Muslim New Zealanders were facing 
societal intolerance including incidents of outbursts directed at women and children 
wearing hijabs or headscarves. 16

In its 2015 Annual Report, the HRC wrote: “Terrorist activities overseas and subsequent 
anti-terrorist and surveillance measures proposed by the Government raised concerns 
about marginalisation and targeting of local Muslim communities. The Prime Minister 
agreed to meet with the Federation of Islamic Associations of New Zealand to discuss 
the issue.”17

Prospects for freedom of religion

It appears that, while there were no reports of governmental restrictions on religious 
freedom, there may be a risk of increased societal intolerance toward minority religions. 
This takes account of the increase in Muslims and related faith groups18 as well as other 
minority religions.

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
2 Anglican 11.8%, Presbyterian 8.1%, Methodist 2.6%
3 http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/population/estimates_and_projections/NationalPopulatio-

nEstimates_HOTPAt30Jun15.aspx
4 New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990, Section 13
5 New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990, Section 15
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
8 New Zealand Human Rights Act 1993, Sections 21(c) and (d)
9 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
10 http://27-Aug-2009_09-44-53_Religious_Diversity_09_Web.pdf
11 https://www.hrc.co.nz/files/5414/4893/3995/924898ED-8C74-428A-9ACD-0196CC2125E5HRC_Annual_

Report_2015.pdf
12 https://www.hrc.co.nz/files/5214/2352/3805/AnnualReport2014-webpdf.pdf
13 New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990, Section 20
14 http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11363241
15 http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11363010
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17 https://www.hrc.co.nz/files/5414/4893/3995/924898ED-8C74-428A-9ACD-0196CC2125E5HRC_Annual_
Report_2015.pdf

18 “Since 2006 the number of people affiliating with Islam increased by 27.9 percent”, http://www.state.
gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
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NICARAGUA 

 

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian: 95,2%
(Christian: 58,5% – Protestant: 21,6% 
– Others: 15,1%)

 zOthers: 4,8%

RELIGION1

NICARAGUA

    120.254km2 5.900.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In its preamble, the constitution says that the document was produced in the name of 
the Nicaraguan people, parties, men and women, as well as Christians whose faith in God 
led them to help the oppressed. 

The State of Nicaragua has no official religion. Everyone is equal before the law and no 
discrimination is admissible on the basis of birth, nationality, political beliefs, race, sex, 
language, religion, opinion, origin, economic status, or social status. Everyone has the 
right to freedom of conscience and thought and the right to profess a religion or not. No 
one can be subject to coercive measures that compromise these rights, nor can anyone 
be compelled to declare their creed, ideology or belief.

Religious groups have the right to set up organisations to realise their aspirations.

Everyone, individually or collectively, has the right to express his or her religious beliefs in 
private or in public, through worship, practice and teaching. No one can avoid upholding 
the law in the name of religious beliefs or norms.

Education is secular. Private schools have the right to be religious in orientation and teach 
religion as an extra-curricular subject.

No minister of religion can run for President, Vice-President or Member of Parliament, unless 
they waive their right to exercise their ministry at least 12 months before the election.

Communities on the Caribbean Coast are guaranteed the right to develop in accordance 
with their historical and cultural traditions and preserve their cultures, languages, reli-
gions and customs.4

Incidents

In October 2015, the authorities detained Pastor Javier Sanchez, leader of the Cuerpo 
místico de Cristo (Mystical Body of Christ) religious sect or movement. His followers con-
sider him “the anointed of the Holy Spirit” tasked with leading Christians to the divine 
rapture of the Church which they claim will take place in spring 2016 in North America. 
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area, waiting for the event. Reports indicate that the adults, mostly Nicaraguan nationals 
with some foreigners, have not allowed their children to attend school or receive medical 
care, and that they sold all their assets to achieve “salvation”.5

In February 2016, different pastoral movements and ministries in the diocese of Estelí 
initiated a number of activities in the context of the Jubilee of Mercy, one of which con-
sisted of a pilgrimage to the cathedral in order to enter through the Holy Door.6

Prospects for freedom of religion

Research showed that no incident of intolerance, discrimination or persecution was recor-
ded in the 2014-2016 period. Unlike the previous period under review, relations between 
religious groups and the government have been more peaceful and free from conflict. 
Hence, it would seem that the situation has improved with regards to freedom of religion.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_164_1.asp#S_1 accessed on 16 March 

2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19735631 accessed on 7 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19735631 accessed on 7 May 2016.
4 http://www.bcn.gob.ni/publicaciones/periodicidad/anual/nicaragua_cifras/nicaragua_cifras.pdf acces-

sed on 4 March 2016.
5 http://www.elnuevodiario.com.ni/nacionales/372661-detienen-lider-secta-religiosa-chinandega/ acces-

sed on 16 March 2016.
6 http://www.cen-nicaragua.org/noticias.html#pere accessed on 4 March 2016.
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RELIGION1

NÍGER 

 

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zMuslim: 98%
(Sunni: 93% – Shia: 5%)

 zOthers: 2%

NIGER

    1.267.000 km² 18.045.729

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The state of Niger, in the Sahel region of West Africa, increasingly became a focus of world 
attention during 2015. The principal cause has been the clear increase in Islamist activity 
in the country, above all in the frontier region with its southern neighbour, Nigeria. Accor-
ding to Niger’s relatively new constitution, which is seen as progressive, the country is a 
secular state and there is a clear separation between state and religion.4

Article 8 of the 2010 constitution upholds respect for all beliefs and it guarantees equality 
before the law irrespective of religious identity. Article 9 states: “…political parties with 
an ethnic, regionalist or religious character are prohibited. No party may be knowingly 
created with the purpose of promoting an ethnic group, a region or a religion.” Religious 
groups are required to register, but there is no indication that this has caused any diffi-
culties and there are no reports of applications being refused.5 

However, there is another side to this seemingly liberal order enshrined in the 2010 con-
stitution. A number of Islamist organisations have taken root in the country, for example 
Wahhabist groups to whom the pluralist spirit of the constitution is entirely alien. They 
fear an alleged “softening” of the religious identity of Niger by a secular, democratic state.6

In fact, Niger is an overwhelmingly Muslim state. Among the Muslims themselves, 95 
percent are Sunni and around five percent Shi‘a. There are small Christian communities, 
both Catholic and Protestant. Religious instruction is formally prohibited in state schools. 
There is a ministry of religious affairs, which is responsible for inter-religious dialogue in 
Niger. The constitution also states that the president, the prime minister and the parlia-
mentary president may take the oath of office on the holy book of their own religion.

The small Catholic community in Niger is centred on an archdiocese in the capital, Nia-
mey, and a diocese in the city of Maradi and is widely admired for its commitment in the 
social and charitable field. The Catholic Church runs a number of kindergartens, hospitals 
and medical stations, including a leprosy hospital, as well as schools and an orphanage.

But Christians have had to reconcile themselves with a reality where, in spite of frequent 
professions of democracy, the state system retains strongly authoritarian tendencies. For 
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address on state TV on 27th April 2014, after having appealed to the parties campaigning 
for power to show restraint.7 The government saw this as an attack on its own policies.

Fundamentally, however, relations between Muslims and other faith communities have 
traditionally been good. Muslims and Christians regularly visit one another on their major 
religious festivals. The Muslim-Christian inter-faith forum is active in every part of the 
country and works for cooperation between the various religions and faith communities.8

To cite a recent example, in 2015 Christmas Day and the Muslim feast of Mouloud fell 
close together, just a few hours apart. In their joint message to Muslims for the feast of 
Mouloud (also known as Maouloud or Mawlid), Archbishop Lompo and Bishop Ambroise 
Ouedraogo of Maradi stated: “This is a sign that reminds us that we, as Christians and 
Muslims, must engage in dialogue so that peace can come into the world, in the name 
of our common faith in Abraham.” The two bishops emphasised that this was the first 
time in 457 years that this Muslim feast had fallen on 24th December. They stated: “This is 
a sign from the Almighty, who urges us as believers of different religions to unity.” They 
added: “The current situation in our country demands that we as Christians and Muslims 
concretely put into practice the love, forgiveness and respect of the other in our inter-per-
sonal relations, and in this way guarantee peace and contribute to national unity.” And in 
neighbouring Senegal, Archbishop Benjamin Ndiaye of Dakar in his Christmas message 
likewise expressed the wish that “the proximity of the Muslim feast of Maouloud and the 
Christian feast of Christmas might lead to a greater sense of community among believers, 
both in prayer and through expressions of fraternal love.”9

Incidents

Unfortunately, however, this peaceful co-existence between the religions in Niger has 
been increasingly disturbed in recent years by Islamist violence and attacks. On 16th and 
17th January 2015 there were countrywide upheavals with violence directed above all at 
Christians. The violence had begun as a reaction to the statements of solidarity for the 
victims of the terrorist attack on the editorial offices of the French satirical magazine Charlie 
Hebdo, in Paris.10 10 people were killed, and within a few hours 72 churches were attacked 
and burned, together with numerous schools and other Christian properties, such as the 
houses of pastors and priests and Christian shops and businesses. In the space of just four 
hours roughly 80 percent of the Christian churches in the country were destroyed. Most 
severely affected were the capital Niamey and the town of Zinder.

Around 70 suspects were arrested following the attacks. However, one year on, January 
2016, there had not been a single trial of any of those who had been arrested. In fact 
there is still considerable argument in Niger as to whether the violence was the work of 
Islamist extremists or the political opposition.11 Yet, after the violence, eyewitnesses had 
reported that the mainly young rioters had actually been following lists in order to choose 
their targets. This was no spontaneous protest, they claimed, but rather a deliberately 
targeted campaign by Islamists against the Christian minority.
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To this day, many of the churches have been only temporarily repaired, and many com-
munities have to worship in the open air as a result. According to estimates, the rebuilding 
could cost three million Euros – money the impoverished local communities cannot find 
from their own resources. The Catholic bishops were reluctant to accept state help. On 
2nd July 2015 the government announced that it would commit aid to help rebuild the 
damaged churches but initial estimates suggested that the amount offered would not 
account for all the repairs needed.12

It is notable that in some cases Muslims are also helping the community members to 
rebuild – a sign that the desire for peaceful coexistence has not been extinguished, 
despite all the violence. In fact there has even been a reaction in the opposite direction, 
in that the violence has brought the Christians closer together in their faith, while many 
Muslims are insisting in public that there are no problems between the faith communi-
ties in Niger. As a result, committees have been established in many different places to 
promote dialogue between the two religions.

Nonetheless, following the terrorist attacks in Burkina Faso in January 2016 and in Mali in 
November 2015, there is growing fear once again among Christians of Islamist violence.

In Niger it is possible to distinguish between three different groups of Christians: the 
members of traditional churches such as the Catholic Church; Christians from a Muslim 
background; and the members of Protestant free churches and groups.13

The group that faces the greatest social pressure is the converts. These are the former 
Muslims who have been baptised as Christians. Almost always their conversion to a religion 
other than Islam comes up against fierce rejection.14 Often such converts are exposed 
to social exclusion and even among their own families they often have to fight hard for 
respect and acceptance. Other Christians, who have always lived as such, enjoy much 
greater freedom that also allows them to express their religious faith openly.

Prospects for freedom of religion

For the foreseeable future, Islamic fundamentalism, penetrating the country from neigh-
bouring countries, represents the greatest threat to security, to interreligious relations and 
indeed to religious freedom generally in Niger. There are many indications of an increase 
in Islamist activity. For example, in recent years Al Qaeda has repeatedly attempted to 
abduct Western civilians in the country, while from neighbouring Nigeria the Islamist 
terrorist group Boko Haram has been constantly extending the range of its activities into 
neighbouring Cameroon, Chad and Niger. Their ultimate aim is to establish an Islamic 
state with the strictest interpretation of the Islamic Shari‘a law. 

A major social problem in Niger is the housing, feeding and integration of thousands of 
refugees from the civil war in neighbouring Mali. Added to these are more than 15,000 
refugees who (as of December 2015) had fled the terrorist attacks of Boko Haram in nei-
ghbouring Nigeria. Most of these refugees are living either close to the frontier or along 
the shores of Lake Chad, often living together in the villages of the local people.15 
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that around 100,000 people had been forced to flee attacks in their home region of Diffa 
in south-east Niger.16 The UNHCR team in Niger described the situation as very serious. 
Local villagers were among those who had fled and were now internal refugees within the 
country. Other people had already been forced to flee several times. Among them were 
Nigerian refugees who had hitherto been staying with host families or in various other 
places in the region. Around 170 villages in the Diffa were now abandoned. According to 
the UNHCR, Niger’s army was unable to guarantee the protection of these villages and 
hamlets, since they are scattered across a wide area, and in any case the attacks generally 
take place by night.

Another incident that has raised fears of Islamist terrorism in Niger was the terrorist 
attack by Al Qaeda in the Maghreb in neighbouring Burkina Faso in January 2016, where 
altogether 30 people died in the attack on a restaurant and hotel in the capital Ouaga-
dougou on 15th January. Another 50 people were injured, in some cases seriously. Since 
then fears have grown in Niger that this country too could become a target of Islamist 
terror.17 Ado Mahaman, a political scientist in Niger’s capital Niamey, told the German 
TV station Deutsche Welle that “No country can defend itself against this devastating 
plague.” He went on to explain that 

this kind of terrorism takes on different forms and is therefore difficult to combat – pre-
cisely because the extremists are able to mingle undetected among the people.

The fact that Niger has so far been largely regarded as more secure than some other West 
African states is mainly due to its long history of military cooperation with France and 
the United States. President Mahamadou Issoufou, who was re-elected in the elections of 
26th March, has come to an understanding with the West. France has important uranium 
mining interests in Niger, which is the world’s fourth-largest producer of the nuclear fuel. 
For this reason, the United States and the EU have a strong interest in preventing Niger 
from falling into the hands of the terrorists.18 After taking the presidential oath on the 
Qur’an in the presence of nine African heads of state, on 2nd April 2016, President Issoufou 
promised to make his own contribution to the anti-terrorism campaign against Islamist 
groups such as Boko Haram and Al Qaeda.19

Endnotes
1 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
2 CIA 2016: The World Factbook.
3 Ibid, estimate, July 2015
4 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Niger_2010.pdf
5 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
6 Open Doors, country profile, Niger, January 2016.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
9 www.fides.org, report of 28.12.15
10 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/01/18/niger_christen_zwischen_angst_und_aufbruch_/1201791
11 Ibid.
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12 http://www.opendoorsuk.org/news/stories/niger_160106.php
13 Open Doors, country profile, Niger, January 2016.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 http://www.unhcr.de/presse/nachrichten/artikel/fd68528c26bb3619db4d75fc95b94daa/niger-tausen-

de-menschen-durch-boko-haram-vertrieben.html
17 http://www.dw.com/de/trotzt-niger-dem-terror/a-18990104
18 http://www.dw.com/de/kommentar-gefahr-f%C3%BCr-den-niger/a-19104653
19 http://www.zeit.de/news/2016-04/02/niger-nigers-staatschef-issoufou-feierlich-fuer-zweite-amts-

zeit-vereidigt-02193803
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Nigeria, the most populous country in Africa – with more than 180 million people – remains 
in a state of unrest. The Islamist terrorist group Boko Haram (which, translated, means 
essentially “Western education is a sin”) once again stepped up the number and intensity of 
its attacks against the civilian population during the reporting period. Meanwhile, Nigeria’s 
neighbouring countries to the north-east, Niger, Chad and Cameroon, are increasingly 
under threat. To date, President Muhammadu Buhari has taken steps towards delivering 
his main campaign promise: to energetically combat terrorism.3 According to political 
analyst Remi Adekoya: “Nigeria’s military has been progressively pushing the jihadis from 
territories they once controlled, forcing them on the defensive. However, he has by no 
means ‘crushed’ Boko Haram, which still maintains the capability to launch attacks on 
soft targets.”4 Boko Haram continues to raid villages and refugee facilities on both sides 
of the Nigerian border, robbing, raping, abusing children and murdering. The existence 
of a large, cross-border theocractic militia in West Africa remains the central obstacle to 
development in the region and is threatening the peaceful coexistence of religions that 
have traditionally maintained good relations with one another.

Nigeria is a federal republic based on the model of the United States of America. Its 
official motto is “Unity and Faith, Peace and Progress”. The state is headed by a President, 
similar to that in the U.S. or France. Since May 2015, the President has been the former 
army general, Mohammad Buhari. A Muslim, Buhari was head of state once previously, 
from 1983 until 1985, as the head of the military junta that took power in a military coup. 
The Vice-President is Yemi Osinbajo, a Christian (a member of the Pentecostal Redeemed 
Christian Church of God).5 These religious affiliations reflect the country’s broad religious 
spectrum which naturally rotates with each presidential election.

As is the case in many African countries, in Nigeria there is a vast gulf between what is 
enshrined in the constitution and what happens in practice in the country. The principal 
reasons for this are that:

the real power often lies in the hands of the minor kings (Obas) who have the final say 
on the ground;

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



499

NI
GE

RI
A

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

the tribal princedoms, cemented under British colonial rule (1860-1960), in reality rarely 
accept the laws imposed by the central government;

religious and party political rivalries, often expressed through ‘old clan score settling’, 
make it considerably more difficult to implement workable political measures, and

the high levels of corruption within all political classes – and in some cases religious 
communities, too – quite blatantly frustrate the principle of an ‘orientation to the com-
mon good’.

There is an ongoing, nationwide discussion as to whether democracy is really the political 
form best suited for the most populous nation in Africa. The following should be kept in 
mind as well: this complicated system – which clearly suffers from a host of deficiencies 
– has nonetheless helped ensure that Nigeria, a country with so many different peoples, 
cultures, languages and faiths, is still intact nearly 60 years after gaining its independence.

Because religion has been a source of conflict in Nigeria for such a long time, there are 
no official figures on religious affiliation. Both Christians and Muslims claim to constitute 
the majority in the country. The dominant Muslim group is Sunni Islam, which is broken 
down along various Sufi paths, including Tijaniyyah and Qadiriyyah. There are a growing 
number of Salafists (such as those of the groups of Shi‘a and Izala), as well as a small 
number of Ahmadi Muslims.

Christianity in Nigeria consists of the Roman Catholic Church, Protestant and Pentecostal 
churches, Anglicans, Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians and the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints. There are also Jehovah’s Witnesses as well as Jews and members of 
the Bahá’í faith.6

The religious leader of the Muslims is the Sultan of Sokoto. Nigeria is a member of the 
Organisation of the Islamic Conference (OIC). Important Muslim groups are Jama’atu 
Nasril Islam (JNI) and the Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs (NSCIA). Christians 
of all denominations are united in the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN). The Nigeria 
Inter-Religious Council (NIREC), the Co-Presidents of which are the Presidents of NSCIA 
and CAN, tries to promote interfaith understanding in the face of religiously motivated 
violence.

About 25 million people are Catholics, the largest Christian community in Nigeria.7 The first 
contacts with Christian priests date to the year 1470.8 Pope Paul III founded the Diocese 
of São Tomé and Príncipe in 1543. The religious clergy of the Society of African Missions 
(SMA) settled in Lagos in 1860, as did the Congregation of the Holy Ghost, known as the 
Holy Ghost Fathers or Spiritans (CSsP), beginning in 1885. In 1960, Lagos became the 
headquarters of the Apostolic Delegation of Central Western Africa. Following the Biafra 
War of 1967 to 1970, in which most foreign missionaries were expelled from the country, 
diplomatic relations between Nigeria and the Vatican were restored in 1976. In 1982, 
Pope Saint John Paul II visited Nigeria. Despite being the largest Christian denomination 
in the country as a whole, the Catholic Church is a minority in the north, where most 
people are Muslims. 
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Since the introduction of Shari‘a law in parts of northern Nigeria in the year 2000, the 
country has witnessed a substantial increase in the persecution of Christians.

Since 2009, sectarian violence has issued particularly from Boko Haram in the north-east. 
Indeed Islamist terror is not confined to Christian communities alone. Even moderate 
Muslims are among the victims: believers who are not willing to wield Islamist hatred 
against people of other faiths. The group has now allied itself with the Islamist organi-
sation Daesh (ISIS), which is terrorising the Middle East and has established its base for 
North Africa in Libya throughout 2015. As early as 2014 then President Goodluck Jona-
thon reported that over 13,000 people had been killed by Boko Haram in Nigeria, and 
the number has risen since.9

Incidents

Given the large number of often bloody attacks by Boko Haram, which have largely 
although by no means exclusively targeted at Christian communities and institutions, it 
is hardly possible to give a complete overview of the acts of violence. The abduction of 
so-called ‘Chibok girls’ awakened great sympathy both within the Nigerian population 
and internationally. On the night of 14th-15th April 2014, Boko Haram militants attacked 
the Government Girls School in Chibok, a city in the Northeast of Nigeria, and took 276 
girls into captivity.10

In May 2016, Bishop Oliver Dashe Doeme of Maiduguri expressed hopes that the search 
for victims of Boko Haram would be stepped up. He said: “We need to be aware that there 
are still many more people in the hands of the terrorists.” The bishop was speaking after 
one of the Chibok girls escaped. Now 19 years of age, Amina Ali Nkek was found by a 
civilian group in the Sambisa forest area in Borno state, in an area bordering Cameroon. 
The parents had to identify the traumatised schoolgirl. The young woman had given 
birth while in captivity; according to media reports, the child was with his mother. The 
rescued girl reported that six girls had died. 219 still remain in the hands of terrorists 11

In mid-February 2016, in the state of Borno in the east of Nigeria, up to 30 people were 
killed in two attacks. The Boko Haram attacks were directed at a mosque and a village. 
Nearby, just days prior to the attacks, the Islamists had killed six passengers aboard a 
minibus. Attacks such as these show that Boko Haram is increasingly targeting mem-
bers of the Muslim faith. With this, the terrorists are following an unscrupulous strategy, 
using acts of violence as a warning to all of the forces of moderation not to demonstrate 
solidarity with the victims. Those who act otherwise risk becoming targets themselves.

Often, the attackers exhibit extreme brutality. According to eye-witnesses, children were 
burned alive in an attack carried out in early February 2016. Shortly before that, a boy 
committed a suicide bombing. According to information by the army, Boko Haram mili-
tants armed with firearms and explosives staged an attack on a village in north-eastern 
Nigeria.12
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There are now 2.5 million displaced people in Nigeria. An impression of the dramatic 
situation was offered in a report by Father Patrick Tor Alumiki, Communications Officer 
of the Diocese of Abuja (Abuja is also the national capital of the Republic of Nigeria). In 
February 2016, Father Alumiki explained that, while the military had attacked Boko Haram 
in the north-eastern state of Borno, Boko Haram was preparing for new attacks. He said: 
“Now there are lots of people fleeing Borno. There are thousands of people here around 
the city of Abuja in search of a place to sleep. The Church is trying in whatever way it can 
to raise food for the people, as well as clothing and medicines. We try to make the best 
of this situation, for their sake.”13

Boko Haram attacks have grown less frequent. The organisation did not stage any further 
attacks on big cities, opting instead to pillage small villages where they committed various 
crimes including murder. The reason given for the change is the successful military cam-
paign against the organisations carried out by President Buhari’s government.

In view of reports such Fr Alumiki’s, it is surprising that President Buhari declared in 
December 2015 that Boko Haram was “technically” defeated. However, the horrific attacks 
continue, but they generate less and less attention internationally. It is almost as if the 
world has grown accustomed to reports of terrorism in Nigeria. International interest 
in attacks by Boko Haram across the border in Niger, Chad and Cameroon is waning as 
well. To give one example: in February 2015, Boko Haram attacked the city of Diffa in 
Niger for the first time but was repulsed by the army. There are currently large numbers 
of refugees who have fled Nigeria housing either in camps in the Diffa and Bosso region 
or living alongside the local population in village communities. More than a year later, in 
May 2016, the security situation has deteriorated significantly. According to the UNHCR, 
suicide bombings in refugee facilities are rising. Two large marketplaces were closed in 
April 2016 for fear of attacks. There is a curfew in effect in Diffa daily from 7pm until 5am.14 
Karl Steinacker, UNHCR representative in Niger, said: “The security situation in the Diffa 
region remains tense and unpredictable.” He added: “More and more locals and refugees 
are asking to be brought to places further away from the border – out of fear of the same 
kinds of Boko Haram attacks in Niger that have become common in Nigeria.”15

The conflict is however spreading in the south as well as the north. What is still often 
perceived as a land conflict among settled farmers and wandering shepherds is rather 
religiously motivated violence in south-eastern Nigeria. 20 people died on 25th April 2016 
in massacres in the village of Nimbo. All through the following month, there were nume-
rous attacks on local farmers there. The attacks are attributed to the nomads of the Fulani 
tribe. It is believed that these nomads were moving south due to the ongoing drought 
in the north. There are concerns that Boko Haram fighters could join them, expanding 
their presence in the south.16

Following the massacres in south-eastern Nigeria, Cardinal John Olorunfemi Onaiyekan, 
the Archbishop of Abuja, complained that some parties to the conflict were deliberately 
fanning the “flames of discord and of hatred”. The cardinal said that it was becoming incre-
asingly difficult to preach unity and love at a time when others were advocating a clash 
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to bring murderous nomads, kidnappers and armed gangs to justice.17

On 3rd May 2016, the parliamentary group of the European People’s Party hosted a con-
ference on religious fundamentalism in the European Parliament. The conference highli-
ghted the problem of attacks by extremists who have moved to south of the country, 
showing that Christians were now frequently targeted. The long-term consequence of 
this could be that more and more farmers will find themselves unable to cultivate their 
land, threatening supply shortages and even famine and mass migration.18 

Prospects for freedom of religion

It is difficult to predict how the situation will develop for religious groups in Nigeria. For 
one, President Buhari seems to be serious about the fight against what has now become 
cross-border Islamist terrorism; in addition, there is no indication that Boko Haram is on the 
verge of giving up. An important factor will be how the international community responds 
to the Nigerian crisis. There are at least statements of intent. In Abuja in mid-May 2016, 
representatives of the U.S., the EU countries and the countries bordering Nigeria agreed 
to bolster their support of Nigeria’s fight against terrorism. The UK intends to finance the 
training of soldiers, among other things. France’s President Hollande announced that his 
country would do more to share intelligence with the Nigerian authorities.19 

Political analyst Michel Galy told Vatican Radio that Boko Haram’s communications have 
become increasingly international and sophisticated. In some cases, the military attacks 
in recent months have succeeded in weakening and repelling the militias, but militarily 
speaking, he believes Nigeria is unable to combat Boko Haram and that the Nigerian 
Army is too weak and often corrupt. He stated: “[The Nigerian Army] is not sufficiently 
equipped to wage war on this terrain. It has great difficulty implementing the President’s 
declarations of intent, even though Nigeria is one of the richest countries of Sub-Saha-
ran Africa. The new President Muhammadu Buhari doesn’t like to hear calls for massive 
expansion in international aid from the West and the old colonial powers, either.”20 France 
is still not actively involved in the fight against Boko Haram – in spite of a heavy military 
presence in the region, with military bases in Gabon and the Central African Republic. 
The African military alliances are said to become frequently entangled in nationalism, 
Galy pointed out, and this impedes cooperation, particularly between Anglophone and 
Francophone countries.21

For all the pain and breakdown of trust, particularly that experienced by Christians but also 
by moderate Muslims in the past decades, for all of the attempts to assert Muslim domina-
tion through imposition of Shari‘a, Nigeria remains at heart a country where co-existence 
of peoples and religions has a long and positive tradition. Today, too, there are repeated 
calls for reconciliation and gestures of peaceful cohabitation. For instance, many religious 
leaders publicly support religious tolerance and non-denominational methods of conflict 
resolution. To give one example: in August 2014, an inter-faith summit was held to which 
Catholic Cardinal John Onaiyekan and the Sultan of Sokoto, Muhammadu Sa’ad Abubakar, 
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issued joint invitations.22 The shared determination to preserve and positively shape the 
coexistence of religions in the multi-ethnic state of Nigeria remains firmly established in 
the minds of many Church and state leaders – in spite of all the violence, in spite of the 
hatred, and in spite of all the vested interests that often dominate political life in Nigeria.
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14 http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home
15 Ibid.
16 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/05/11/nigeria_boko_haram_wandert_gen_s%C3%BC-

den/1228991 as well as http://www.vanguardngr.com/2016/05/herdsmen-kill-royal-father-nephew-in-
kaduna/

17 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/05/11/nigeria_boko_haram_wan-dert_gen_s%C3%BC-
den/1228991

18 Unpublished paper: ‘Humanitarian Crises in the Air in Nigeria: Threats from Boko Haram. An Intervention 
presented at the Conference on Religious radicalisation: The case of Boko Haram and Terrorism in Nigeria 
organised by EPP Group in the European Parliament, Brussels, 3rd May 2016 in the European Parliament 
by Rev. Fr. George Odafe, a priest of Kaduna Archdiocese and Doctoral Candidate, Gregorian University, 
Rome’

19 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/05/16/nigeria_%E2%80%9Ef%C3%BCr_einen_selbstmordan-
schlag_braucht_es_nicht_viel/1230172

20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
22 U S State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
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  AREA POPULATION

 zEthnoreligionist: 12,28%

 zNovas religiões: 12,88%

 zBuddhist: 1,52%

 zAgnósticos: 56,74%

 zUniversalistas chineses: 15,58%

 zOthers: 1%

RELIGION

 120.540km2 24.500.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) is widely regarded as the world’s most 
closed nation, ruled by the most repressive dictatorship, with one of the worst human rights 
records. The regime, based on the dynastic rule of the Kim family and the ideology known as 
“juche” (self-reliance), requires absolute loyalty from its citizens. Any North Korean suspected of 
adhering to a different set of beliefs, whether religious or political, or displaying anything other 
than total adoration of the ruling family, faces very severe consequences. Those who engage 
in religious activities are at risk of arrest, imprisonment, torture and sometimes execution. 

The regime also practises a system of “guilt by association”, punishing family members for the 
alleged “crimes” of their relatives, and a system of hereditary social classification known as 
“songbun”, categorising people according to levels of loyalty to the regime. A person’s “son-
gbun” status determines daily need and opportunities, including access to food, education and 
health care. There are broadly three designated classes – the “core” or loyal class, the “wavering” 
class and the “hostile” class – with 51 sub categories. “Songbun” status is determined by family 
background, and those who are Christians, or have previous generations of relatives who were 
Christians, are typically in the “hostile” class. 

North Korea has a notorious system of prison camps, where it is believed that between 100,000 
and 200,000 prisoners are held. An unknown number of these prisoners include Christians 
imprisoned for possessing a Bible, holding prayer meetings in their homes or engaging in 
other religious activities. 

In 2014, the United Nations Commission of Inquiry on North Korea, which had been establi-
shed the previous year by the UN Human Rights Council, published a report which concluded 
that North Korea was committing crimes against humanity.1 The UN inquiry argued that “the 
gravity, scale and nature” of the human rights violations in North Korea “reveal a State that does 
not have any parallel in the contemporary world”. A catalogue of crimes against humanity, 
including “extermination, murder, enslavement, torture, imprisonment, rape, forced abortions”, 
as well as severe religious persecution, enforced disappearances, and starvation, should lead, 
the inquiry recommended, to a referral to the International Criminal Court (ICC). 
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The 400-page UN report concludes that these systematic and widespread violations, described 
as “unspeakable atrocities”, are continuing “because the policies, institutions and patterns 
of impunity that lie at their heart remain in place”. According to the inquiry, they amount to 
“crimes against humanity in international law” and that these crimes “clearly merit a criminal 
investigation”.

The inquiry also concludes that “there is an almost complete denial of the right to freedom 
of thought, conscience and religion, as well as the rights to freedom of opinion, expression, 
information and association”. The regime, according to the inquiry, “considers the spread of 
Christianity a particularly severe threat” and, as a result, “Christians are prohibited from practi-
sing their religion and are persecuted”. Severe punishments are inflicted on “people caught 
practising Christianity”.2

The constitution of the DPRK provides for freedom of religion, although this has been amended 
several times. In the original article 14 in the 1948 constitution, it simply stated that “citizens 
have freedom of religion and religious worship”. Numerous amendments were made, notably 
in 1972, 1992, 1998, 2009, 2010 and 2012, and the most recent version is contained in article 
68, which states that: “citizens have freedom of religion. This guarantees the right to build 
religious buildings or hold religious services. Religion shall not be allowed to attract foreign 
intervention and disrupt the state’s social order.” 

In October 2014, the DPRK released its own “2014 Report of the DPRK Association for Human 
Rights Studies”, which states that: “Freedom of religion is allowed and provided by the State 
law within the limit necessary for securing social order, health, social security, morality and 
other human rights. Especially, the Government prevents the religion from being used to draw 
in foreign forces or harm the state and social order.”3 

The implication of this is a politicisation of religion, and an association by the regime of reli-
gion with security threats. According to former security agents who have escaped from the 
country and testified over the years, the authorities differentiate among different religions and 
beliefs, treating Buddhism and Shamanism more leniently as types of “superstition”, whereas 
Christianity is regarded as a tool of foreign intervention, associated with South Korean and 
American intelligence agencies. A former security agent said that Christianity is so severely 
persecuted “because … it is related to the United States … and is considered spying. Since 
Americans conveyed Christianity and since they are the ones who attempted to invade our 
country, those who are Christians are spies. Spies are executed.”4

North Korea acceded to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) in 
1981, which enshrines in article 18 that: “everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion” and that this “shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or 
belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public 
or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching.” 
However, according to surveys, most North Koreans are unaware of the existence of these 
rights. A report by the Korean Bar Association in 2014 found that, of the 100 North Korean 
escapees interviewed for the survey, only 34 percent, of those that said that they lived inside 
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the DPRK, said they “did know” that North Korea has “laws and policies that guarantee human 
rights”, while 66 percent said either “no” or “I don’t know”.5 

Reverence of the Kim family – in particular the “Great Leader” Kim Il Sung, the “Dear Leader” 
Kim Jong Il, and the current ruler Kim Jong Un – is at the centre of the regime’s propaganda 
and policies. In 1974 the regime introduced “The Ten Principles for the Establishment of the 
One Ideology System”, and when Kim Jong Un succeeded to the supreme leadership he 
revised the Ten Principles in 2013 to legitimise his succession and consolidate his power. The 
Ten Principles are taught in pre-school and middle school and focus on loyalty to the ruling 
family. Every home and public building is required to have portraits or photographs of the 
three Kims in a public display of worship. They are cleaned regularly and their conditions are 
inspected frequently by the authorities.

Despite the regime’s hostility towards religion in general, and Christianity in particular, there 
are four official churches in the capital, Pyongyang, which function under tight control as 
State-approved institutions. These include two Protestant churches, known as Bongsu and 
Chilgol, one Catholic church and one Russian Orthodox church. There is no Catholic priest at 
the Catholic church, but in December 2015 the Bishops’ Conference of Korea (South Korea) 
announced that South Korean priests would travel “on a regular basis” to Pyongyang to cele-
brate Mass. If this goes ahead, this will be a significant breakthrough, although it remains 
the case that these four churches in Pyongyang remain largely “Potemkin”-style, designed to 
create the impression for foreign visitors of a veneer of religious freedom. 

The government of the DPRK itself claims that there are around 500 “house churches,”6 though 
this is not independently verified. The South Korean-based Database Centre for North Korean 
Human Rights (NKDB) recognises the existence of 121 religious facilities in total, including 64 
Buddhist temples and 52 Chondoist temples, and one other Protestant church in Pyongyang, 
known as Jeil church, in addition to the two already mentioned.7 

Accurate statistics on the numbers of religious believers in North Korea are impossible to 
verify, though in 2002 the regime reported to the UN Human Rights Committee that there 
were 12,000 Protestants, 10,000 Buddhists and 800 Roman Catholics in the country. The UN 
estimates between 200,000 and 400,000 Christians.8

Despite its antipathy towards religion, the North Korean regime has established some centres 
for the study of religion, including at Kim il-Sung University, though it is believed these exist to 
educate elite students in how to communicate with foreign religious institutions from other 
countries. There are also state institutions existing to represent the official religious bodies, 
and state-approved religious educational institutions, including the Pyongyang Seminary 
and the Korea Catholic Association (KCA). The KCA, according to the U.S. State Department, 
provides basic liturgical services at the Catholic Church in Pyongyang but has no ties to the 
Vatican. The KCA declined to send North Korean Catholics to attend Pope Francis’ Mass in 
August 2014, despite an invitation.9 

The Pyongyang University of Science and Technology (PUST) was established in 2008 by a 
group of foreign Christians, although there are strict restrictions on their ability to engage 
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in religious activities. Some other foreign Christian organisations function in North Korea, 
including World Vision, Christian Friends of Korea and the Mennonite Central Committee. 

Incidents

The closed nature of North Korea means that accurate information about specific incidents 
inside the country affecting North Korean citizens is very difficult to obtain. In this reporting 
period there were no specific individual cases of North Koreans to highlight, but this should 
not be interpreted as any improvement in the situation, but rather a reflection of how closed 
the country is. There are, however, several cases of foreigners who have been detained in North 
Korea after being engaged in religious and humanitarian activity. These include the case of 
the Reverend Hyeon Soo Lim, a 60-year-old South Korean-born Canadian citizen and pastor. 
The Reverend Lim was sentenced to life in prison and hard labour, on charges of subversion, 
accused, among other things, of using religion to overthrow the state and harming the dignity 
of the supreme leadership.10 He had made many visits to North Korea previously, engaged 
in humanitarian work supporting an orphanage, a nursery and a nursing home, according to 
media reports. “It is this tremendous love for the people of the DPRK that motivated Mr Lim 
to travel (there),” family spokeswoman Lisa Pak told CNN. In January 2016, very unusually, Mr 
Lim was able to give an interview to CNN, in which he described being forced to work for eight 
hours a day digging holes. He is believed to be in poor health, but has said that all he asks for 
is a Bible and letters from his family. It has been reported that Canadian government officials 
have so far been denied access.11

In March 2015, North Korean authorities detained two South Korean pastors, Kim Kuk Gi and 
Choe Gun Gil, on charges of espionage. They were accused of using underground churches 
to spy on the country.12

In April 2016, another South Korean-born Christian missionary who is now a U.S. citizen, Kim 
Dong Chul, was sentenced to 10 years in a labour camp for “unpardonable espionage”.13

Periodic threats and attacks on missionaries working with North Korean refugees in China are 
carried out, believed to be by North Korean agents. The most recent example was the murder 
of Korean-Chinese pastor, Han Choo-ryeol, who was found dead with knife and axe wounds in 
his neck. He was reportedly involved with establishing underground churches in North Korea 
and according to media reports, “activists and local journalists suspect he was assassinated 
by North Korean agents.”14

Prospects for freedom of religion

Until there is meaningful political change in North Korea, resulting in a complete change of 
ideology and political system, it is very difficult to conceive of any improvement in freedom of 
religion. The almost total denial of freedom of religion is a consequence of the regime’s requi-
rement for absolute loyalty to the regime and its complete intolerance of any dissenting belief. 
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Engagement by international religious, cultural and political actors, if conducted with concerns 
for human rights in mind, may have some positive impact in opening up space for some limited 
freedom of religion, but it needs to be carried out extremely carefully without legitimising, 
appeasing or condoning the regime and its horrific violations of freedom of religion. 

In 2007, Christian Solidarity Worldwide published one of the first in-depth reports on the 
human rights situation in North Korea, including violations of freedom of religion, titled: 
North Korea: A Case to Answer, A Call to Act,15 which detailed the horrific conditions in the 
prison camps, particularly for Christians, and described through extensive testimonies from 
survivors the appalling forms of torture used. Nine years on, there is no evidence that this has 
changed, and the evidence detailed in the UN Commission of Inquiry report and in reports 
by NKDB and others suggest that North Korea continues to be one of the worst violators of 
freedom of religion in the world today.

Endnotes
1 UN Report of the commission of inquiry on human rights in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea – 

section IV Crimes against humanity (75) “, the commission finds that the body of testimony and other infor-
mation it received establishes that crimes against humanity have been committed in the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea, pursuant to policies established at the highest level of the State.” http://www.ohchr.org/EN/
HRBodies/HRC/CoIDPRK/Pages/ReportoftheCommissionofInquiryDPRK.aspx

2 Op. cit., A Violations of the freedoms of thought, expression and religion - (31) http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HR-
Bodies/HRC/CoIDPRK/Pages/ReportoftheCommissionofInquiryDPRK.aspx

3 US State Department Annual International Religious Freedom Report 2014 - http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/
religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper

4 US Commission on International Religious Freedom, A Prison Without Bars: Refugee and Defector Testimonies of 
Severe Violations of Freedom of Religion or Belief in North Korea, p.39 - http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/
resources/A_Prison_Without_Bars/prisonwithoutbars.pdf

5 Korean Bar Association (translated and edited by the International Bar Association) Report on Human Rights in 
North Korea, 2014 - http://www.ibanet.org/HumanrightsNorthKoreareport.aspx

6 UN Commission of Inquiry on North Korea report, 2014, http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/CoIDPRK/
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edition.cnn.com/2015/12/16/world/hyeon-soo-lim-canadian-pastor-north-korea-sentence/
11 “Jailed in North Korea, pastor Hyeon Soo Lim hopes to go home to Canada,” CNN, 11 January 2016 - http://

edition.cnn.com/2016/01/10/asia/hyeon-soo-lim-canadian-pastor-north-korea-interview/
12 US Commission on International Religious Freedom, Annual Report 2016 - http://www.uscirf.gov/repor-

ts-briefs/annual-report-chapters-and-summaries/north-korea-chapter-2016-annual-report
13 “Christian missionary sentenced to 10 years hard labour in North Korea,” Ruth Gledhill, Christian Today, 2 May 

2016 - http://www.christiantoday.com/article/christian.missionary.sentenced.to.10.years.hard.labour.in.north.
korea/85194.htm

14 “Korean-Chinese pastor-activist killed on North Korean border,” NK News, 2 May 2016 - https://www.nknews.
org/2016/05/korean-chinese-pastor-activist-killed-on-north-korean-border/

15 “North Korea: A Case to Answer, A Call to Act,” Christian Solidarity Worldwide, 2007 - http://www.csw.org.
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NORUEGA 

 

 zChristian: 89,6%1

(Protestant: 80%2 – Others: 9,6%)

 z Jewish: 0,1%

 zMuslim: 2,8%

 zOthers: 7,5%   AREA3 POPULATION4

NORWAY

     323.759 km2 5.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees the right to the free exercise of religion, to choose, or to change one’s 
religion. The penal code covers violations of the right to religious freedom, including disrespect 
for religious beliefs or religious groups, as well as discrimination on the basis of religion.5 The 
Ombudsman for Equality and Anti-Discrimination is charged with enforcing legislation prohibiting 
discrimination on the basis of religion.6

A constitutional amendment separates the Church of Norway from the state, but the Church of 
Norway continues to receive state financial support. All registered religious and spiritual com-
munities are granted state subsidies, in proportion to the number of members reported to the 
government. In order to register, a faith or spiritual organisation must provide specific information 
about its creed and doctrine, activities, and governing rules. The Norwegian Humanist Associa-
tion is the largest spiritual group registered with the government. If a group does not register, it 
will not receive financial support from the government, but its activities will not be restricted.7

In June 2014, after consultation with Jewish and Muslim groups, parliament adopted the Act on 
Ritual Circumcision for Boys, requiring that the procedure be conducted under the supervision of 
a licensed doctor. However, many doctors and hospitals are reluctant to perform the procedure, 
which is traditional in the Jewish and Muslim communities.8 Ritual slaughter practices not pre-
ceded by stunning (including halal and kosher practices) are illegal. Religious symbols, including 
headgear, may be worn with military uniforms, but not with police uniforms. The government 
permits individual schools to decide whether to implement bans on religious clothing that covers 
the face, such as burqas or niqabs.9

Religious instruction on Christian Knowledge and Religious and Ethical Information, Evangelical 
Lutheran theology, Christian studies, and world religions is compulsory in public schools. The 
curriculum includes world religions and philosophies while promoting tolerance and respect for 
all religious beliefs, as well as for atheism. Parents may request that their children be exempted 
from participating in specific religious acts, such as attending church services.10

According to the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe and the Office for Demo-
cratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) 2014 hate crime report (the most recent 
available), officials have not disaggregated hate crimes by motivation in their hate crime figures 
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religious motivation.11

Incidents

With respect to reports of anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim activity, it should be noted that, because 
ethnicity and religion are often closely linked, it might be difficult to determine whether an inci-
dent is motivated by racism or by religious intolerance. 

Related to Christianity

In November 2015, the Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (UDI) told private Christian facili-
ties scheduled to receive asylum seekers to remove crosses, images of Jesus and other religious 
symbols.12 After a backlash against the “religious neutrality requirement,” however, UDI reversed 
its decision.13

Also in November 2015, the Norwegian child protective services (Barnevernet) removed five 
children from a Romanian Pentecostal family, including an infant, after privately interviewing the 
family’s two oldest daughters at school. The parents, a Romanian-Norwegian couple, admitted 
to occasional use of corporal punishment (which is banned in Norway), but, despite extensive 
investigation, Barnevernet was unable to find any evidence of abuse. Instead, lawyers for the family 
pointed to Barnevernet’s concerns about religious indoctrination of the children, suggesting that 
religious discrimination had also played a role. After an international outcry, Barnevernet dropped 
the charges and the children were returned to their parents in June 2016.14

Related to Judaism

Synagogues in Norway have received protection from police, based on incidents from previous 
years. In March 2015 and May 2016, police bomb squads investigated suspicious items left in 
front of Oslo’s synagogue. In both instances, the items were harmless.15

In November 2015, a 35-year-old man was sentenced to 45 days probation and a fine of 5,000 
kroner (US$749.36), after he incited racial hatred on his blog, mostly against Jews, but also 
against Africans. On his blog he referred to Jews as pests and parasites, and claimed that Jews 
were importing Africans as part of a war against the white race.16

In April 2014, vandals painted numerous swastikas and racist insults at a school and sport facility 
in Skien. In September 2014, the day after the premiere of a Jewish puppet theatre performance, 
unknown perpetrators carved a swastika into the glass doors of the Trondelag Theatre.17

Related to Islam

In January 2015, activists affiliated with the Norwegian Defence League (NDL) and Stop the Isla-
misation of Norway (SIAN) organised marches in support of the German anti-Muslim and anti-im-
migrant PEGIDA (“Patriotic Europeans against the Islamisation of the Occident”) movement. The 
first pro-PEGIDA demonstration in Oslo in early January was estimated to have been attended by 
190 people marching in the snow and carrying Norwegian flags.18 Subsequent marches were less 
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successful, however, as numbers dwindled to around 20 supporters with counter-demonstrators 
significantly outnumbering the PEGIDA marchers.19

According to the Ankara-based Foundation for Political, Economic and Social Research’s (SETA) 2015 
European Islamophobia Report, Norwegian Muslims reported increased levels of intolerance and 
harassment in the wake of the January Charlie Hebdo attack, as well as following the November 
Paris attacks. An example reported by SETA included a man being stabbed in November after 
being asked whether he was Muslim and “whether he recalled Paris.”20

Prospects for freedom of religion

While it appears that were no significant new or increased governmental restrictions on religious 
freedom during the period under review, the evidence suggests that there is an increased risk of 
social intolerance against both majority and minority religions. Some of this may be a backlash 
against global terrorism or against geopolitical conflicts attributed to religious groups, as well 
as a reflection of anti-immigration sentiments in Norway. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_170_2.asp and http://www.indexmundi.com/

norway/demographics_profile.html
2 Lutheran
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17743896
4 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17743896
5 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238418
6 http://www.ldo.no/en/
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238418
8 http://www.newsinenglish.no/2015/01/22/doctors-defy-new-circumcision-law/
9 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238418
10 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238418
11 http://hatecrime.osce.org/norway
12 http://www.varldenidag.se/nyheter/i-norge-ska-korsen-bort-fran-kristna-asylboenden/cbbokD!WGaRB-
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14 http://thefederalist.com/2016/06/06/under-international-pressure-norway-reunites-seized-children-with-family/
15 http://www.thelocal.no/20160513/oslo-police-possible-bomb-synagogue
16 http://www.rbnett.no/ntb/innenriks/2015/11/18/Mann-d%C3%B8mt-til-45-dagers-betinget-fengsel-for-

j%C3%B8dehets-11824641.ece
17 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238418
18 http://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/reports/2015/en/EIR_2015_NORWAY.pdf
19 http://www.thelocal.no/20150120/anti-islam-group-loses-support-in-norway and http://www.thelocal.

no/20150210/pegida-norway-a-dead-project
20 http://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/reports/2015/en/EIR_2015_NORWAY.pdf
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Oman is a sultanate located on the Gulf of Oman and the Indian Ocean. The majority of 
its population, including the ruling dynasty, (around 75 percent) are Ibadhi Muslims. They 
are neither Sunni nor Shi‘a but are descendants of an early stream in Islam. Oman is the 
only country in the world that has an Ibadhi majority. Sunni and, to a much smaller extent, 
Shi‘a Muslims constitute the rest of the citizenry. There are a small number of naturalised 
Christian and Hindu families. For centuries, there has been a Hindu community in Oman, 
which originally settled in Muscat. 

Around 45 percent of the country’s population are non-citizen residents, mostly foreign 
workers. Among them are Hindus, Buddhist, and Sikhs. There are three Hindu temples 
and two Sikh gurdwaras. 

There are about 180,000 Christians of different denominations living in Oman. Over 
60 Christian groups are registered with the government. The Protestant and Catholic 
communities are recognised by the ministry of religious affairs. In January 2014 a new 
Protestant church was opened in the capital, Muscat. Officials from the Ministry attended 
and gave congratulatory remarks.2

There are four Catholic parishes in Oman (two in Muscat, one in Sohar and one in Salalah), 
and these fall under the jurisdiction of the Apostolic Vicariate of Southern Arabia (AVOSA). 
An official at AVOSA told ACN there are an estimated 80,000 Catholics in Oman.

The constitution of 1996, as amended in 20113, states in article one: “The Sultanate of 
Oman is an Arab, Islamic, Independent State with full sovereignty.” The following article 
(three) declares Islam the religion of State: “The religion of the State is Islam and Islamic 
Shari‘a is the basis for legislation.” Article 28 says: “The freedom to practice religious rites 
according to recognised customs is protected, provided it does not violate the public 
order or contradict morals.”

Oman has no law that criminalizes apostasy from Islam. However, a father who converts 
from Islam loses his paternal rights over his children.
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Article 209 of Oman’s Penal Code punishes with a term of imprisonment of between ten 
days and three years, or a fine between five to five hundred Omani Riyals (approximately 
US$13 to $1,300), an individual who commits the following acts: (1) publicly blaspheming 
God or the prophet Mohammed, (2) committing an affront to religions and faiths by spoken 
or written word, or (3) breaching the peace of a lawful religious gathering. Under Law 32, 
of 1997, on Personal Status, the rules of Islamic Shari‘a law apply to all matters concerning 
inheritance and the validity of the marriage of a non-Muslim spouse.4

Using the Internet in a way that “might prejudice public order or religious values” carries 
a penalty of up to one year in prison, and fines of at least 1,000 Riyals.5

Imams need to have a license. They must follow the sermons issued by the government.

The law prohibits public proselytising by all religious groups, although the government 
allows religious groups to proselytise privately within legally registered houses of worship. 
Foreigners found guilty of proselytism can be deported.

Non-Muslim groups may practise their religion according to their values, customs, and 
traditions without interference but only on land specifically donated by the Sultan for the 
purpose of collective worship. The government does not permit gatherings for religious 
purposes in private homes or in any location other than government-approved places 
of worship.

Incidents

In November 2014 the Malayalee Christian Congregation (MCC) celebrated its 45th anni-
versary at the Protestant Church in Oman (PCO) Complex in Ruwi. The congregation is 
one of the oldest Christian congregations functioning in Oman, having served as an 
inter-denominational Evangelical organisation since its inception on 3rd July 1970. From 
a small beginning with few members, the congregation has grown over the last four-and-
a-half decades with hundreds of members.6

In December 2015 Moran Mor Baselios Cleemis, the Major Archbishop (or Catholics) who 
heads the Syro Malankara Catholic Church, visited the country for the 15th anniversary 
celebrations of Oman’s Syro Malankara Catholic Community.7

There were no reports of governmental or societal abuses of religious freedom within the 
time period of this report. A problem though remains with the lack of space for non-Mu-
slim communities to worship. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Doug Leonard, who runs Al Amana Centre, a Protestant organisation that fosters dialo-
gue and mutual learning between Muslims and Christians, says: “Many people doubt 
that Muslims and Christians can peacefully co-exist. Oman provides proof that we can. 
In the past 120 years, Omani Muslims and American Christians have worked together as 
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healthcare professionals and educators, with Muslims remaining Muslims and Christians 
remaining Christians, to improve society for the common good of all.”8

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_171_1.asp
2 2014 U.S. Report on International Religious Freedom - Oman
3 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Oman_2011.pdf
4 http://www.loc.gov/law/help/apostasy/index.php#oman
5 U.S. International Religious Freedom report 2015
6 http://timesofoman.com/article/43642/Oman/Oman’s-Malayalee-Christians-to-hold-function-
7 http://timesofoman.com/article/72478/Oman/Government/Top-church-official-to-attend-Oman’s-Ca-

tholic-Church’s-anniversary-celebrations
8 http://timesofoman.com/article/37761/Oman/Tradition-of-tolerance-in-Oman-endures; http://www.

alamanacentre.org; http://www.alamanacentre.org/newsletter/Al%20Amana%20Newsletter%20
Spring%202014.pdf; see also http://www.deutschlandradiokultur.de/sultanat-religioese-toleranz-in-o-
man.1278.de.html?dram:article_id=325183
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PAKISTÁN 

 

 zChristian: 2,2%
(Christian: 1,1% – Protestant: 1,1%)

 zHindus: 1,3%

 zMuslim: 96,2%

 zOthers: 0,3%

PAKISTAN

 796.095km² 191.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

When Pakistan was created following the partitioning of India in 1947, it was founded as 
a secular state. But its distinctly Muslim character emerged gradually, leading to it being 
renamed the Islamic Republic of Pakistan in 1956. The “Land of the Pure” (the word Pakistan 
is a neologism created from Pak ‘pure’ in Urdu, and Stan, meaning land, with an ‘i’ added 
to ease pronunciation1) adopted an overtly Islamic programme under the dictatorship 
of General Zia ul-Haq, who ruled from 1977 to 1988, as Islamic law (Shari‘a) increasingly 
influenced Pakistan’s legal system. In recent years, attempts by successive governments in 
Islamabad to fight sectarian violence and discrimination against non-Muslims have only 
met with modest success, while Pakistani society itself has undergone further Islamisation.

The 1973 constitution states in its preamble and in Articles 20, 21 and 22 that all citizens 
enjoy the freedom to practice and profess freely the religion of their choice. However, 
this right to religious freedom is considerably limited by Pakistan’s constitutional, legal 
and political structures, which ensures that religious minorities are not treated as equal 
to Muslims.

Article 2 of the constitution states that Islam is the State religion. The head of state must 
be a Muslim (Article 41.2), the prime minister must also be a Muslim (Article 91.3), and 
the Federal Islamic Court has the right to invalidate any law contrary to Islam or to sug-
gest amendments (Section 203E). In addition, the so-called blasphemy laws, which were 
incorporated to the Pakistan Penal Code in 1986 (sections 295 B, 295 C, 298 A, 298 B, 298 
C), seriously limit freedom of religion and freedom of expression. Desecrating the Qurʾan 
and insulting Mohammed are offences, punishable respectively, with life imprisonment 
and the death penalty. In everyday life, such laws are often used as a means to persecute 
religious minorities.

Incidents

One incident illustrates the problems of religiously motivated attacks in the country. 
On Easter Sunday 27th March 2016, a suicide attack targeted families who had come to 
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Gulshan-i-Iqbal Park, in Lahore (Punjab) with their children. That evening, 78 people lost 
their lives. According to an Emergency Services official, 31 children, nine women and 38 
men were killed and some 300 more were injured. The dead included 54 Muslims and 24 
Christians. This was the bloodiest attack since December 2014 when an attack against 
an army-run school in Peshawar, near the Afghan border, left 132 students dead. After 
the Lahore suicide attack, a spokesman for the Taliban Jamaat-ul-Ahrar, a rival faction of 
the Pakistani Taliban movement Tehreek-e-Taliban, claimed responsibility for the blast, 
stating that it had “targeted Christians”.2

This is not the first time that suicide bombers have targeted Christians. On 15th March 2015, 
a twin attack on two churches in Lahore, which Jamaat-ul-Ahrar also claimed responsibi-
lity for, killed 17 people.3 And in September 2013, two suicide bombers blew themselves 
up in the courtyard of a church in Peshawar one Sunday, killing more than 80 people.4 
Still, the new attack underscored the precarious status of Pakistan’s religious minorities.

Lawyers who ensure the enforcement of blasphemy laws

In a country whose legal system is based on British law, one might have thought that at 
some point the rule of law might be a safeguard against the Islamisation of society, or 
at least, that minorities might find a legal recourse to defend themselves against street 
violence from members of the Muslim majority. Sadly, that does not appear to be the case.

For “Whoever does this [blasphemy], the only punishment is death,” said Ghulam Mustafa 
Chaudhry, the head of a lawyers’ group in Lahore that discretely, but surely, ensures that 
the blasphemy laws are rigorously enforced.

According to Reuters,5 Mr Chaudhry’s group Khatm-e-Nubuwwat Lawyers’ Forum, which 
loosely translates as the ‘Movement for the Defence of the Prophet’, uses its expertise and 
influence to ensure that anyone who insults Islam or the Prophet Mohammad is charged, 
tried and executed.

In the case of Punjab Governor Salman Taseer,6 who was murdered in January 2011 by his 
bodyguard for challenging the blasphemy laws and defending a Christian woman Asia 
Bibi,7 Ghulam Mustafa Chaudhry provided legal counsel to the accused Mumtaz Qadri – 
but with little success as Qadri was sentenced to death, and executed on 29th February 
2016. Yet, the latter’s funeral in Islamabad on 1st March gave hundreds of thousands of 
Islamists an opportunity to show their support to someone they consider a hero. For 
Chaudhry, Mumtaz Qadri was within his rights when he killed Salman Taseer, as the latter 
committed blasphemy by publicly challenging the blasphemy laws.

Plenty of extrajudicial executions

So far, no one has been executed for blasphemy in Pakistan, but in the country’s jails 
death row is gradually filling up. Of the approximately 8,000 people sentenced to death, 
more than a thousand have been imprisoned for blasphemy.8 One of them is Asia Bibi, a 
Christian woman, whose accuser was assisted by a lawyer from Khatm-e-Nubuwwat at 
her initial and appeal trials.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



517

PA
KI

ST
AN

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

However, even though government authorities have yet to execute anyone convicted for 
blasphemy, despite carrying out 330 executions since December 2014, they have failed 
to prevent extrajudicial executions.9 According to the Centre for Research and Security 
Studies, an independent Pakistani think tank, at least 65 people have been murdered 
since 1990, including judges and lawyers, on suspicion of blasphemy or for defending 
people accused of blasphemy.10

Leaving aside such extreme cases, the mood in Pakistan has become more ominous in 
recent years. Threats have been made against the media and high-profile journalists when 
they tried to cover initiatives that questioned the blasphemy laws or sought to regulate 
their implementation. At hearings involving blasphemy cases, Khatm-e-Nubuwwat 
lawyers and activists often crowd courtrooms in order to intimidate those present. For 
Saif ul-Malook, a lawyer who has defended people accused of blasphemy in crammed 
courtrooms with opposing lawyers trying to prevent him from speaking, “their actions 
are based on intimidation”. According to the lawyer they seek to intimidate everyone: the 
accused, judges, defence lawyers and members of the family of the accused.

Things have moved on from the first decade of the twenty-first century when lawyers 
stood against the repressive measures taken by then President Pervez Musharraf (in power 
from 2001 to 2008). At that time, pro-democracy advocates like the Lawyers’ Movement,11 
the Movement for the Restoration of the Judiciary, and the Black Coat Protests were a 
feature of Pakistani society. Now, these groups seem to be much less visible and lawyers 
who seek greater Islamisation of society seem more vocal. In such a context, one can 
only deplore the acts of violence against religious minorities. However, this violence is 
directed against Muslims as well.

In a country where the Muslim community is divided between Sunnis (75 percent) and 
Shi‘as (25 percent), attacks against Shi‘as are commonplace. Thus, on 13th December 2015, 
23 people were killed and more than 30 injured in a bomb attack in a crowded bazaar in a 
Shi‘a region in the country’s   north-west. The blast occurred in Eidgah market, Parachinar, a 
town inhabited by minority Shi‘as located in the semi-autonomous tribal area of   Kurram.12 
Sunni group Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, which is close to Al-Qaida, claimed responsibility for the 
attack, blaming the Shi‘as for their support for Iran and Syrian President Bashar al-Assad.

Murder of a Shi‘a blogger, supporter of interfaith dialogue

On 7th May 2016, a Shi‘a blogger, Khurram Zaki, 40, was sprayed with bullets from a 
Kalashnikov as he dined in a restaurant in Karachi.13 He ran Let us build Pakistan (https://
lubpak.com), a site devoted to the country’s current political and religious affairs. He had 
achieved notoriety for demonstrating outside the Red Mosque, an Islamic shrine in the 
heart of Islamabad, over the mosque director, Abdel Aziz’s refusal to condemn the Taliban 
attacks on an army-run school in Peshawar on 16th December 2014. The blogger’s website 
denounced both his country’s democratic shortcomings and its religious extremism, 
two intertwined problems that prevented, he said, Pakistanis from building their society. 
Several pictures show him with members of Pakistan’s Christian clergy during religious 
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processions. He was even depicted carrying a cross, a gesture with dire consequences 
for a Muslim as, according to Islamic tradition, Christ was never crucified.

The Ahmadis, a persecuted community

Those people whom mainstream Muslims deem to be heretics are also subject to violence. 
This is the case of Pakistan’s Ahmadis. Since a constitutional amendment was adopted in 
1974, the Ahmadis – who consider their founder, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, a prophet – do 
not have the right to call themselves Muslims or call their houses of worship mosques. 
Estimated to have between two and four million members, this community is routinely 
persecuted. According to an Ahmadi report released on 25th April 2016, 248 Ahmadis 
were killed because of their religious affiliation between 1984 and 2015. During the same 
period, 27 of their places of worship were destroyed and 39 of their cemeteries desecrated. 
Acts of violence against non-Muslims are equally frequent.

Abducted to be married by force and “converted” to Islam

The problem of the forced marriages of girls is one of the most insidious forms of violence 
against minorities. For the Hindu community, forced conversion of Hindu women and girls 
has become a major problem in recent years in Sindh (Hindus number about 2.5 million 
among Pakistan’s approximately 191 million people and are concentrated mainly in Sindh 
Province). According to the Pakistan Hindu Panchayat Association, nearly a thousand girls 
or women from Sindh are forced to convert to Islam each year, a practice that has sparked 
an exodus of Hindu families to neighbouring India.14

Legal developments in February 2016 might curtail this problem. In Pakistan, there is no 
civil marriage. Until recently, Hindus, unlike Muslims and Christians, could not register 
their marriage with the civil authorities, which complicated their daily lives, most notably 
vis-à-vis identity paper applications, property rights, and inheritance. For Hindu women, 
the situation was even more difficult. Pakistan did not recognise their marital status, and 
so they were considered unmarried even when they were married to a Hindu, making 
them easy prey for those kidnapping non-Muslim women.

One specific provision in the new law adopted prompted controversy, as it annulled a 
Hindu marriage if one of the spouses converted to Islam – which the Hindu minority 
feared was a blank check for kidnappers of Hindu women. “The clause can be misused to 
forcefully convert married Hindu women the same way young girls have been kidnapped 
and forced to convert to other religions,” said Ramesh Kumar Vankwami in the Pakistan 
Herald of 18th February 2016.15 

Pakistan Muslim League politician Ramesh Kumar Vankwami called for the clause to be 
removed, and it was struck out after he secured the support of the Senate Human Rights 
Committee. Senator Farhatullah Babar said this provision would have been “a grave vio-
lation of the rights of the Hindus”. Mr Vankwami is hopeful that a new provision, officially 
recognising Hindu women’s marital status, will limit the number of forced conversions.

In addition to young Sikh and Hindu women being victims of abduction, forced conver-
sion and marriage, young Christian women and girls are also targeted by kidnappers.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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In September 2015 in Pattoki, Punjab province, Nabila Bibi, a 22-year-old Christian woman, 
was abducted by four armed men in front of her mother and sister. She then “converted” 
to Islam and was forcibly married to a Muslim. When the young woman’s father, Bashir 
Masih, went to file a complaint, the police refused to register it, stating that the attackers 
had confirmed to the police that his daughter had voluntarily decided to convert to Islam 
and marry a Muslim.

Bashir Masih then turned to Sardar Mushtaq Gill, a Christian lawyer who heads ‘Lead’, an 
NGO that provides free legal counsel to Christians in need. On 18th February 2016, after 
four months of investigation, the lawyer finally got an order from Pattoki court requesting 
an investigation into Nabila Bibi’s kidnapping and forced conversion. “In most such cases, 
kidnappers use conversion as legal cover to escape punishment for kidnapping and raping 
the victims,” Gill told UCANews on 19th February. He went on: “Even if the girl is returned to 
her family, her life stands ruined,” adding: “My daughter has been told that if she renounces 
Islam and reconverts to Christianity, she will be declared a murtad (apostate).”16

Christians forced into exile

Along with Hindus, Christians are Pakistan’s other main religious minority, accounting for 
slightly more than two percent of Pakistan’s 191 million people. Originally low caste Hindus 
who converted in the 19th century, they are still discriminated against and stigmatised, and 
mostly belong to the lower social classes of Pakistani society, employed in undervalued 
jobs as street sweepers or rubbish collectors. Many of them regularly suffer persecution – 
from the blasphemy laws, forced conversions, abductions of girls and women – and have 
tried to flee their country.17 Some have left for Thailand, where they can still travel on a 
tourist visa; however once there, the UNHCR has not been in a hurry to place them under 
its protection. An estimated 99 per cent of the 6,000 to 7,000 Pakistani Christian refugees 
in Thailand no longer have valid papers. In March-April 2016, press reports revealed that 
about 250 of them were languishing in jail in very difficult conditions.18

For those Christians who still live in Pakistan, constant threats hang over them as a result of 
the blasphemy laws and Muslim extremism. On 15th April 2015, Nauman Masih, a 14-year-
old boy, died from his injuries at the Mayo Hospital in Lahore. The Christian teenager had 
been doused with gasoline and set on fire five days earlier, on 10th April, by two young 
Muslims on their way to the mosque for Friday prayers. According to local Christians, the 
attack against the teenager could have been an act of revenge for the lynching to death 
of two Muslims – later found innocent – in Youhanabad, Lahore’s Christian district. There, 
a twin bombing against Christian churches killed 20 people on 15th March 2015. For the 
police, another motive is behind the teen’s death.

At the hospital, during his five days in intensive care, Nauman said he knew of no personal 
enemies and that both youths who attacked him gave no reason for their actions. Chri-
stians in the city see a connection to the twin attacks in Youhanabad on 15th March. Even 
though the attack was carried out – and claimed – by an Islamist group that targeted the 
Christian community, the attack’s aftermath – including the lynching of two people by 
angry Christians (an act unequivocally condemned by Christian religious leaders) – has 
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created an unfavourable climate for Christians. In order to find those responsible for the 
lynching, the police carried out mass arrests in Youhanabad district, detaining, jailing 
and bringing to justice hundreds of young Christians.19 Christians complained about the 
scale of the police action compared to situations when Christians are attacked and the 
response of law enforcement is often slow.

Father James Channan, a Pakistani Dominican, heads Lahore’s Peace Centre, which is 
involved in initiatives for peace, harmony and interfaith dialogue. Speaking to Fides, the 
news agency, he said, “Christians have condemned the lynching, stating publicly that it 
was a serious crime. However, on several occasions in the past, innocent Christians were 
burnt alive: such as the mass attacks against the Christian quarter of Gojra,20 Shantina-
gar21 or the case of the Christian couple burnt alive in a brick kiln in November 2014.”22 
Nauman Masih’s death “shows the level of hatred that exists in Pakistani society. We need 
to work a lot on dialogue and harmony between believers of different religions.” Father 
Channan, Secretary of the Episcopal Commission for Christian-Muslim dialogue for 17 
years, added, “I would say that today Christians are experiencing the worst time in their 
history in this country. Discrimination, suffering, and oppression turn too often into 
outright persecution. We ask the government: where is justice? Where are the culprits of 
the many senseless episodes of violence committed against Christians?”

Prospects for freedom of religion

In view of the numerous incidents, the prospects for Freedom of Religion remain bleak and 
are narrowly linked to the governance situation in Pakistan. Interviewed by Vatican Radio 
on 6th April 2016 after the Easter Sunday attack in Lahore, Paul Bhatti, brother and political 
heir to Shahbaz Bhatti, Pakistan’s former Minister for Religious Minorities, assassinated in 
2011, when asked about the situation of Christians in Pakistan, said, “I think the situation 
of Christians and other minorities is directly correlated to Pakistan’s general situation. 
If there is peace in Pakistan, Christians also fare well. If there is no peace in Pakistan, 
Christians, who are the weakest and most marginalised group in society, suffer more.” 23

Perhaps the biggest threat is the growing pressure on the government to make the bla-
sphemy laws more restrictive. The government’s attempts to regulate the enforcement of 
the blasphemy laws have met stiff opposition. In November 2015, the country’s Supreme 
Court ruled that simply discussing the blasphemy laws could not be construed as bla-
sphemy per se, but in practice it is impossible for anyone to engage in a dispassionate 
and peaceful debate on the matter. In January 2016, the Council of Islamic Ideology, an 
official government body, proposed to amend these laws in a way that would make the 
legislation more restrictive.

According to police data, the number of blasphemy complaints registered in police sta-
tions is increasing. Since the founding of Khatm-e-Nubuwwat 15 years ago, the number 
of such cases in Punjab Province alone has tripled, reaching a peak or 336 cases in 2014. 
That number dropped to 210 in 2015 after steps were taken in the province to restrict 
complaint procedures. However, the lawyers’ forum is watching. A policeman, who asked 
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not to be named to avoid reprisals, said: “If they hear of a complaint, the lawyers will come 
to the person and offer to take the case for free.” He added: “Sometimes they arrive with 
people and encourage them to make a complaint.”
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PALAOS 

 

 zChristian: 92,68%

 zBuddhist: 0,85%

 zMuslim: 2,37%

 zOthers: 4,1%

PALAU

 487km2 20.600

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Palau is spread across 250 islands, forming the western chain of the Caro-
line Islands in the western Micronesia in the Pacific Ocean. The majority of the nation’s 
21,000 population is situated in Koror. The capital Ngerulmud is located on the nearby 
island of Babeldaob in Melekeok State. Once a part of the Spanish East Indies, the islands 
became part of the American-governed Trust Territory along with other islands in the 
Pacific after US troops liberated Palau from the Japanese during the Second World War. 
The country gained full sovereignty in 1994 and has a Compact of Free Association with 
the US, which looks after its defence and subsidises social services.

Christianity is practised by 75 percent of the population and the government recogni-
ses Christmas as a national holiday despite not sponsoring a particular religious group. 
Roman Catholicism is the dominant religion of the 19 Christian denominations present 
in the islands and most national events are conducted with a prayer to open and close 
the ceremonies. Christianity has been dominant since the arrival of Jesuit priests in the 
early 19th century. During the Japanese occupation, Christian missions were heavily 
subsidised and following Japan’s defeat, the remaining forces converted from their native 
Buddhism to Christianity. There is also active participation in Easter and Christmas servi-
ces. As well as Christians, a small percentage of Buddhists, Jews, Muslims and members 
of the Modekngei faith also worship in the country.

The Modekngei faith is unique to the country and is professed by approximately 8.8 per-
cent of the inhabitants. Followers recognise one God, accepting Jesus Christ while also 
following ancient Palauan goddesses in a mix of Christianity and Palauan customs. During 
the First World War, the religion was politically important as a non-violent opposition to 
the forces of the Japanese Empire.

The constitution provides for religious freedom and these rights are respected in practice. 
The government discusses religious freedom as part of its policy to promote human rights. 
The government also provides financial aid for Church-run schools. However religious 
groups must register as non-profit organisations in order for the authorities to regulate 
the establishment of such groups but these groups are not denied the freedom to register. 
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Foreign missionaries are also required to obtain a permit from the immigration office, 
however there were no reports in the period covered that the government denied any 
permits to individuals.

Incidents

According to research conducted, during the period under review there were no reports 
of violence relating to religious differences.2

Prospects for freedom of religion

In recent years, the small number of the Muslims has increased following the arrival of 
Turkic-speaking Uyghurs Muslims of China as a temporary measure by the US after being 
released from prison in Guantanamo. Reports have suggested that the islands’ Muslim 
inhabitants have found it difficult to find employment. In July 2015, it was reported that 
all six of the Muslim Uyghurs who were temporarily relocated to the island back in 2009 
had left.3 Palau President Remengesau made the announcement during his press con-
ference held at his office in Meyuns. It had been reported by Associated Press that the 
Uyghur community had faced economic hardship due to cuts in government stipends. 
There are an estimated 500 Bengali Muslims remaining in Palau, which has two mosques. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.ncbuy.com/reference/country/backgrounds.html?code=ps&sec=religiousfree
2 http://www.muslimpopulation.com/Oceania/Palau/ip.php
3 http://pidp.eastwestcenter.org/pireport/2015/July/07-14-14.htm
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PALESTINA 

 

  AREA1 POPULATION

 zChristian: 1,3%

 zMuslim: 98,7%

PALESTINE

  6.335 km2 4.400.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The UN General Assembly, the UN Security Council and the International Court of Justice 
consider the Palestinian Territories to be under Israeli occupation.2 The territories came in to 
being in June 1967 when Israel seized areas from Jordan and Egypt, including East Jerusalem, 
the West Bank and Gaza. In 1993, in the course of the so-called Oslo process, Israel and the PLO 
formally recognised each other. One year later the Palestinian Authority was established as 
an institution of Palestinian self-rule in certain areas of the West Bank and Gaza, but not East 
Jerusalem which Israel considers being an integral part of its capital. Several bilateral nego-
tiations between Israelis and Palestinians to effect two states existing side by side have not 
been successful. In 2005 Israel withdrew from Gaza but continued to control the access to the 
strip. Hamas took over Gaza in 2007. Several wars have been fought between Israel and Hamas 
since. Since then the Palestinian Territories are split between the internationally recognised 
government in Ramallah and Hamas in Gaza. In November 2012 the general assembly of the 
United Nations recognised Palestine as a non-member observer state. Palestine is currently 
recognised by 137 states.3 Palestinians are mostly Sunni Muslims. But there is an aboriginal 
Christian community of about 50,000 (including East Jerusalem) and a tiny Samaritan com-
munity of around 400 members living near Nablus. Around 500,000 Jewish settlers live in the 
territories and East Jerusalem in settlements considered to be illegal under international law. 

Palestine has no constitution but the Palestinian Basic Law serves as a contemporary one.4 
Article 4 states: “Islam is the official religion in Palestine. Respect for the sanctity of all other 
divine religions shall be maintained. The principles of Islamic Shari‘a shall be a principal source 
of legislation.” According to article 9, “Palestinians shall be equal before the law and the judiciary, 
without distinction based upon race, sex, colour, religion, political views or disability.” Article 
18 states: “Freedom of belief, worship and the performance of religious functions are guaran-
teed, provided public order or public morals are not violated.” Article 92 says that Shari‘a affairs 
and personal status shall be assumed by Shari‘a and religious courts in accordance with law.

On 1st April 2014, the Palestinian Authority (PA) signed several human rights treaties, including 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Previously, 
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aspects of the freedom of religion.5

Conversion from Islam is legally not explicitly forbidden although in practice it would face 
massive social pressure. Proselytising is forbidden.

By a presidential decree of 2001 the mayors of municipalities like Ramallah, Bethlehem, Beit Jala 
and seven others are necessarily Palestinian Christians even if there is no Christian population 
majority in the city. Another Presidential decree from 2005 allocates six seats to Christians in 
the Palestinian Legislative Council. One seat is reserved for the Samaritan community which 
lives on the slope of Mount Garizim near Nablus. President Abbas has Christian ministers and 
advisers. Christians are also represented in the foreign service of the PA and its administration. 

A Presidential decree from 2008 officially recognises 13 Churches. These include the Roman 
Catholic, Greek Orthodox and the Armenian Apostolic Churches. Ecclesiastical courts decide 
on personal status affairs like marriage, divorce and inheritance in accordance to church laws. 
Other churches, mostly Evangelical ones, are not officially registered but can operate freely. 
However, they don’t have the same rights though when it comes to personal status affairs.

In 2015 the Comprehensive Agreement between the Holy See and the State of Palestine was 
signed by both parties. In January 2016 it came into full force. The Comprehensive Agreement 
deals with essential aspects of the life and activity of the Catholic Church in Palestine, including 
the freedom of the Church to operate and of Christians to practice their faith and participate 
fully in society.6 The agreement is the first of its kind in the Arab-Muslim world.

Incidents

In July and August 2014 Gaza’s Christian community was heavily affected by the war between 
Israel and Hamas. Parish priest Father Mario da Silva told Aid to the Church in Need: “Hardly 
anyone comes to the church at the moment. On Sundays there are never more than five 
people. Only the very courageous ones come. It’s simply too dangerous.”7 A bombing carried 
out by the Israeli army near Gaza’s Roman Catholic Church of the Holy Family has partially 
destroyed the adjacent parish school, the pastor’s office and some rooms used by the parish. 
The main target of the bombing was believed to be a house situated a few metres from the 
parish, which was completely destroyed by the raid.8 The Catholic community received about 
900 Muslim refugees in the school and parish compound. The Greek Orthodox community also 
received refugees. The Orthodox graveyard suffered damage during an Israeli bombardment.9

In October 2014 a mosque was set alight in a suspected arson attack in Aqraba, a village east 
of Nablus in the West Bank. The name of radical Israeli vigilante group called “price tag” was 
found daubed on the outside wall. Israeli President Reuven Rivlin condemned the incident 
and urged Israel’s police chief to head an investigation, adding that the case “should be tre-
ated as terrorism”.10

In November 2014 Palestinian security forces say a group of Israeli settlers set fire to a mosque 
overnight near the city of Ramallah in the West Bank. The attack took place in the village of al 
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Mughayir, near the Israeli settlement of Shilo. The settlers destroyed the entire ground floor 
of the mosque.11

In December 2014 Franciscan Custos Pierbattista Pizzaballa told Aid to the Church in Need that 
19 Christian families had left Bethlehem in the three months before because of the unstable 
political and economic situation.12 

In January 2015 Israel temporarily denied an international group of Catholic bishops tem-
porary entry to Gaza. Only after several hours delay were the bishops from the Holy Land 
Coordination were allowed in.13

In February 2015 a mosque in Jab’a, near Bethlehem in the West Bank, was torched and the 
phrase “the Redemption of Zion” was scrawled on its walls.14

In June 2015 in response to rocket fire from Gaza the Israeli government has cancelled some 
special permits granted to Palestinians for Ramadan. During the night of 23rd June rockets 
were launched from the Strip into southern Israel. General Yoav Mordechai, head of the Coor-
dination of Government Activities in the Territories (COGAT), confirmed that the ban on entry 
to Israel for residents of the Gaza Strip who wanted to attend Friday prayers at Temple Mount 
mosques had been reintroduced.15

In July 2015 Deash (ISIS) insurgents accused Hamas, which rules the Palestinian Territories, 
of being lax in enforcing religious observation. The video statement, which came from a 
Daesh stronghold in Syria, was a public challenge to Hamas, which has been cracking down 
on Jihadis in Gaza who oppose its truces with Israel and reconciliation with rival Palestinian 
faction Fatah. In a message addressed to the “tyrants of Hamas” a masked Daesh member said: 
“We will uproot the state of the Jews (Israel) and you and Fatah, and all of the secularists are 
nothing and you will be over-run by our creeping multitudes”.16

In August 2015 Israeli soldiers fired tear gas and stun grenades to disperse a protest in Beit 
Jala, a Palestinian Christian town near Bethlehem. Dozens of Palestinian and foreign protesters 
– including former Latin patriarch of Jerusalem Michel Sabbah – took part in the demonstra-
tion against renewed work on the West Bank Barrier. Military bulldozers have uprooted olive 
trees to clear space for the structure. One nun suffered from suffocation. Two protesters were 
arrested for allegedly throwing stones at soldiers guarding the construction zone.17 Earlier in 
August Palestinian Christians were involved in a scuffle with Israeli Border Police near Beth-
lehem after dozens of demonstrators, including priests, gathered to protest against renewed 
work on Israel’s West Bank Barrier in a sensitive Christian area. Three Roman Catholic priests 
tried to pray among olive trees that bulldozers and mechanical diggers were trying to uproot. 
Police stopped the priests from approaching. One demonstrator was arrested as he tried to 
plant an olive sapling in front of the excavators.18

In September 2015 Bethlehem’s Maronite St Charbel Monastery was damaged in an arson attack 
which, according to the Church, was the work of Islamic fundamentalists. The building, which 
was under renovation, suffered serious damage. Sobhy Makhoul, chancellor of the Maronite 
Patriarchate in Jerusalem, said that the fire that broke out was deliberately set. “It was an act 
of arson, not a fire caused by an electrical problem, an act of sectarian vandalism by radical 
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the culprits are already known and should “be soon apprehended.” For the chancellor of the 
Maronite Patriarchate, “The attack is sectarian in nature. It is anti-Christian, like many other 
incidents across the Middle East. Extremist groups operate in the area, including some Hamas 
cells. There are also some loose cannons that give vent to their ideology.”19

In October 2015 Palestinians torched a tomb revered as that of the biblical patriarch Joseph, in 
the West Bank city of Nablus. The Jewish holy site was badly damaged during the night-time 
attack, when dozens of Palestinians overran the tomb, pelting it with petrol bombs. Palestinian 
police dispersed the crowd and firefighters extinguished the blaze before Israeli security forces 
arrived. Israel’s military spokesman Lt Col Peter Lerner said the attack was “a blatant violation 
of the basic value of freedom of worship”. He said Israel would “bring perpetrators to justice 
and restore the site”. Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas condemned the arson and said the 
site would be repaired.20 

In January 2016 the Israeli High Court dismissed the latest petitions in the Cremisan case, 
which had been submitted by the Salesian Sisters Convent, Beit Jala Municipality, and Chri-
stian landowners. The Court stated that although it approves the construction of the Barrier, 
based on security needs, the landowners have the right to object to any route that does not 
maintain their right to access their lands. Moreover, the Salesian Sisters were granted the right 
to object to the final route which could divide their convent and school. The Court granted 
both parties the right to object to the presented route or any future one, regardless of the 
current construction of the wall in Bir Onah – Beit Jala.21

In February 2016 Gaza’s Catholic parish priest Mario da Silva said that “the community is 
increasingly shrinking. Over the last months, some 30 parish members managed to leave the 
Gaza Strip.”22

In March 2016, 95 percent of Christians in the Gaza Strip were granted permission by the Israeli 
authorities to enter Israel so they could take part in Easter celebrations. For the first time, the 
Catholic Church was directly involved in the process of getting exit permits. This role is usually 
fulfilled by the Orthodox Church. For Christmas and Easter holidays, requests to get permits 
must be made from the Israeli military authorities, who hold and watch over entries and exits 
at Erez check point. Young people, particularly those below 35 years of age, were once again 
absent from the lists of those authorised to enter Israel.23 “We had only one day to apply,” said 
Fr Mario da Silva, Gaza’s parish priest. On 20th February, “890 people went to apply.” Many of 
them were young people who were applying “without much hope” of getting “an exit permit.”24 

In April 2016 it was announced that hundreds of young Palestinian Christians would join 
Pope Francis at World Youth Day in Kraków in July 2016. At least 700 young people from the 
parishes of the Holy Land will attend the 31st world gathering. They will include five young 
people from Gaza. They will receive a special permit to leave from Tel Aviv which usually is 
inaccessible to Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza.25

In Gaza, in April 2016, the ruins of an ancient Byzantine church, which re-emerged during the 
building of a shopping centre, have been removed by bulldozers and the local authorities 
did nothing to protect the archaeological site. The episode provoked strong condemnations 
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from some Palestinian Christians. Father Ibrahim Nairouz, a Palestinian Anglican priest living 
in Nablus, denounced the incident in two letters sent to the Prime Minister of the Palestinian 
Authority, Rami Hamdallah, and to the Palestinian Minister of Antiquities and Tourism, Rula 
Maayah. “If they had found the remains of a mosque or a synagogue or any other ancient 
structure” wondered Fr Nairouz in statements reported by the Israeli press, “would they have 
handled the situation in the same way?”26 

In May 2016 Palestinian President Abu Mazen stated that the protection of the Christian pre-
sence in Palestine and other parts of the Middle East “is for us a duty and a mission”. He said 
this in a message addressed to Christians at Easter (according to the Julian calendar). “It is not 
a secret that the fate of Christians in the Middle East is full of pitfalls,” in a spiral that threatens 
coexistence, pluralism and religious freedom. He added: “For this reason, we must contrast in 
every possible way all attempts to weaken the presence of native Christians in the Holy Land.”27

In May 2016 it was announced that the area of Qasr al-Yahud, which extends around the 
western bank of the Jordan River, thought by most churches to be the site of Jesus’ baptism, 
would be cleared of mines and other ordnance that still lie scattered, 50 years after the Six Day 
War. According to the Israeli press, the area which is about to be cleared covers approximately 
100 hectares and has been inaccessible since 1967. The mine clearance project will be imple-
mented under the supervision of the Israeli Ministry of Defence and with the collaboration 
of the British charity Halo Trust, which specialises in the removal of mines and unexploded 
ordnance of war. The mine clearance should be finished by the end of 2016.28

Prospects for freedom of religion

There is no religious freedom in the Palestinian Territories controlled by the PA in the sense 
of citizens having the right to follow a religion or not and to change from one religion to 
another. But generally there is a high level of individual and collective liberty of cult. The 
Palestinian leadership appreciates publicly the presence and contribution of Palestinian 
Christians. Christians are present in the highest ranks of the PA. The situation of Christians is 
more complicated in Gaza where Islamist group Hamas is ruling. But Hamas is tolerating the 
small group of Christians and their institutions within certain boundaries that exclude active 
proselytism. There are very radical groups in Gaza who threaten the Christians in Gaza. Both 
Palestinian Muslims and Christians from the West Bank and Gaza suffer from the Israeli occu-
pation that also limits the exercise of their religious freedom. Israel is regulating the access of 
both Muslims and Christians from the West Bank and Gaza who want to visit their Holy Sites in 
East Jerusalem. Residents of the PA cannot visit East Jerusalem without a permit issued by the 
Israeli civil administration of the territories. In many cases, permits are not issued or they are 
issued to some members of a family but not to others. Church leaders regularly denounce the 
practice as opaque and arbitrary. In most cases, settler violence against Muslim and Christian 
places in the territories institutions goes unpunished.
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1 5,970 km2 (2,305 mi²) for West Bank territories and 365 km2 (141 mi²) for Gaza.
2 Gaza is a more complicated situation. Israel claims to no longer occupy Gaza, but it nevertheless controls six 

of its seven land crossings, and its maritime zones and airspace. See Iain Scobbie, “Southern Lebanon” in In-
ternational Law and the Classification of Conflicts, ed. by Elizabeth Wilmshurst (Oxford: Oxford University Press: 
2012), p. 295.

3 http://palestineun.org/about-palestine/diplomatic-relations/
4 http://www.palestinianbasiclaw.org/basic-law/2003-amended-basic-law
5 http://jij.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Palestinian-Freedom-of-Religion.pdf; http://nadplo.org/userfi-

les/file/fact%20sheets/Q&A%20Accession.pdf
6 http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/06/26/holy_see,_state_of_palestine_sign_comprehensive_agree-

ment/1154236
7 http://www.churchinneed.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=7959
8 http://www.fides.org/en/news/36168-ASIA_HOLY_LAND_Bombing_near_the_Catholic_parish_in_Gaza_

School_devastated#.V0BaePmLSM9
9 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-palestinians-israel-gaza-church-idUSKBN0FR1O520140722
10 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-israel-palestinians-idUSKCN0I30H020141014
11 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Israeli-settlers-burn-a-mosque-in-West-Bank-32673.html
12 https://aidchurch.wordpress.com/2014/12/03/acn-interview-jerusalem/
13 https://www.kath.ch/newsd/israel-laesst-nun-doch-alle-bischoefe-nach-gaza-einreisen/
14 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Arson-attack-against-Greek-Orthodox-seminary-in-Jerusalem-33580.html
15 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Israel-revokes-Gaza-Palestinians-entry-permits-granted-for-Rama-

dan-34606.html
16 http://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-palestinians-islamicstate-hamas-idUKKCN0PA2TT20150701
17 https://www.yahoo.com/news/israeli-troops-fire-tear-gas-separation-barrier-demo-170752823.html?ref=gs
18 http://www.timesofisrael.com/palestinian-christians-police-clash-over-barrier-construction/
19 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Arson-attack-at-Bethlehem%E2%80%99s-St-Charbel-Monastery%2C-pro-

bably-the-work-of-Islamic-fundamentalists%2C-says-Maronite-leader-35435.html
20 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-34547523
21 http://www.saintyves.org/?MenuId=3&Lang=1&TemplateId=news&id=129&catId=1&full=1
22 http://en.lpj.org/2016/03/03/living-lent-with-christians-of-gaza/
23 http://en.lpj.org/2016/03/23/after-8-years-of-waiting-young-christians-get-out-of-gaza-for-easter/
24 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Hundreds-of-Gaza-Christians-can-travel-to-Jerusalem-for-Easter-37029.

html
25 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Hundreds-of-young-people-from-the-Holy-Land-%28and-Gaza%29-to-

join-Pope-Francis-at-World-Youth-Day-in-Krak%C3%B3w-37177.html
26 http://fides.org/en/news/59778-ASIA_HOLY_LAND_In_Gaza_the_ruins_of_an_ancient_Byzantine_church_

destroyed_by_bulldozers_to_make_way_for_a_shopping_center#.VzzG2PmLSM8
27 http://fides.org/en/news/59941-ASIA_PALESTINE_President_Abu_Mazen_we_have_a_mission_and_a_duty_

to_protect_the_presence_of_Christians_in_the_Middle_East#.VzzGA_mLSM8
28 http://fides.org/en/news/60052-ASIA_HOLY_LAND_Mine_clearance_of_the_area_around_the_site_of_the_

Baptism_of_Jesus_has_been_announced#.VzzEavmLSM8
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PANAMÁ 

 

  AREA3 POPULATION4

RELIGION1

 zChristian: 90,47%
(Christian: 80% – Protestant: 10,47%2)

 zOthers: 9,53%

PANAMA

     75.517km2   3.600.000  

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Panama has a democratically elected unitary government. The preamble 
of its constitution invokes God’s protection, though it does not allow any exemptions, 
privileges or discrimination based on race, birth, disability, social class, sex, religion or 
political ideas. The Catholic religion is recognised as the religion of the majority of Pana-
manians, but everyone is free to profess a religion and faith without any restrictions other 
than respect for Christian morality and public order. Religious organisations have legal 
capacity and can administer their own assets. Religious ministers may only hold public 
offices that relate to social welfare, education and scientific research.

The state recognises and respects the ethnic identity of indigenous communities and 
fosters the development of their social and spiritual values.

Both public and private schools are open to all students, regardless of race, political affilia-
tion or religion. The curriculum in Panama’s state schools is shaped by Roman Catholicism; 
however, parents or guardians may request that their children be exempt from religious 
education courses and acts of worship.5

Incidents 

The 2014 International Religious Freedom Report for Panama by the U.S. Embassy noted 
that Muslim leaders complain that Muslim women wearing hijabs are sometimes asked 
to remove them when taking photos for official documents. However, when women 
remind them that the measure affects their freedom of religion, they are allowed to keep 
their heads covered with the face and ears visible. Rastafarians face the same issue with 
regards to their tam hats as they are asked to remove them at airport checks and when 
they apply for identity papers.6

According to the same report, a Rastafarian leader said that the government did not view 
Rastafarians as a religious organisation as the group did not own a site to congregate and 
its members meet in private places for their annual Nyabinghi celebration.7 The Ministry 
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official documentation to this effect.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Research did not reveal any incidents of intolerance, discrimination or persecution with 
respect to freedom of religion in the period covered by this report. This was the case 
except for some aspects of specific religions (i.e. hijab or tam hats), and these issues have 
been settled peacefully and without controversy. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_174_1.asp accessed on 16 March 2016.
2 Evangelical.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19888936 accessed on 7 May 2016.
4 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19888936 accessed on 7 May 2016.
5 http://www.unesco.org/culture/natlaws/media/pdf/panama/pan_constpol_04_spaorof accessed on 16 

March 2016.
6 http://spanish.panama.usembassy.gov/reports-libertad2014.html accessed on 16 March 2016.
7 http://spanish.panama.usembassy.gov/reports-libertad2014.html accessed on 16 March 2016.
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RELIGION1

PAPÚA NUEVA GUINEA 

 

 zChristian: 94,81%
(Christian: 30% – Protestant: 41,5%2 – 
Others: 23,31%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 3,39%

 zBuddhist: 0,16%

 zOthers: 1,64%

PAPUA NEW GUINEA

   462.840 km2 7.200.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Independent State of Papua New Guinea occupies the eastern half of the island of 
New Guinea and its offshore islands in Melanesia. The capital, Port Moresby, is located 
along its south-eastern coast. The country is one of the most culturally diverse in the world, 
with 848 languages listed. The majority of its seven million inhabitants live in diverse 
traditional communities in rural areas. Only 18 percent of the population live in urban 
areas. Papua New Guinea gained independence in 1975, establishing its sovereignty after 
almost 60 years of Australian rule. The country became a member of the Commonwealth 
of Nations in its own right as a separate Commonwealth realm with Queen Elizabeth II 
as its head of state.

There is no state religion and citizens are free to publically practise any faith they choose 
providing it does not interfere with the freedom of others. According to the most recent 
census in 2000, 98 percent of citizens identified themselves as Christian. There are about 
5,000 Muslims in the country. Followers of the Baha’i faith constitute less than one per-
cent of the population while the rest hold indigenous beliefs. It is thought that some 34 
percent of people who identify as Christian also hold some traditional beliefs.3

During the period under review, the government did not subsidise the practice of religion, 
instead providing support for institutions such as schools and health services run by the 
Church. Following independence, the government did not have the funds to take over 
such institutions and agreed to support their managements on a per-person basis. The 
government also continued to pay the salaries of teachers and health professionals who 
were employed by Church-run organisations. The Department of Education continued to 
allocate one hour per week for religious instruction in all public schools. These lessons were 
carried out by representatives of the Church and students were not obligated to attend. 
Children whose parents objected to the classes were excused. Members of non-Christian 
organisations gave religious instruction during group gatherings outside of school hours. 

Although the increase of new missionaries, both Christian and non-Christian, has led 
some public figures to question the desirability of the establishment of such groups, the 
government in general has been accepting of new faiths. In December 2014, thousands 
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religious freedom.4 The march was organised by the Adventist Church, capping a major 
conference on the subject of religious freedom hosted by the Adventist-affiliated Interna-
tional Religious Liberty Association (IRLA) on the campus of Pacific Adventist University. 
The event was attended by government officials and the leaders of a number of religious 
faiths in an effort to promote interfaith dialogue. The president of the Adventist Church 
in Papua New Guinea, Leigh Rice, said the march was a way to acknowledge the freedom 
that many countries don’t have. She said: “We know many of our members around the 
world live under enormous pressure. How wonderful that this nation grants freedom 
to us, and not just to us, but to a broad range of religious practices.” The government 
approved a grant of 10,000 kina ($3,900) for a new local chapter of the IRLA to expand 
the religious liberty movement in Papua New Guinea. Delilah Gore, Papua New Guinea’s 
minister for community, youth and religion, said the grant and the new chapter of the 
IRLA would “help us peacefully and sustainably manage our growing religious diversity.”

The constitution allows for the right to the “freedom of conscience, thought and religion 
and the practice of his religion and beliefs, including freedom to manifest and propagate 
his religion and beliefs.” This has long been considered to mean that a religion may be 
practiced or propagated as long as it does not infringe on another person’s rights or violate 
“defence, public safety, public order, public welfare, public health, the protection of children 
and persons under disability, or the development of under-privileged or less advanced 
groups or areas.” The opening of the constitution highlights the country’s connection to 
Christianity as it ties itself to Christian traditions and principles despite there being no 
official state religion. It is necessary for religious organisations to register their existence 
with the government in order to hold a bank account but there have been no reports 
of groups being denied registration. Non-citizens are free to practise their faith while 
foreign clergy are permitted to engage in missionary activities while visiting the country.

Incidents

Although Christianity is the prevailing religion, indigenous religious beliefs continue to 
be widely held. Many people believe in sorcery or witchcraft and according to the web-
site Every Culture, within some chief-led societies, hereditary chiefs and their henchmen 
act as religious specialists.5 Men often claim to be in possession of special powers and 
act as spirit mediums while witches are seen as harmful creatures and are marginalised. 
In October, a video emerged online of four young women accused of witchcraft being 
tortured by villagers.6 One of the women reportedly died in the attack which took place 
in the remote Enga province in Papua New Guinea’s highlands. The government in Papua 
New Guinea have reportedly developed an action plan to combat such attacks on women 
however such incidents have continued to occur. Groups such as the Seed Theatre Group 
use drama as a communication tool to address current issues affecting Papua New Guinea. 
In February 2015, two men rescued an elderly woman accused of witchcraft from being 
tortured just days after receiving training from the Seeds Theatre Group in combatting 
so-called sorcery killings. The men were able to intervene after they found the woman 
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being tormented by a group of youths for resting near a cemetery so soon after a funeral 
had finished. The theatre group runs the month-long Women not Witches campaign which 
gathered support from Church and community groups in the country.7

Evidence of increasing intolerance of non-Christian groups has also increased during the 
time under review. In July 2013, parliament passed a motion to carry out a nationwide 
consultation on the question of religious freedom and decide whether to ban faiths that 
are non-Christian. Anderson Agiru, governor of Hela Province, said he believed that all 
other religions should be banned from the country in a statement that drew widespread 
criticism and was condemned by the spokesman for Papua New Guinea’s bishops. On the 
bishops’ website, Father Giorgio Licini said: “It is not by banning other faiths that we become 
more Christian. Christianity may well define some sort of cultural identity for modern 
Papua New Guinea and its 850 tribes; but never forget that true faith is something much 
beyond constitutional provisions, legal books, and even daily practices. And nobody can 
be prevented from professing his or her own beliefs both in a private and a public manner.”

The government’s decision to approve the motion drew concerns from international 
parties when former Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd set out an overhaul of asylum 
policy in 2013 whereby refugees and asylum seekers looking to settle in Australia would 
be sent to Papua New Guinea instead. The deal between the two countries - called the 
Regional Settlement Arrangement – was met with criticism by those who argued that 
refugees with diverse religious beliefs could not be sent to live in a country which was 
planning new laws on non-Christians.

In 2013, the speaker of parliament Theo Zurenuoc infuriated the commonwealth state 
after he destroyed a number of culturally important wooden panels and artefacts within 
parliament. In what many described as an “evangelical Christian purge”, Mr Zurenuoc 
removed traditional carvings which he claimed were non-Christian, and said he hoped 
to replace a thirty-foot high, four-ton totem pole from the parliament’s Grand Hall with 
a more Christian-style pillar.8 In order to defend his actions, Mr Zurenuoc took out a four-
page newspaper advertisement, however public outcry and an online petition calling 
for “stronger intervention to protect PNG’s cultural heritage from wilful destruction by 
religious extremists” forced the speaker to delay his plans.9 In 2015, the Catholic Professio-
nals’ Society announced it would mount a court challenge against Mr Zurenuoc’s plans to 
reform Parliament House’s traditional cultural objects and referred him to the Ombudsman 
Commission for investigation. Mr Zurenuoc’s actions have also drawn criticism from other 
politicians. The former Prime Minister of Papua New Guinea, Sir Michael Somare, said he 
believed the speaker may be in breach of section 45 of the constitution by forcing his 
personal views on religion because Parliamentary approval had not been sought, and 
the Bulolo MP Sam Basil invited Mr Zurenuoc to “go back to the seminary and become 
a pastor”.10 The Trade Union Congress general secretary John Paska also filed a Supreme 
Court reference to determine whether the speaker’s behaviour breached the constitution.
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Freedom House’s Freedom in the World report for 2015 describes Papua New Guinea as 
“partly free” receiving a score of four for political rights, three for civil rights and 3.5 as its 
overall freedom rating on a scale from one (most free) to seven (least free).11 The decrease 
in ratings from last year’s report is in part due to Prime Minister Peter O’Neill’s increasingly 
oppressive leadership style. The report also notes that, although the freedom of religious 
worship was generally respected in practice, some locals were apprehensive about the 
recent rapid increase in the Muslim community in the predominantly Christian country. 

However according to the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labour’s Internatio-
nal Religious Freedom Report for 2014, there were no reports of significant societal or 
governmental actions affecting religious freedom.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_175_2.asp
2 Protestant Evangelical Lutheran: 20%, United Church: 11.5 %, Seventh-day Adventist: 10%
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
4 http://www.adventistreview.org/church-news/adventists-lead-major-celebration-of-religious-free-

dom-in-papua-new-guinea
5 http://www.everyculture.com/No-Sa/Papua-New-Guinea.html?Comments%5Bdo%5D=mod&Commen-

ts%5Bid%5D=21
6 http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/papua-new-guinea-witches-stripped-naked-tortured-horrific-video-1525394
7 http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-02-11/png-men-rescue-tortured-woman-accused-of-sor-

cery/6084106
8 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/australiaandthepacific/papuanewguinea/10534323/

Evangelical-Christian-speaker-of-Papua-New-Guineas-parliament-destroys-evil-pagan-carvings.html
9 http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-12-18/an-png-totem/5166086
10 http://www.radionz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/283492/png’s-reformationist-speaker-ur-

ged-to-become-a-pastor
11 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/papua-new-guinea
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PARAGUAY 

 

  AREA2 POPULATION3

RELIGION1

 zChristian: 95,42%
(Christian: 84,7% – Protestant: 6,2% – 
Others: 4,52%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 2%

 zOthers: 2,58%

PARAGUAY

    406.752km2  6.700.000 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Paraguay is a social State based on the rule of law with a representative, participatory 
and pluralistic democracy.4 In the preamble of the constitution, the people of Paraguay 
invoke God to sanction and promulgate it.

Freedom of religion is recognised without limitations other than those established in the 
constitution and the law. The independence and autonomy of churches and religious 
denominations are guaranteed. There is no official state religion in Paraguay and the 
relationship between the state and the Roman Catholic Church is based on independence, 
cooperation and autonomy. The prominence of Catholicism in the historical and cultural 
formation of the nation is also recognised.

No one may be investigated or required to testify because of their beliefs. Conscientious 
objection for ethical or religious reasons is recognised by the constitution and the law. 
The constitution also offers the right to diplomatic and territorial asylum to anyone per-
secuted for their opinions or beliefs.

Indigenous peoples have the right to preserve and develop their ethnic identities and 
are entitled to apply their own form of cultural and religious organisation. The right to 
learn without discrimination is guaranteed as is the freedom to teach, and the right to 
receive, a religious education.

In addition, no discrimination is permitted among workers on ethnic or religious grounds. 
The right to conscientious objection to military service is recognised, with the obligation 
to undertake an alternative service on behalf of the civilian population in healthcare 
centres. No ministers of religion can run for President, Vice President, Senator or Member 
of Parliament.5

Incidents

As stated In the 2014 International Religious Freedom Report for Paraguay by the Depart-
ment of Human Rights of the U.S. Department of State, Paraguayan “unions and human 
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of employment in the remote areas of the Chaco region, continued to favour indigenous 
labourers who had converted to the Mennonite faith over those who had not.”6

In 2014 the Paraguayan government continued to support an interfaith forum comprised 
of 16 associations of various religious groups aimed at facilitating dialogue.7

Prospects for freedom of religion

With just a handful of cases of religious intolerance, discrimination or persecution reported 
over the past few years, Paraguay remains of a country of very low concern in terms of 
violations of religious freedom.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_176_2.asp accessed on 7 May 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19978115 accessed on 7 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19978115 accessed on 7 May 2016.
4 http://www.bacn.gov.py/CONSTITUCION_ORIGINAL_FIRMADA.pdf accessed on 7 May 2016.
5 http://www.oas.org/juridico/spanish/par_res3.htm accessed on 3 March 2016.
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
7 http://www.humanrights.gov/pdf/paraguay-spa-final.pdf accessed on 3 March 2016.
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PERÚ 

 

  AREA2 POPULATION3

 zChristian: 96,45%1

(Christian: 85% – Protestant: 11% – 
Others: 0,45%)

 zOthers: 3,55%

PERU

    1.280.000 km2 29.700.000 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In the preamble of the constitution, “Almighty God” is invoked as part of its enactment.

The constitution states that everyone has the right to equality before the law, and that 
no one can be discriminated on grounds of origin, race, sex, language, religion, opinion, 
economic status or any other feature. It also states that everyone has the right to freedom 
of conscience and religion, either individually or collectively. No one can be persecuted 
for their ideas or beliefs. All religions can be freely practised in public, provided they do 
not constitute an offence against morals, or a disturbance to public order. People also 
have the right to confidentiality with respect to their convictions, religious or otherwise.

Religious education is provided, respecting freedom of conscience. Extradition will not 
be granted if the request has been made in order to prosecute or punish someone on 
grounds of religion, nationality, opinion or race.

The State also recognises the Catholic Church as an important element in the historical, 
cultural and moral formation of the country. For this reason, it cooperates with it while 
respecting and cooperating with other denominations.4 

Law 29.635 on Religious Freedom prohibits discrimination on religious grounds, and 
allows people to profess freely the religious beliefs of their choice, as well as renounce 
them at any time they choose.

People have the right to practise their religious precepts, individually or collectively, in 
private or in public.

The law also enshrines the right to take an oath in accordance with one’s own convictions, 
as well as to refrain from doing so by making an alternative pledge. It also allows burial 
according to one’s religious traditions and rituals.

Registered religious bodies are non-profit legal persons under private law. The goal of 
registration is to recognise their legal identity and facilitate their relations with the State.5 
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Under an agreement signed with the Catholic Church in July 1980, the latter receives sti-
pends from the government, as do some members of the Catholic clergy and laity working 
for the Church. Also, the government provides each diocese with a monthly subsidy.6

Incidents

In November 2015, after the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Peru (Conferencia Episcopal 
Peruana, CEP) collected 135,000 signatures to defend religion classes, the government 
announced that the subject would continue to be taught in the country’s schools. The CEP 
reacted to the Marco Curricular Nacional propuesto para el diálogo (National Curriculum 
Framework proposed for dialogue), a document that presents eight basic learning areas 
in which pupils must show progress by the end of their school years. However, in none 
is the spiritual and religious dimension mentioned. For his part, the Education Minister 
noted that religion would continue to be taught in schools, and excluding it was out of 
the question.7

Also in November 2015, the Peruvian Congress (parliament) decided to shelve a bill 
decriminalising abortion in cases of rape after most members of the congressional com-
mission rejected the draft legislation. In May 2015 a similar initiative had been rejected.8

Prospects for freedom of religion

Between June 2014 and March 2016, there were no cases of intolerance, discrimination 
or religious persecution. Compared to the previous period, and given the absence of 
incidents, the situation regarding freedom of religion has improved.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_177_1.asp accessed on 16 March 2016
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19928905 accessed on 9 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19928905 accessed on 9 May 2016.
4 http://www4.congreso.gob.pe/ntley/Imagenes/Constitu/Cons1993.pdf accessed on 16 March 2016.
5 https://derechoperu.wordpress.com/2010/12/21/ley-29635-ley-de-libertad-religiosa/ accessed on 20 

March 2016.
6 http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/secretariat_state/archivio/documents/rc_seg-st_19800726_san-

ta-sede-peru_sp.html accessed on 20 March 2016.
7 http://infocatolica.com/?t=noticia&cod=22464&utm_medium=twitter&utm_campaign=Notica-

sTw&utm_source=infocatolicatw accessed on 5 March 2016.
8 http://elcomercio.pe/politica/congreso/archivan-proyecto-ley-despenalizar-aborto-violacion-noti-

cia-1858704?ref=flujo_tags_514141&ft=nota_11&e=titulo accessed on 5 March 2016.
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  AREA3 POPULATION

 zChristian: 92,6%
(Christian: 81% – Protestant: 11,6%1)

 zEthnoreligionist: 2,3%2

 zMuslim: 5,1%

FILIPINAS 

	

PHILIPPINES
RELIGION

    300.000km² 107.000.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

According to the most recent census available from 2010 (a census was conducted in 
2015 but the results are not yet published), the Philippines is an overwhelmingly Christian 
(more than 90 percent, all denominations included) and Catholic country.

An overwhelmingly Catholic country 

In recent years, a number of Catholics have abandoned the Catholic Church and joined 
various Protestant denominations, but it is very difficult to obtain reliable statistics regar-
ding this phenomenon. In any event, the Catholic Church is still a strong presence with 
regard to the religious, social and political make-up of the country.

Other Christian communities native to the Philippines, such as the Iglesia ni Cristo (Church 
of Christ) and the Philippine Independent Church, are also conspicuous in the religious 
sphere. Their importance grows at election time because they promise that their followers 
will vote “as one man”.4 

The Muslim community, known as “Moros”, is ethnically diverse, but the majority live in 
southern islands, notably Mindanao. The majority are Sunni Muslims, with a few Shi‘a 
communities in the provinces of Lanao del Sur and Zamboanga del Sur on Mindanao. 
Poverty among Muslims is twice the national average, and there is a noticeable migra-
tion of Muslims towards the major urban conurbations, notably towards the regions of 
Manila and Cebu. According to some studies, the size of the Muslim population has been 
underestimated and the accurate figure is not five percent but closer to 10 percent.5

The country has high levels of emigration. It is estimated that almost 10 percent of Filipi-
nos, or around 10 million people, have chosen to move abroad to find work. With almost 
a quarter of the population living below the poverty threshold, emigration remains a 
popular means of escape from poverty or unemployment. Massive emigration to almost 
every country in the world (to work as domestic staff, sailors, building workers, as well as 
more highly qualified jobs) has had grave social consequences for families which have 
been torn apart.6 In 2014, Filipino expatriates sent almost US$27 billion back to their 
country – 8.5 percent of the GNP. 
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Ever since 1899, when the Philippines became the first Democratic Republic in Asia, 
freedom of religion has always been upheld as a pillar of the various constitutions the 
country has had. This was true even when the country was in the throes of war or under 
dictatorship. The current 1987 constitution is no exception, and freedom of religion is 
enshrined in Article 3 (Section 5): “No law shall be made respecting an establishment 
of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof. The free exercise and enjoyment of 
religious profession and worship, without discrimination or preference, shall forever be 
allowed. No religious test shall be required for the exercise of civil or political rights.”7

Moreover, the country has no state religion – even though the Catholic Church holds a 
recognised place in the national political life – and the constitution is based on the prin-
ciple of separation of Church and State. The penal code severely sanctions any intentional 
attack against places of worship or buildings of a religious character, and such attacks are 
punished in the same way as war crimes or crimes against humanity.

There has been no reported case of state violation of freedom of religion during the period 
under review. However, although political and religious leaders are united in saying that 
relations between religious groups are generally peaceful, several points of tension persist. 

As far as relations between the Catholic Church and the state are concerned – apart from 
the success of the visit by Pope Francis to the country in January 2016 – two facts are 
worthy of mention.

Firstly, under the presidency of Benigno Aquino (2010-2016), the Church, and notably the 
Catholic Bishops, vigorously expressed their opposition to the proposed Reproductive 
Health (RH) Bill, but in vain. Finally adopted after 17 years of debate in Congress and 
validated in April 2014 by the Supreme Court, the RH Law provides for free contracep-
tion (condoms, contraceptive pill) for the poorest, and sexual education in schools. The 
law also makes it compulsory to train social workers in family planning. Nonetheless, in 
January 2016, acting on their Catholic convictions, MPs succeeded in cutting the proposed 
budget for funding the RH Law by one billion pesos (US$21,253,081) out of the 3.3 billion 
pesos initially planned. Monsignor Ramon Arguelles, the president of the public affairs 
commission of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines (CBCP), declared at the 
time: “I hope that this billion pesos will now be spent on the construction of schools, on 
a more effective moral education and formation of the young and more opportunities 
of employment for adults.”8

Secondly, following the elections of 9th May 2016, which saw Rodrigo Duterte, the former 
mayor of Davao, elected President of the Republic, relations between the Catholic Church 
and the state are expected to be somewhat turbulent.9 Aged 71 and with 22 years’ service 
as mayor of Davao, the major city of the Filipino south, Duterte succeeded in winning 
over the Filipino electorate with his outspoken language and proposals for ridding the 
country of crime and poverty. In doing so, during the course of the electoral campaign, 
he was strongly criticised by a number of senior prelates. Archbishop Antonio Ledesma of 
Cagayan de Oro, the major city of the island of Mindanao, denounced the killing of over 
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1,400 people (including 132 street children). They were shot dead in Davao by militants 
who Mr Duterte has admitted were acting under his control.

Priests, religious and Catholic lay organisations warned the Catholic faithful against voting 
for Mr Duterte. In response, during one of his electoral meetings Mr Duterte stated: “Let 
this election be a sort of a referendum, a sort of a plebiscite for the Church and me. They 
say it would be a sin to vote for me. Good. If I lose, I will not die. You should listen to the 
bishops not to vote for me. That’s right. Anyway, I don’t believe in the bishops,” he added.10

On various subjects crucial to the life of the country, Rodrigo Duterte has not concealed 
the fact that his programme clashes with the positions defended by the Church. Thus he 
has promised to apply the RH Law nationally, as he has already done in the city of Davao. 
He has also declared himself in favour of the legalisation of same sex marriage, knowing 
well the opposition of the Church on this subject,11 in a country where neither abortion 
nor divorce have been legalised. “I am elected by the people and not by the Church. I will 
apply laws that have nothing to do with the Catholic ideology,” he claimed during the 
electoral campaign. At the same time, he presented himself as the anti-establishment 
candidate in a country where a handful of powerful families have dominated the political 
and economic life of the country for decades, if not even for centuries.

Incidents

There have been worrying developments as regards relations between the government 
and the Muslim community over the latter’s demands for autonomy to be granted for 
the region of Mindanao. 

After 17 years of negotiations, the peace process has stalled, especially after the massacre 
on 25th January 2015 of 44 members of an elite police force, in an ambush close to the 
municipality of Mamasapano, in the province of Maguindanao.12 Since the killings took 
place in territory theoretically controlled by the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), one of 
the two main wings of the rebel Muslim movement on Mindanao, the negotiations broke 
down over the establishment of a new province, called Bangsamoro. The consequence 
of this stalemate has been that the peace accord signed between Manila and the MILF 
on 27th March 2014, under the title of the Bangsamoro Basic Law, has remained a dead 
letter.13 After this, the electoral campaign brought a halt to the entire process, and so it 
will now be up to the new administration to resume the negotiations.

Meanwhile, the region continues to languish in a state of chronic underdevelopment, 
which itself is a factor in the recurrent violence. Jihadi Islamists Abu Sayyaf, perhaps 
more a large-scaled bandit operation than a religious movement, now claims adherence 
to Daesh (ISIS), and continues its policy of abductions for ransom. On 25th April 2016, 
John Ridsdel, a Canadian national held by Abu Sayyaf since 21st September 2015, was 
beheaded. Meanwhile, another Canadian, a Norwegian and a Filipino, also abducted by 
Abu Sayyaf on the same day, are still being held hostage. In November 2015 the militants 
demanded a ransom of 60 million dollars in return for the liberation of the hostages. Nor 
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does Abu Sayyaf limit itself to kidnapping Westerners. On 26th March 2016 it claimed to 
have kidnapped six Indonesian sailors. They were freed on 1st May 2016. 

In the south of the Philippines, there is periodic endemic violence of specific relevance 
to religious freedom. On 8th October 2014, there was a grenade attack on a church of 
the United Church of Christ in the Philippines,14 in the town of Pikit, in the province of 
Cotabato on Mindanao. The attack left two people dead and three wounded, but no party 
claimed responsibility. The Reverend Jerry Sanchez, pastor of the community targeted, 
spoke on local radio, saying he had “no idea of the reasons” behind the attack. He said: 
“We condemn this action”. He said that his community was actively engaged in the work 
of promoting peace in the region.15 Pikit lies in the heart of Mindanao and belongs to the 
province of North Cotabato, very close to the province of Maguindanao. Both provinces 
have been the scene of intense activity by Muslim rebels. In 2003, the MILF had a major 
training camp very close to Pikit, and its presence had been the cause of intense fighting 
between the rebels and the Filipino army, which has gone down in history as the “Pikit 
War” of 2003. The situation has never really stabilised since then.

There have also been a number of cases of criminal actions conducted with impunity, which 
have continued to create serious problems for the local communities of Mindanao. The 
Lumads, a term for the aboriginal animist communities of the island, regularly complain 
that they are targeted. Thus, on 1st September 2015, two Manobo aboriginal leaders, Dionel 
Campos and Aurelio Sinzo, from the village of Han-Ayan, in Lianga, in the eastern part of 
Mindanao, were killed, as was Emerito Samarca, the director of an apprentice school for 
the Lumads. As a result, almost 3,000 aborigines fled the town to take refuge in Tandag, 
the capital city of the province of Surigao del Sur. On 28th September 2015 in San Luis, in 
central-eastern Mindanao, another aboriginal leader was killed by three armed men on 
motorcycles. Once again, during the weekend of 3rd to 4th October 2015, almost 1,000 
Lumads fled the town of Marihatag in the province of Surigao del Sur. According to the 
Catholic Bishop Nereo Odchimar of Tandag, it was the paramilitary groups created by 
the Filipino Armed Forces that were responsible for these killings. According to him, the 
mining operations of multinational companies in the ancestral lands of the Lumads are 
“one of the causes” for the attacks on the aborigines. Indeed, these paramilitary groups 
are regularly accused of working for the interests of the mining and forestry companies. 
“They want the Lumads to leave their lands, because they are rich in natural and mineral 
resources”, Bishop Odchimar explained.16

Ever since 1997, when Parliament approved the Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act, the right 
of the Lumads to their ancestral lands has been recognised. But despite this, multinational 
companies use various forms of “backdoor” payments in order to achieve their ends. “For 
a mining company or a forestry company to set up operations, it has to obtain official 
licences. These multinational companies, having massive financial resources at their 
disposal, offer bribes not only to the local officials, but also the members of the aboriginal 
communities, and indeed even to the tribal chiefs”, explains Oona Thommes Paredes, an 
anthropologist at the National University of Singapore.
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With regard to the question of impunity, one particular case that has been continuing 
for years serves to illustrate the difficulties faced by some of the communities in the Phi-
lippines. On 3rd October 2015 several dozen peasants and members of the Independent 
Church of the Philippines (IFI) gathered in Manila, as they have done on 3rd October every 
year for the past nine years, to commemorate the murder on that day in 2006 of Bishop 
Alberto Ramento of Tarlac, former Prime Bishop of the IFI.

On 3rd October 2006, in the morning, the lifeless body of Bishop Ramento, aged 69, was 
found in the presbytery of his parish of San Sebastian in Tarlac, a town 100 km north-west 
of Manila. The police report established that the victim had been killed by being stabbed 
seven times with a knife. The murder weapon, a large kitchen knife, was found on the pre-
mises. The police decided that the motive for the murder was robbery, since the Bishop’s 
wallet had been found empty. But those close to him, the leaders of his Church, and local 
peasant rights defenders, have never accepted these conclusions, believing instead that he 
was the victim of an “extrajudicial execution” motivated by his commitment to the poorest 
people, and in particular, the landless peasants. According to the Anglican Communion 
News Service: “The initial report said that he may have been killed by robbers but others 
suspect that Ramento, an outspoken critic of the Philippine government, could have been 
the victim of a political killing, the Manila Times, reported.”17

Those responsible for the killing of Bishop Ramento have never been brought to trial; 
indeed they have never been identified. The police quickly arrested three suspects after 
the killing, concluding that it was a “simple burglary and homicide”, but during the trial 
the police did not testify, and so the court was obliged to discharge the three accused. 
Nine years later, human rights organisations remain sceptical about the police enquiry. 
According to them, both the police investigations and the prosecution case were “botched”, 
because the murder of the bishop, just like the murders in March 2005 of a municipal 
councillor, Abelardo Ladera, and a priest of the Aglipayan Church, the Rev. William Tadena 
– both of whom were also close to the agricultural workers then on strike at the Hacienda 
Luisita – were all part of the same desire to “systematically stifle” these cases. According 
to the police, these cases are now “closed”.18

Prospects for freedom of religion

Extra-judicial killings are of increasing in the Philippines. Meantime, President Rodrigo 
Duterte’s rise to power can only be a further cause of concern to observers. Part of his 
eight-point economic agenda involves “vigorously implementing” the RH Law, and his 
government is expected to clash with the Catholic Church on the restoration of the 
death penalty and the legalisation of divorce. The implications for religious freedom are 
concerning, particularly if religious institutions are pressurised into offering services that 
conflict with their moral values.
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Endnotes
1 Iglesia ni Cristo: 2.3%, the Philippine Independent Church (Aglipayan Church): 2%
2 Animist cults of the indigenous peoples of Mindanao (the Lumad) and other religions.
3 99,764 km2 (7,107 islands, 2,773 of which are named. The bulk of the population is concentrated on 11 

main islands)
4 Reuters, 28 August 2015 : « Thousands protest in Philippines over religious freedom » http://uk.reuters.

com/article/uk-philippines-protest-idUKKCN0QX24D20150828
5 http://www.ncmf.gov.ph/
6 Eglises d’Asie, 1st October 2008 : « Le président de la Conférence épiscopale reproche au gouvernement 

de négliger le coût social et humain de l’émigration des Philippins » (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-
sud-est/philippines/2008-10-01-le-president-de-la-conference-episcopale-reproche )

7 Officiel Gazette : « The Constitution of the Republic of the Philippines » (http://www.gov.ph/constitu-
tions/1987-constitution )

8 Eglises d’Asie, 18th January 2016 : « La loi sur la contraception continue de diviser » (http://eglasie.mepasie.
org/asie-du-sud-est/philippines/2016-01-18-la-loi-sur-la-contraception-continue-de-diviser )

9 Catholic Herald, ‘Philippine president-elect attacks Catholic Church and bishops’, AP 23rd May 2016 
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2016/05/23/philippine-president-elect-attacks-catholic-chur-
ch-and-bishops/

10 Christian Today, 10th May 2016 : « Rodrigo Duterte, Catholic Church foe, on his way to winning Philippi-
ne presidency  » (http://www.christiantoday.com/article/rodrigo.duterte.catholic.church.foe.on.his.way.
to.winning.philippine.presidency/85702.htm )

11 Eglises d’Asie, 1st September 2015 : «Appel de l’épiscopat catholique à s’engager contre le mariage ho-
mosexuel  » (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/philippines/2015-09-01-appel-de-l2019episco-
pat-catholique-a-s2019engager-contre-le-mariage-homosexuel )

12 Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns, March-April 2015 : « Philippines: Mamasapano clash threatens pea-
ce » (http://maryknollogc.org/article/philippines-mamasapano-clash-threatens-peace )

13 Eglises d’Asie, 21st December 2015  : « La création d’une région musulmane semi-autonome repoussée 
sine die  » (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/philippines/2015-12-21-la-creation-d2019une-re-
gion-musulmane-semi-autonome-repoussee-sine-die )

14 Born in 1948 of the fusion of several Protestant denominations – the Evangelical Church of the Philippi-
nes, the Methodist Church of the Philippines, the disciples of Christ, the United Evangelical Church and 
other Protestant denominations – the United Church of Christ in the Philippines (UCCP) today numbers 
1.5 million followers. Present above all in Luzon, it is also well represented in the Visayas and the south 
of the Philippines. Known for its social commitment and for its appeals for peace and dialogue, it has 
frequently been targeted by the Army, in the context of the armed struggle against the Communist Par-
ty, with which the Protestant Church was often identified on account of its political positions. It also has 
the painful honour of numbering among its ranks numerous of the disappeared and victims of torture. 
Between 2001 and 2010, the era of the long presidential mandate of Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, 25 of its 
members, both pastors and laity, were assassinated, and in 2011 Mgr Marigza registered a formal com-
plaint, collectively, in the name of all victims, against the former president for violations of human rights.

15 Eglises d’Asie, 9th October 2014  : «  Mindanao : un attentat dans une église fait deux morts  » (http://
eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/philippines/2014-10-09-mindanao-un-attentat-dans-une-egli-
se-fait-deux-morts )

16 Eglises d’Asie, 7th October 2015  : « Assassinats d’aborigènes à Mindanao : de jeunes Lumads en appel-
lent au pape et à la Conférence épiscopale  » (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/philippi-
nes/2015-10-07-assassinats-d2019aborigenes-a-mindanao-de-jeunes-lumads-en-appellent-au-pa-
pe-et-a-la-conference-episcopale )

17 Anglican Communion News Service, ‘Filipino bishop Alberto Ramento found stabbed to death’, 4th Oc-
tober 2006 http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2006/10/filipino-bishop-alberto-ramento-found-stab-
bed-to-death.aspx

18 Eglises d’Asie, 6th October 2014 : « La mort de Mgr Alberto Ramento, assassiné il y a huit ans, reste non 
élucidée » (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/philippines/2014-10-06-la-mort-de-mgr-alberto-
ramento-assassine-il-y-a-huit-ans-reste-non-elucidee )
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POLONIA 

 

 zChristian: 95,39%
(Christian: 93,21% – Protestant: 0,79% 
– Orthodox: 1,39%)

 zMuslim: 0,1%

 zOthers: 4,51%

POLAND 

   312.000km² 38.300.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Freedom of faith and religion is provided for by the constitution. This includes the fre-
edom to profess or to accept a religion by personal choice as well as to practice that 
religion, either individually or collectively, publicly or privately, by worshiping, praying, 
participating in ceremonies, performing rites, or teaching. According to the constitution, 
“churches and other religious organisations shall have equal rights” and the relationship 
between the state and churches and other religious organizations shall be based on the 
“principle of respect for their autonomy and the mutual independence of each in its own 
sphere.” If further specifies that relations with the Catholic Church are to be determined 
by an international treaty concluded with the Holy See, and by statute. As for the relations 
with other churches and religious organisations, they are determined by statutes adopted 
pursuant to agreements concluded between their appropriate representatives and the 
Council of Ministers. Religious groups may register with the Ministry of Administration 
and Digitalisation, but registration is not obligatory. It is possible for unregistered groups 
to function freely without registration. Some 175 registered religious groups receive 
privileges not available to unregistered groups, such as acquiring property, teaching 
religion in schools, and selected tax benefits.

In accordance with the law on education and the concordat with the Holy See, all schools 
teach religion, although the course is not compulsory. Religious Education classes are 
designed for specific religions. By law a school must provide a class for an individual reli-
gion if at least seven students in the school are interested in attending it. Each religious 
group has the right to determine the content of the teachings in its classes. Students can 
also request to take an optional ethics class instead of a religion class.

The criminal code outlaws public speech that offends religious sentiment. Citizens have 
the right to sue the government for constitutional violations of religious freedom, and 
the law protects against discrimination or persecution on the basis of religion or belief. 
A fine, typically around 5,000 zloty, or up to two years in prison, are prescribed by the 
law for violations.
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From January 2013 through to December 2014, the religious slaughter of animals for 
kosher and halal meat was illegal, following a 2012 ruling of the Constitutional Court that 
voided an agriculture ministry exemption from the 1997 Animal Rights Protection Act for 
religious slaughter. On 10th December in 2014, it was ruled by the Constitutional Tribunal 
that the ban was unconstitutional and the legality of ritual slaughter was reinstated with 
immediate effect.

On 4th October, prior to the Constitutional Court decision in December overturning the 
prohibition on religious slaughter, animal rights activists had appealed the local prose-
cutor’s decision to discontinue an investigation into ritual slaughter performed by Chief 
Mufti of Poland Tomasz Miskiewicz in October 2013 to mark the start of Eid al-Adha in 
the city of Sokolka. The investigation was discontinued on the grounds that the religious 
slaughter had caused “minimal social harm” and constituted an integral part of a Muslim 
religious holiday.

Incidents

On 29th June 2014, the first night of Ramadan, offensive drawings were painted by unknown 
perpetrators on the town mosque and on thirty headstones in the Tatar Muslim cemetery 
in the village of Kruszyniany in Podlasie. On 6th July, Catholics, Orthodox, Protestants, Jews, 
and atheists gathered in the village to express support for the Tatar community. Several 
companies paid to remove the offensive drawings from the mosque and cemetery.

Court decisions reinstated the registration of one Jewish religious community and upheld 
the legitimacy of security measures that infringed on religious dress. The prosecutors 
were pursuing some cases of anti-Semitic speech, while investigations into others were 
discontinued. According to nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), the performance of 
law enforcement officials in investigating anti-Semitic incidents continued to improve, 
but prosecutors often failed to identify the perpetrators.

On 11th October 2014 a historic 18th century painting entitled “The Mother of God” in 
a Catholic church in Skoczow was vandalised. The delinquents made a large hole in the 
middle of the painting2. In November 2015 unknown perpetrators broke into a Catholic 
church in the village Mileczyce, desecrating the tabernacle3.

Conservative and right-wing media have complained that during the administration of 
the liberal PO government, the law was often too lenient in cases of public defamation 
and hate speech towards religious figures. As an example they cite the case of the popular 
singer Kora, who insulted Polish bishops as “piles of fat with old, muddled brains”. The 
prosecutor refused an investigation in this case, stating no harm had been done4. Another 
example was the refusal of the prosecution to investigate several death threats on the 
internet towards Redemptorist father Tadeusz Rydzyk5. A survey among priests, conducted 
by the Statistics Institute of the Catholic Church by the end of 2014, showed that as much 
as 12 per cent of the surveyed had been targets of verbal and (rarely) physical aggression 
during the years 2012-14. According to the survey, such attacks increased after media 
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publications aimed against the clergy and the Church. Most aggression against priests 
occurs on the internet6. Andrzej Wróbel, a member of the constitutional court, declared 
that criticism of religion is only acceptable if it is free of insulting or degrading content. 
The court said that the prosecution of such offenses is necessary in order to make the 
public debate run in a civilized manner7.

In a joint statement both Catholics and Muslims condemned the use of hate speech and 
religious discrimination. On the part of the Muslims, the predominantly Christian character 
of the Polish nation was recognised, while the Tatar minority received praise for their 
valuable contributions to Polish culture8. During a far right anti-immigration demonstra-
tion on 18th November 2015, an effigy of a Jew was burned. There is an on-going problem 
with anti-Semitism in extremist nationalist circles. The incident was severely condemned 
by the conservative government and in a joint statement by right-wing intellectuals9.

The civil initiative “Świecka Szkoła” (secular school) proposed a law in parliament, deman-
ding a cessation of publicly funded religious education in state schools. The project is 
supported by the Nowoczesna (Modern) party, while the ruling PiS (Law and Justice) party 
criticises it as unconstitutional10. The latter declared that according to the constitution, 
the state is required to provide an education in accordance with the values of the parents. 
Furthermore, this education needs to be free of charge. As a consequence, to the initiative, 
it parents may be charged for the costs of religious education11.

In July 2014 two deputies of the conservative Law and Justice party made a charge against 
a performance of the anti-religious theatre play “Golgota Picnic”. It was supposed to be 
staged at a festival in Poznan but was called off due to public outrage and numerous 
protests. In some cities the play was read publicly or shown as a live film recording. Accor-
ding to the deputies this was part of a deliberate attempt to insult Christians. They asked 
the minister of culture why such offensive art was funded by public means. Furthermore, 
they criticised Police measures against the protesters as too harsh12. At the same time, 
the leftist-liberal party Twój Ruch (Your Movement) made a proposal of removing article 
196, which protects religious freedom, from the code of law. According to the party, the 
article is being used to censor artistic expression. The predecessor of the grouping had 
tried to remove the article in 2012, without success13.

Mateusz Klinowski, the leftist-liberal mayor of Wadowice, the hometown of Pope John 
Paul II, was heavily criticised for an insulting post on the internet. During Christmas, he 
published a sarcastic commentary below a picture of the Holy family: “Today we celebrate 
the birthday of a Jewish heretic, a child of `Arabs´, a terrorist and sectarian from Palestine, 
whom some of us would like to pronounce king of Poland” (poking fun at a religious 
initiative which calls for the symbolic crowning of Christ as the sovereign of Poland). He 
later stated that he did not mean to insult anyone14.

Despite numerous protests, Facebook did not close down an insulting account. The account 
was named (in translation) “Pope John Paul II raped little children”. As an answer to the 
requests to take it down, users only received an answer that the account was not violating 
the policy of Facebook15. After a week of complaints the page’s owner changed the name.
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In August 2015 a street exhibition in Warsaw, financed by the city governed by the libe-
ral PO party, sported a plaque accusing Polish Christians of attacking the Jewish Ghetto 
during the German occupation, which according to the plaque was defended by the 
Germans guards16.

Tomasz Lis, chief editor of the Newsweek magazine in Poland, was accused by Paweł 
Śpiewak, professor of the University of Warsaw, of anti-Semitic innuendo. By highlighting 
the Jewish roots of the wife of the current president Andrzej Duda, Lis seemed to be trying 
to discredit him as a presidential candidate. While the claim that someone is Jewish is 
in itself not antisemitic, the way in which this was insinuated, appealing to anti-Semitic 
feelings in the population, drew criticism. Lis is one of the most prominent supporters 
of the former ruling party and now liberal opposition17. Prof. Śpiewak, himself of Jewish 
origin, was attacked by another leftist-liberal with an antisemitic remark. Janusz Palikot, 
the leader of the anti-religious party Twój Ruch, reacted to a tweet by Tomasz Lis, in which 
the latter sarcastically assured Śpiewak that he might sleep peacefully, since he did choose 
to side with the ruling PiS party. Lis furthermore insulted him as being a coward afraid for 
his position. Below the tweet Palikot remarked that Śpiewak is just as afraid as every Jew18.

Prospects for freedom of religion

While no religion is openly persecuted or discriminated against in Poland, there exists 
some societal animosity towards religion and especially the influential Catholic clergy. 
This seems to be fueled by media publications and statements of politicians. Following 
attempts by the EU to superimpose refugee quotas on Poland, there developed a strong 
anti-Muslim sentiment in the population, which became especially vicious on the Internet.19

It may be too early to evaluate the changes for religious freedom brought about by the 
coming to power of the conservative PiS party after the parliamentary elections in October 
2015. PiS is seen as the more church-friendly of the two major political forces. It champions 
pro-life causes as well as a strong pro-family policy and is in favour of religious education 
in state schools20. President Duda, coming from the PiS camp, continues the philosemitic 
course of the late president Kaczyński, advertising for the recently opened Museum of 
Jewish History in Poland and the soon-to-be opened Museum of Polish Righteous Among 
the Nations21. At the same time, however, PiS is strongly opposed to accepting Muslim 
refugees and is playing upon the above-mentioned anti-Muslim sentiments. The liberal 
PO party, being now in opposition, tries to mend relations with the Catholic Church with 
the hope of restoring its very damaged reputation and winning back some conservative 
voters.22 The political left, including many anticlerical politicians who were successful 
during the last elections, was completely voted out of parliament.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_180_2.asp; cf. http://www.state.gov/j/drl/

rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238420#wrapper
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2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238420#wrapper
3 http://wpolityce.pl/kosciol/273672-wlamali-sie-do-kosciola-i-wyrwali-tabernakulum-kolejna-profa-

nacja-najswietszego-sakramentu
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mowila-wszczecia-postepowania
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7 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/volokh-conspiracy/wp/2015/10/19/blasphemy-laws-upheld-
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11 http://www.polskieradio.pl/5/3/Artykul/1575351,Stanowisko-rzadu-wobec-projektu-w-sprawie-zaprze-
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12 http://polska.newsweek.pl/golgota-picnic-naruszenie-uczuc-religijnych-newsweek-pl,ar-

tykuly,342708,1.html
13 http://www.tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-z-kraju,3/obraza-uczuc-religijnych-do-likwidacji-twoj-ruch-sklada-w-

niosek,449072.html
14 http://www.gazetakrakowska.pl/artykul/9271723,wadowice-prokuratura-bada-czy-klinowski-o-

brazil-uczucia-religijne,id,t.html
15 http://wiadomosci.wp.pl/kat,1027191,title,Skandaliczny-profil-na-Facebooku-Nie-narusza-standar-

dow-spolecznosci,wid,17903902,wiadomosc.html?ticaid=116798
16 http://wpolityce.pl/historia/263239-antypolska-wystawa-finansowana-przez-ratusz-hanny-gronkiewi-

cz-waltz-zdjecia
17 http://forumzydowpolskich.natemat.pl/141365,tomasz-lis-kontra-pawel-spiewak
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19 http://wiadomosci.wp.pl/kat,1342,title,Zdjecia-komor-gazowych-w-kontekscie-uchodzcow-Szy-

dlo-to-podle,wid,17833885,wiadomosc.html?ticaid=116b5b
20 http://wyborcza.pl/1,75478,19019493,pis-da-kosciolowi-egzamin-z-religii-na-maturze.html
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PORTUGAL

  91.982km² 10.336.423 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Over the past two years, there have been no reports in Portugal of societal abuse or 
discrimination based on religious belief or practice. Freedom of worship is a concrete 
reality in society, respected by both central and local governments. 

An indication of this is the “Observatory of Religious Freedom”, an initiative of a group of 
citizens and welcomed by the Science Department of Religions of Universidade Lusófona, 
in Lisbon. The observatory seeks to analyse issues related to religious freedom “either in 
national or international terms”.

Another significant development was a statement by the new President of the Republic 
given on 9th March, 2016, the day of his inauguration. Here, he publicly declared his aim 
to “always [be] an advocate of religious freedom”. He had previously promoted an inter-
faith ceremony at the Central Mosque of Lisbon, attended by representatives of various 
religious denominations, including the Cardinal Patriarch of Lisbon, D. Manuel Clemente.

In Portugal, the constitution guarantees the right to religious freedom, ensuring that 
no-one can be “persecuted, deprived of rights or exempted from obligations or civic 
duties because of his convictions or religious practices”, while the objection of conscience 
is guaranteed, according to the law.

In Portuguese law, “churches and other religious communities are separate from the state 
and are free to organise and exercise their activities and worship.” The freedom to “teach 
any religion practiced in the context of their confession,” is guaranteed, as is the use of 
“own means of public information for the pursuit of its activities.”

The relationship between the Portuguese State and the Catholic Church is regulated by 
the Concordat of 18th May 2004. Along with the other religious groups, this relationship 
agenda is guided by Law No. 16/2001 of 22nd June,2 named the “Law on Religious Freedom”. 
This law states: “Churches or religious communities settled in the country or federations 
in which these are integrated can propose the conclusion of agreements with the State 
on matters of common interest.”
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According to legislation, minority religious groups in Portugal may, in common with the 
Catholic Church, conduct religious marriages with civil effects. Spiritual and religious 
assistance in the armed forces and security in prisons and hospitals dependent on the 
National Health Service is also provided in the Act.

No church or religion is financed by the State although it can support the construction of 
churches (and, in sporadic cases of non-Catholic churches) and works of a social nature. 
In certain situations, the confessions can receive some tax benefits.

Under article 52 of Law No. 16/2001, a Religious Liberty Commission (CLR) was created as 
an independent advisory body of the Parliament and the Government, with the purpose 
of monitoring the implementation of the Religious Freedom Act. This situation changed 
however in June 2016 with the appointment of the former Minister for Justice Jose Vera 
Jardim as President of the CLR, a socialist and one of the authors of the Religious Freedom 
Act. He succeeded Fernando Soares Loja, of the Evangelical Alliance; Mario Soares, former 
President of the Republic; and Joseph Menéres Pimentel, former Ombudsman.

In one of the first public statements Jardim made after releasing news of his nomina-
tion, he acknowledged that the CLR “fulfilled” thus far “the mission of registration of the 
established denominations in the country, but did not have the government’s resources 
and attention to fulfill other missions” notably the study of the religious phenomenon 
and the impetus for interreligious dialogue.

Incidents 

In the period covered by the present report, there were incidents involving places of 
worship, and almost all of the cases reported thefts and vandalism. The only situation 
that could have a different interpretation refers to the graffiti on a door and wall of the 
Central Mosque of Lisbon, shortly after the terrorist attacks in Paris in January 2015. In 
May 2014 an elderly woman who was in the church of St Peter, Faro, was threatened with 
a gun by a man who earlier had stolen her belongings.3

The cemetery belonging to the parish of Aboim da Nóbrega, Vila Verde, was vandalised in 
September 2014 and some steel railings and lamps were missing from some of the graves.4

In January 2015 the Central Mosque of Lisbon was vandalised and someone painted 
on the front door and on a side wall of the temple the number “1143”, the year of the 
independence of Portugal. Sheikh David Munir, Imam of the mosque, described the act 
as a “provocation”. This was the first such incident that occurred in the Central Mosque of 
Lisbon and coincided with the terrorist attack in Paris earlier that month, carried out in 
response to the French satirical newspaper “Charlie Hebdo”.5 In February 2015 there was 
an incident of robbery and vandalism in the cemetery belonging to the parish in Vala-
dares, São Pedro do Sul, in the district of Viseu. Damage was done to numerous graves.6

During the early hours of 7th August 2015, the church and the cemetery of St Domingos 
de Ana Loura, Estremoz were vandalised and robbed. Several grave sites were vandalised 
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and several items were destroyed.7

In the Cemetery of Bacelos, Mosteiros, in the parish of Alcanede, about 12 graves were 
vandalised and damaged in November 2015. According to reports, the thieves mainly 
tried to steal pieces of copper and bronze, along with pictures and vases.8

The Church of Santa Joana, in the district of Aveiro, was burgled at dawn on 21st December 
2015 and some computer equipment was stolen.9

In the same month, the Chapel of Nossa Senhora da Assunção, near the village of Mes-
sejana, in Aljustrel, was the target of burglary and theft on six occasions. Widespread 
damage was recorded.10

The niche of the Sacred Heart of Mary, at Alameda de Santa Apolónia, in Bragança, was 
vandalised on 30th March 2016, and the image was stolen and desecrated.11

There were several churches attacked at the end of May 2016, particularly in Salto, Mon-
talegre and Serzedo. In the Church of Serzedo, the tabernacle was stolen, along with the 
sacred vessels that kept the hosts for consecration at Mass. In Calvos, in the Sanctuary 
of Lapinha, thieves scattered the coins of the alms whilst trying to flee after hearing the 
alarm sound. In the Church of St Faustino, they broke into the box from the alms, as well 
as the tabernacle, but nothing was stolen. There were also reports of assaults on churches 
in Oliveira, Gominhães, Polvoreira and St Torcato.12

That same month in Braga, in the Church of Carmo, a statue of Our Lady of Fatima was 
stolen. Also in Dume, Braga, the local church was robbed and money was taken from 
the safe.13

The niche of “Mãe Três Vezes Admirável”, next to the parish church of Nova Oeiras, was 
vandalised and set on fire on 30th May 2016.14

On the night of 7th June 2016, the church of Moita Redonda, in the parish of Fátima, was 
the target of an act of vandalism. The assailants desecrated the tabernacle, “breaking 
the lock, removing the ciborium with the Hosts, which were scattered around the floor”. 
Moreover, the thieves also broke into the sacristy and scattered on the floor the liturgical 
linens, chalices, pyxes and liturgical books.15

Prospects for religious freedom

In the period under review, there have been no significant cases of religious discrimination 
or abuse of religious freedom attributable to government or other entities. In addition, 
there are no social, political or economic tensions likely to alter this situation. As to what 
the near future holds, particular significance should be attached to a ceremony held in 
Lisbon at the Central Mosque on 9th March 2016. In this inter-religious ceremony, Marcelo 
Rebelo de Sousa, the new President of the Republic who had been in office for just a few 
hours, reaffirmed that as long as he was in office, he would “guarantee religious freedom”. 
He highlighted said Portugal had sought to uphold this commitment both inside and 
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outside the country. The president also underlined that in the Portuguese constitution 
“religious freedom is enshrined, which presupposes the freedom not to believe, but that, 
for believers, this goes beyond mere freedom of worship” and “implies respect of each 
confession in his view of the world and life, expressed in the private space as well as the 
public space.”

Endnotes
1 www.pordata.pt/Portugal (population), www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_181_1.

asp (religious adherents), www.cpr.pt (asylum seekers), http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/overview (refuge-
es).

2 http://host.uniroma3.it/progetti/cedir/cedir/Lex-doc/Pt_l_16-01in.pdf
3 http://algarveprimeiro.com/d/faro-idosa-assaltada-em-plena-igreja/4089-1
4 http://www.correiodominho.com/noticias.php?id=80798
5 https://www.publico.pt/sociedade/noticia/mesquita-de-lisboa-vandalizada-1681707
6 http://www.jn.pt/local/noticias/viseu/sao-pedro-do-sul/interior/cemiterio-vandalizado-em-viseu-4387924.

html#ixzz4CW5t7wdO
7 http://jornale.pt/s-domingos-ana-loura-estremoz-igreja-e-cemiterio-vandalizados/
8 http://portalalcanede.com/noticias/item/1952-emiterio-dos-bacelos-em-mosteiros
9 http://www.diarioaveiro.pt/noticia/304
10 http://www.ipressjournal.pt/assaltada-ermida-historica-na-messejana-pela-sexta-vez/
11 http://www.mdb.pt/noticia/imagem-do-sagrado-coracao-de-maria-roubada-e-profanada-5092
12 http://www.cmjornal.xl.pt/nacional/portugal/detalhe/igreja_assaltada_em_braga_depois_da_missa.

html; http://www.cmjornal.xl.pt/nacional/portugal/detalhe/assaltantes_deixam_populacao_sem_mis-
sa.html; http://www.guimaraesdigital.com/noticias/64244/varias-igrejas-paroquiais-assaltadas-em-gui-
maraes

13 http://www.cmjornal.xl.pt/nacional/portugal/detalhe/igreja_assaltada_em_braga_depois_da_missa.
html

14 http://www.lisboa.schoenstatt.pt/noticias/category/2016
15 http://www.leiria-fatima.pt/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=10354:fatima-i-

greja-da-moita-redonda-foi-vandalizada
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QATAR 

 

 AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 9,58%
(Christian: 6,7% – Protestant: 2,88%)

 zHindus: 2,52%

 zBuddhist: 1,9%

 zMuslim: 83,52%
(Sunni: 80% – Shia: 3,52%)

 zOthers: 2,48%

QATAR

 11.437km2 2.190.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Qatar is a hereditary monarchy ruled by the Emirs of the Al Thani dynasty. The country is 
very rich in natural gas and oil and is thus, by per capita income, one of the richest in the 
world. All its citizens are Muslims, including the ruling family. The Wahhabi form of Sunni 
Islam predominates and Shi‘a are in the minority. Of the entire population, Qataris with 
full citizenship are only around 10 percent. The remainder are residents who are mostly 
guest workers. Most of the non-Qataris are either Sunni or Shi‘a Muslims but there are 
also Hindus, Christians and Buddhists. 

The local Catholic Church estimates the number of Catholics to be up to 300,000. Other 
Christian groups such as Anglicans and Orthodox number less than five percent among 
non-citizens. 

The eight registered Christian denominations are permitted to hold group worship at 
a government-provided area on the outskirts of Doha, on land donated by the Emir. 
Before this area was established, Catholics used to pray and worship in makeshift “cha-
pels” – homes and in one case, a school. Following the Iranian Revolution, the practice 
of non-Islamic religions was prohibited in Qatar. Finally, in 1995, freedom of worship was 
granted. That freedom is limited to the Abrahamic faiths only, i.e. Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam. Non-Abrahamic faiths cannot register to establish places of worship. The state 
tolerates them praying in private homes.

Apostates from Islam do so at great risk, and have to conceal their new religious beliefs. 
The Christian human rights organisation Open Doors states: “[Apostates] risk being 
ostracised by their families or communities, physical violence or even honour killing if 
their faith is discovered.”1 Most Qatari Muslims convert to Christianity abroad and never 
return for fear of their safety. 

According to article 1 of the constitution “Islam is its Religion, and the Islamic Law is the 
main source of its legislations”. Article 35 states that “people are equal before the law. 
There shall be no discrimination against them because of sex, race, language, or religion.” 
Article 50 reads as follows: “The freedom to worship is guaranteed to all, according to the 
law and the requirements to protect the public order and public morals.”
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Also, “Qatar’s Law 11, of 2004, incorporated the traditional punishments of Islamic law 
for various offenses, including apostasy. Article 1 of the Law states that: ‘the provisions of 
Islamic law for the following offenses are applied if the defendant or victim is a Muslim: 1. 
The hudud offenses related to theft, banditry, adultery, defamation, alcohol consumption, 
and apostasy. 2. The offenses of retaliation (qisas) and blood money (diyah).’ While apostasy 
is one of the offenses subject to the death penalty, Qatar has not executed anyone for 
this offense since its independence in 1971. Qatar also criminalises proselytising. Under 
article 257, any individual who establishes in order to proselytise may be punished with a 
term of imprisonment of up to seven years. The government typically deports suspected 
proselytisers instead of initiating legal proceedings. The law also stipulates two years 
imprisonment and a fine of up to QR10,000 (US$2,746) for anyone possessing written or 
recorded materials or items that support or promote missionary activity.”2

Blasphemy against Islam, Christianity or Judaism is punishable by up to seven years in 
prison.3

Incidents

According to the Catholic Church’s Apostolic Vicariate of Northern Arabia “the current 
Emir has been praised for his religious tolerance and support of inter-religious dialogue, 
despite keeping a firm eye on Islamic law.”4 This tallies with the description provided by 
state officials. In a speech delivered in March 2015 in Geneva at the 28th session of the 
Human Rights Council dialogue with the Special Rapporteur on religion or belief Sheikh 
Khalid bin Jassim Al -Thani, the Director of the Human Rights Department at Qatar’s 
Foreign Ministry, said: “The State of Qatar has confirmed its guarantee of freedom of 
religion or belief of non-Muslims by establishing buildings for worship such as the Reli-
gious Complex, widely known as ‘Church City’ It also confirmed that it had strengthened 
the constitutional protection of freedom of religion or belief through adopting several 
related legislations and the establishment of many institutions at both government and 
non-governmental level, including Doha International Centre for interfaith dialogue which 
was set up in 2008, with the aim of promoting and spreading the culture of dialogue, 
acceptance of others and peaceful coexistence of different religions.” He added that the 
State of Qatar had continued hosting international conferences and fora on human rights 
issues and the promotion of a culture of peace, with Qatar hosting an annual Conference 
on interfaith dialogue.5

Before this, in August 2014, the Foreign Minister Khaled al-Attiyah had condemned 
the so-called Islamic State’s “barbaric” murder of U.S. journalist James Foley and flatly 
rejected accusations that the country had given financial support to the militant group. 
His comments came shortly after the German government apologised for remarks by a 
minister accusing Qatar of financing Islamic State militants. In a report describing such 
comments as ill-informed, Minister Attiyah released a statement saying: “Qatar does not 
support extremist groups, including ISIS, in any way… We are repelled by their views, 
their violent methods and their ambitions.”6
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Huang “an Asian-American couple, were held in a Qatar jail following the death of their 
adopted Ghanaian daughter”. Mr Haung, who has been accused of starving his disabled 
daughter to harvest her organs, stated that the case was caused “by ethnic misunder-
standing, by religious misunderstanding”.7 

In June 2015 Qatar approved the construction of its first Evangelical church. After seven 
years of petitioning, authorities approved the project which was being driven forwards 
by Beda Robles a Filipino expat living in the country and backed by the Evangelical Chur-
ches Alliance Qatar. There are about 1,200 Evangelicals in Qatar.8 The new building will be 
located in Mesaimeer’s religious complex, next to Our Lady of the Rosary Catholic Church. 

Following directives from the government, churches at the Mesaimeer Religious Complex 
stepped up safety measures in July 2015 by closing off gated parking, introducing metal 
detectors and increasing the number of security guards.9 There were thousands of people 
for Christmas services at the Complex in Mesaimeer in December 2015.10

In May 2015 an Indian man was surrounded and attacked by hundreds of men at a shopping 
mall in Qatar after a rumour spread he had written an “anti-Islamic” post on Facebook.11

Qatar’s mosques have been used as platforms by hardline clerics. In March 2015 Saudi 
cleric Sa’ad Ateeq al Ateeq preached in the Grand mosque in Doha and prayed for the 
destruction of a number of non-Muslim groups: “Allah, strengthen Islam and the Muslims, 
and destroy your enemies, the enemies of the religion. Allah, destroy the Jews and whoever 
made them Jews, and destroy the Christians and Alawites and the Shi‘as.”12

Some 615 expats in Qatar became Muslim during the month of Ramadan, according 
to the Qatar News Agency, which cited figures released by the Qatar Guest Center and 
Sheikh Eid Charity Association. “Qatar regularly announces conversions to Islam, which 
can number in the thousands” each year. The conversions may be to do with easy access 
to information about the state religion but some groups have suggested that it may also 
be motivated because by social and economic benefits.13

In February 2016 the 12th Doha interfaith Conference on “Spiritual and Intellectual Safety 
in the Light Religious Doctrines” was attended by “Muslim, Christian, Jewish leaders, 
alongside academics” and other specialists in interfaith relations. The opening speech by 
Hassan Lahdan Saqr Al-Mohannadi, the Minister of Justice of the state of Qatar, “stressed 
a commitment to the brotherhood of the divine religions”, and encouraged “cooperation 
among the followers of these” monotheistic “religions in the search for peace, love and 
stability”. It also warned against radical and terrorist “speech which promotes hatred and 
bigotry”.14

In June 2016, Qatar’s foreign minister Sheikh Mohamed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani reite-
rated the Qatari government’s rejection of all forms of violent extremism and its support 
for the international community’s commitment to tackle it. Speaking at a conference on 
children affected by extremism, held at the UN headquarters in New York, he said extre-
mism was not rooted in religion but social, economic and political factors. According to 
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the Gulf Times, Sheikh Mohamed “underlined the role of religious figures who preached 
tolerance and humanitarian values as well as the role of civil society organisations and 
intellectuals in spreading a spirit of forgiveness and tolerance and searching for compro-
mises rather than imposing opinions on others.”15

Prospects for freedom of religion

Qatar remains a highly conservative Muslim country with restrictions of religious fre-
edom at both a state and society level. There are also many radical Muslims. That said, 
members of registered religious groups are able to worship without interference. The 
approved construction of an Evangelical church is a positive sign. Worship by members 
of non-registered groups was tolerated. 

Endnotes
1 Open Doors http://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/worldwatch/qatar.php
2 http://www.loc.gov/law/help/apostasy/#qatar
3 religious-law-prison-for-blasphemy-severe-sexual-inequalilty-qatars-human-rights-review
4 http://www.avona.org/qatar/qatar_about.htm#.Vs9P6p0weM9
5 http://www.mofa.gov.qa/en/SiteServices/MediaCenter/News/Pages/News20150310230952.aspx
6 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-security-qatar-idUSKBN0GN0JK20140823
7 http://national.deseretnews.com/article/2921/christian-couple-acquitted-of-child-murder-in-qatar-he-

ad-home-to-us.html
8 http://evangelicalfocus.com/world/769/Qatar_approves_construction_of_its_first_evangelical_church;
See also: http://dohanews.co/evangelical-alliance-churches-qatar-breaks-ground-on-new-building/
9 http://dohanews.co/qatar-churches-close-car-parks-to-congregants-over-security-concerns/
10 http://dohanews.co/thousands-qatars-christians-flock-church-christmas-photos/
11 http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3081210/Terrifying-moment-man-surrounded-attacked-HUN-

DREDS-men-shopping-mall-Qatar-rumour-spread-written-anti-Islamic-post-Facebook.html
12 http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/02/19/qatar-s-a-us-ally-against-isis-so-why-s-it-cheerlea-

ding-the-bad-guys.html
13 http://dohanews.co/more-than-600-people-convert-to-islam-in-qatar-during-ramadan/
14 http://www.dicid.org/english/news_website_details.php?id=169
15 Gulf Times, 5th June 2016 ‘Qatar reiterates rejection of violent extremism’ http://www.gulf-times.com/

story/496907/Qatar-reiterates-rejection-of-violent-extremism
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 zChristian: 89,8%
(Christian: 66,3% – Protestant: 12,2% – 
Others: 11,3%)

 zNovas religiões: 4,8%1

 zMuslim: 2%

 zOthers: 3,4%

REPUBLIC OF CONGO

  342.000km2  4.716.000 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

On 6th November 2015, the Republic of Congo adopted a new constitution, after it 
was approved in a referendum on 25th October 2015. However, most of the text of the 
previous 2002 constitution was retained since the core objective of the change was to 
scrap presidential term limits. Article 1 enshrines the principle of the secular character of 
the state. In article 8, all forms of discrimination, including those practised on religious 
grounds, are forbidden. Freedom of conscience and belief are guaranteed under article 
24. The same article states that “the use of religion for political goals is prohibited”, and 
that “any kind of religious fanaticism shall be punished”. 

All religious groups must receive government approval and be registered – as is required 
by every organisation. There were no reported cases of discrimination against religious 
groups seeking official accreditation, although there were complaints that the process 
was liable to be time-consuming. Groups failing to register can be fined, have their pro-
perties confiscated, their contracts with third parties may be cancelled and their expatriate 
personnel deported. 

Religious education is not on the curriculum in public schools. However, private schools 
are free to include religious instruction.

The following religious festivals are public holidays: Easter Monday, Ascension, Pentecost, 
All Saints and Christmas. The government does not observe Islamic feast days, but Muslims 
are allowed to mark festivals, such as Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Kebir.

Incidents

On 4th April 2015, the Congolese authorities launched a law enforcement operation 
code-named Mbata ya Bakolo (Slap of the Elders in Lingala), which resulted in the depor-
tation of at least 179,452 nationals from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The 
operation came in response to a perceived increase in criminality, but it ended up being 
a widespread hunt for nationals from the neighbouring state, including those who had 
their residence permits in order. As part of the drastic measures taken by the Police, it 
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was announced that churches that served as shelters for illegal immigrants (branded 
“delinquents”) would be destroyed. The authorities also called church leaders for meetings 
and told them that they would be fined the equivalent of US$600 if they allowed DRC 
nationals into their churches.2

Prospects for freedom of religion

Although relations between the government of President Denis Sassou Nguesso and the 
Catholic Church have generally been free from conflict, at the end of 2014 there were some 
frictions. The Catholic bishops had demonstrated in public against constitutional changes 
proposed by the President aimed at scrapping presidential term limits. Such changes 
would allow him to stand in the 2016 elections. On 23rd December 2014 President Sassou 
Nguesso summoned the bishops for a meeting and criticised their pronouncements. In 
2015 there were continuing tensions with Bishop Louis Portella Mbuyu of Kinkala, who 
is chairman of the country’s Bishops’ Conference. He is known as an outspoken critic of 
President Sassou Nguesso’s regime.3

Endnotes
1 Animists
2 https://www.amnesty.org/fr/latest/news/2015/07/congobrazzaville
3 http://severinnews.over-blog.org/2014/12/les-eveques-du-congo-ne-voient-pas-pourquoi-on-va-chan-

ger-la-constitution.html
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REPÚBLICA DE MADAGASCAR 

 

REPUBLIC OF MADAGASCAR

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 56,9%

 zEthnoreligionist: 40,4%

 zMuslim: 2,1%

 zOthers: 0,6%

RELIGION1

  581.794km²  22.293.914

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Article 1 of the 2010 constitution states that Madagascar is a secular nation, introducing 
in article 2 a more detailed definition of the Separation of Religion and State. Freedom 
of religion is enshrined in articles 6 and 10. The State demands formal registration of reli-
gious groups with the Ministry of Interior. Tax exemption for religious groups can happen 
when it is requested in relationship with donation money. Groups failing to meet all the 
requirements can be considered as “simple associations.” Public events require a formal 
permit. Some radio stations closed in 2010 by the last political regime remained closed 
until Radio Fahazavana (Radio Light) was reopened in August 2015. Observers however 
point at the fact that the closure of faith-based radio stations cannot be considered simply 
an act against religious freedom since religious affiliation and political involvement often 
go hand in hand in the country.  Another issue partly related to religious freedom is the 
nationality code preventing children born from Malagasy mothers and foreign fathers 
from obtaining citizenship. Particularly Muslim believers who often carry out mixed mar-
riages complain that they are most affected by this situation, rendering up to six percent 
of the Muslim community stateless2. 

Incidents 

No relevant incidents can be mentioned for the reporting period. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

There was a slight improvement in religious freedom since the full restoration of legality 
and democratic liberties (starting from the last elections of December 2013) however it 
is expected that there won’t be any significant changes in the situation. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_137_1.asp
2 Cf. International Religious Freedom Report for 2014 United States Department of State, www.state.gov/

documents/organization/238444.pdf
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REPÚBLICA DE MAURICIO 

 

REPUBLIC OF MAURITIUS

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 33,17%
(Christian: 24,9% – Protestant: 8,27%)

 zHindus: 44,21%

 zMuslim: 16,85%
(Sunni: 15% – Shia: 1,85%)

 zOthers: 5,77%

RELIGION1

  2.030km²  1.291.167

Legal framework on religious freedom and actual application

In articles 3 and 11 of the 1968 constitution (amended in 2001) religious freedom is 
protected as a fundamental right. Other laws provide details on the protection of reli-
gious freedom and the necessary absence of discrimination on religious grounds. The 
government is reported to enforce such civic rights. Furthermore, it regularly grants 
subsidies to religious groups according to the number of their followers as they appear 
in the national census.2 

Incidents 
There is a certain tension in the country between Christians and Muslims and the Hindu 
majority because of claims of under-representation in higher levels of government, parti-
cularly within the civil service structure. According to such claims, Christians and Muslims 
would thus be prevented by well-positioned Hindus from accessing higher posts within 
government. So far there are no reliable statistics and facts to substantiate such claims.3

On 16th June 2014 a Hindu woman was sentenced by a court to pay 25,000 rupees 
(US$371.69) for having posted anti-Muslim comments on a social network.4 

Prospects for freedom of religion

In the present context no relevant changes are foreseen for the near future. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_147_1.asp
2 Cf. 2014 Report on International Religious Freedom - Mauritius, United States Department of State, (14 

October 2015), http://www.refworld.org/docid/56210576c.html
3 Cf. 2014 Report on International Religious Freedom - Mauritius, United StateS department of State, (14 Octo-

ber 2015), http://www.refworld.org/docid/56210576c.html
4 Cf. 2014 Report on International Religious Freedom - Mauritius, United StateS department of State, (14 Octo-

ber 2015), http://www.refworld.org/docid/56210576c.html
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 zChristian1: 98,49%
(Christian: 6% – Orthodox: 86% – 
Others: 6,49%)

 zMuslim: 0,42%

 zOthers: 1,09%

ROMANIA

  238.391km² 20.077.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees the freedom of religious beliefs. It states that all religions 
are independent from the state and have the freedom to organise “in accordance with 
their own statutes”. The law imposes restrictions on minority religious groups in terms of 
registration requirements and the granting of official religious status. The law establishes 
a three-tier system of recognition: “religious groups”, religious associations, and religions. 
“Religious groups”, as defined by the law, are groups of individuals who share the same 
beliefs. “Religious groups” are not legal entities and do not receive tax exemptions or 
support from the state. Religious associations are defined as groups of individuals who 
share and practise the same faith, but are also legal entities and must be registered as 
such in a religious association registry. To register, religious associations must have 300 
citizen members and must submit members’ personal data. The membership requirement 
for registration of all other types of associations is three members. Religious associations 
do not receive government funding but receive limited tax exemptions. Groups recogni-
sed as religions under the law are eligible for state support based on their proportional 
representation in the census. They have the right to establish schools, teach religion 
classes in public schools, receive government funds to build places of worship, pay part 
of their clergy’s salaries with state funds, broadcast religious programming on radio and 
television, apply for broadcasting licences for denominational channels, own cemeteries, 
and receive tax-exempt status.

Incidents

Many hearings of restitution lawsuits filed by the Greek Catholic Church Courts were 
delayed by the courts. Furthermore, the Greek Catholic Church was asked to pay judicial 
fees, a requirement not consistent with the law. The Orthodox Church often filed appe-
als or change of venue requests that delayed resolution of some lawsuits. In a number 
of cases, courts ruled against the restitution of Greek Catholic churches, although the 
Greek Catholic Church had produced ownership deeds, on the grounds that the Greek 
Catholic Church had a smaller number of adherents than did the Orthodox Church. One 
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such example occurred in October 2014 in Salonta. The Greek Catholic Church reported 
that Orthodox religion teachers harassed Greek Catholic children, who had to stay in 
the classroom during the Orthodox religion class because religious instruction in their 
faith was not available. The government continued to refuse to return to the Hungarian 
Roman Catholic Church a building housing the Batthyaneum Library and an astronomical 
institute, despite a 2012 ruling by the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) ordering 
the government to remedy the situation.

There were reports of a range of anti-Semitic incidents, including desecrations of syna-
gogues by vandals, anti-Semitic sermons by Orthodox priests, Holocaust denials, and 
commemorations of former pro-Nazi Legionnaire leaders. In one well-publicised case, an 
individual advertised on the internet a lampshade he said had been made from the skin 
of a Jewish victim of the Holocaust.2 Orthodox clergy reportedly harassed Greek Catholic 
clergy and church members and denied minority religious groups’ access to cemeteries. 
Minority religious groups said that the media favoured the Orthodox Church and disse-
minated negative reports about minority religious denominations.3

There is very strong opposition against building a second mosque in the capital, Bucha-
rest. Even though the international treaties have been signed, on a local level anti-Mu-
slim activists are trying to prevent construction.4 Their fears of a rising tide of Islamism 
in Romania are echoed by the MCA Romania, the Centre for Monitoring and Combating 
Anti-Semitism. The director of the centre warned that the building of the mosque could 
lead to a rise in fundamentalism and anti-Semitism.5

In May 2016 the U.S. embassy in Bucharest strongly criticised the country’s central bank 
for releasing a coin commemorating Mihail Manoilescu, a former governor of the National 
Bank of Romania during the World War II era. Manoilescu was a promoter and contributor 
to the fascist and anti-Semitic ideology of the Romanian state at that time.6

The recent emergence of a pro-life movement in Romania has brought about some ecu-
menical co-operation between Orthodox, Catholic and Evangelical Christians.7

In a recent move, the Romanian government approved a Holocaust restitution bill, easing 
the process of recovering property seized from Jews during the World War II era. This is 
seen as an acknowledgement of Jewish suffering during that time, important in improving 
relations between Romania’s religious communities.8

Prospects for freedom of religion

On a general level, freedom of religion is respected in Romania and the national govern-
ment tries to promote inter-religious tolerance. There are, however, many cases of hostility 
against various religions or denominations on a local level. Many local authorities and 
Romanian Orthodox priests act to preserve the image of a purely Orthodox, Romanian 
nation. The hostility is directed against all other religions and denominations, both histo-
rically Romanian (including the Roman Catholic Church) and those relatively new to the 
country. Anti-Muslim sentiments continue to rise in society in the wake of the refugee 
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government officials and clergymen of the Romanian Orthodox Church must be noted, 
there is still a strong culture of discrimination against religious minorities in Romania.

Endnotes
1 According to the 2011 national census some 86% of the population adheres to the Romanian Orthodox 

Church and about 4-6% to the Roman Catholic Church.
2 http://www.jta.org/2014/08/05/news-opinion/world/romanian-watchdog-outraged-by-ad-for-

lampshade-made-of-human-skin
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238424#wrapper
4 http://www.deutschlandfunk.de/rumaenien-mit-der-moschee-ziehen-wir-terroristen-und-bom-

ben.795.de.html?dram:article_id=351732
5 http://forward.com/news/breaking-news/311600/will-planned-romania-mosque-stoke-anti-semitism/
6 http://www.timesofisrael.com/us-criticizes-romania-central-bank-for-anti-semitic-coin/
7 http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2014/05/16/an-inspiring-story-of-romanias-fled-

gling-pro-life-movement/
8 http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/11/world/europe/romania-holocaust-survivors-jews-restitution-claims.

html?_r=0
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FEDERACIÓN DE RUSIA 

	

RUSSIA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 81,2%
(Orthodox: 70,5% – Others: 10,7%)

 z Jewish: 0,1%

 zBuddhist: 0,04%

 zMuslim: 10,4%

 zOthers: 7,9%

RELIGION1

  17.000.000km2 142.700.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution of 12th December 1993 declares that the Russian state is non-confes-
sional, and guarantees freedom of religion. It states that each person is free to profess 
the religion of their choice, provided that it does not interfere with public order. Accor-
ding to the 2007 Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations, the state 
only recognises Eastern Orthodox Christianity, Judaism, Islam and Buddhism as Russia’s 
“traditional religions”. Although this overlooks the historical role of the Catholic Church 
and of the Protestant communities in Russia since the 16th century and gives the Russian 
Orthodox Church a position of privileged access to the public authorities, the Catholic 
and Lutheran churches enjoy almost the same full status of recognition, thus receiving 
almost the same government support as the “traditional” religions.

A 1997 Law on Freedom of Conscience and Association2 makes registration compulsory3 
and establishes three broad categories of religious communities: “Religious Groups”, “Local 
Religious Organisations” and “Centralised Religious Organisations”. 

Different legal status and privileges apply to each of these categories. “Religious Groups” 
can conduct religious rituals, hold worship services and teach religious doctrine. That 
said, they cannot be registered with the government and thus have no legal status. As 
such, they cannot open bank accounts, purchase or rent buildings, enjoy tax benefits or 
publish literature. In order for a “Religious Group” to go on to become a “Local Religious 
Organisation”, it must have existed in this initial category for at least 15 years. “Local Reli-
gious Organisations” are required to have at least 10 individuals over the age of 18 who 
are permanently living in a given area. They are registered entities both federally and 
locally and are thus granted rights to the privileges and benefits which are not available 
to “Religious Groups”. 

The third category authorises the creation of “Centralised Religious Organisations” by 
uniting at least three “Local Religious Organisations”. In addition to the privileges and 
benefits granted to “Local Religious Organisations”, they are permitted to form additio-
nal “Local Religious Organisations” without having to pass through the 15-year waiting 
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period. Also, once a “Central Organisation” has existed for more than 50 years, it may use 
the word Russia or Russian in its official title. 

The 2002 law On Fighting Extremist Activity4 makes subject to criminal prosecution any 
religious speech, literature or activities that assert the superiority, inferiority or exclusivity 
of any citizen in respect to religion. The law also established a national listing for banned 
extremist materials. 

Any court – whether local, regional or federal – can add materials to the federal list, 
making a ban on a particular item in one jurisdiction grounds for its interdiction across 
the entire country. For instance, in March 2015 the director of a village library was fined 
for having in the religion section of her library three books which had been banned by a 
District Court in Vladivostok some years earlier. 

The law does not provide provisions for reversing the ban on such materials after they 
have been listed, although the government did remove a number of titles in 2015 after 
appeals by authors and publishers. 

In 2006 the State Duma expanded the Extremism Law to include non-violent acts of civil 
disobedience as extremist activity.5 The law now defines extremist activity as “incitement 
to racial, nationalistic or religious enmity and also social enmity”. The vagueness of this 
definition leaves the door open for authorities to label any religious teachings which 
contradict those of the “traditional religions” as “incitement to religious enmity”.6

In 2012 the Venice Commission7 published a document stating its view that Russia’s 2002 
Extremism Law fell short in several areas:8 vague definitions of violence that could invite 
abuse and arbitrary application; arbitrary procedures and harsh sanctions that offend 
the right to freedom of religion or belief and freedom of expression; and the lack of a 
precise, proportionate and consistent approach required by the European Convention 
on Human Rights. The commission called on the Russian Federation to amend the law 
to bring it into line with international human rights standards.

The Extremism Law has also been used to prosecute religious individuals and groups 
thought to be security threats, often with little justification. Article 282 of the Criminal 
Code concerning “Actions directed at the incitement of national, racial or religious enmity” 
carries stiff penalties for individuals and groups that have been judged to be extremist. 
Under Article 212.1, individuals can be prosecuted for “repeated infringement of the 
established procedure for organising or conducting a gathering, meeting, demonstration, 
procession or picket”.

The Code of Administrative Offenses likewise tightens restrictions on allegedly extremist 
groups. For instance, Article 20.2, Part 1 punishes violations of procedures for organising 
meetings and gatherings. Article 20.29 was added in 2007 to penalise the production 
or distribution of “extremist materials” by the confiscation of such material as well as 
prohibitive fines and detention.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Incidents

While the traditional religions – Orthodox, Jews, Muslims and Buddhists – and the almost 
fully recognised religious communities – Catholics and Lutherans – enjoy religious fre-
edom and do not report cases of religious discrimination, members of “non-traditional 
religions” such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, Evangelical house churches and Muslim readers 
of the Turkish theologian, Said Nursi, are subject to religious freedom violations. 

Russia’s vigilant legal structure toward extremism can be attributed in part to the conflict 
in Chechnya during the 1990s. Government troops fought Chechen nationalist and Islamist 
groups in a bloody bid for independence, resulting in thousands of casualties. Moreover, 
the threat of Islamist jihadism on a global scale has also led to greater monitoring and 
suppression of Russia’s Muslim population.9

In 2015 Seven Jehovah’s Witnesses were found guilty of “extremism” by the Taganrog City 
Court for continuing to meet together for prayer and Bible study. Four of the seven were 
given suspended prison terms of at least five years.

In May 2016 the Witnesses’ chief body in Russia were officially warned by the General 
Prosecutor’s Office that it may face dissolution as a result of its “extremist” activities. There 
are thousands of Jehovah’s Witness congregations across the country. This would be the 
first time that a “Centralised Religious Organisation” would be liquidated on grounds of 
““extremism”.10

Possession of literature or other materials that have been banned by the government 
because of their allegedly extremist content: Jehovah’s Witnesses and followers of Said 
Nursi are especially targeted for being in possession of banned literature. In 2015 raids 
on four Jehovah’s Witnesses meeting halls took place in different cities in a coordinated 
operation. No banned items were found on the premises. Instead, the police confiscated a 
sound system, CD-players and recordings of religious music used during worship services.

In January 2016, a Jehovah’s Witness worship service was interrupted in Birobidzhan by 
police and security forces wanting to search the premises. About 150 people were there 
at the time. A package was uncovered containing items on the federal list of extremist 
literature. Some present that day state that the package was planted there.11 

In March 2015 the Jehovah’s Witness community in Abinsk was dissolved by Krasnodar 
Regional Court on grounds of extremism.12

In February 2015, three Said Nursi readers – Bagir Kazikhanov, Stepan Kudryashov and 
Aleksandr Melentyev – were convicted of extremist activity by Ulyanovsk’s Lenin District 
Court. The men were said to have met regularly in “conspiratorial gatherings”.13 Prose-
cutions for public meetings and public manifestations of religion without government 
permission: In 2014 Protestant pastor Aleksei Kolyasnikov was fined 30,000 Roubles by 
the Krasnodar Regional Court for conducting a Bible study session in a Sochi café for his 
unregistered Christian group. The group met regularly on Sunday afternoons to pray 
and study the Bible together. The pastor was found in violation of Article 212.1 of the 
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Criminal Code, which penalises the “established procedure for organising or conducting 
a gathering, meeting, demonstration, procession or picket.” 

Similarly, other religious groups have been fined for exercising their freedom to assemble 
and to express their faith. In March 2015 a District Court in Rostov-on-Don found two 
Jehovah’s Witnesses guilty of committing an administrative violation (Article 20.2) for 
failing to follow “the established procedure” for conducting a public event.14 In May 2015 
eight Baptists were fined in central Crimea for holding an outdoor religious meeting.15 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Notwithstanding the challenges, there are signs of hope, most decisively the historically 
unprecedented February 2016 meeting between Pope Francis and Russian Orthodox 
Patriarch Kirill in Cuba. The 30-point joint document signed by the two Church leaders 
– the first ever such declaration – was a significant step in opening the possibilities for 
a closer cooperation between the Churches, both in and outside Russia. Of note were 
common positions taken concerning the defence of Christian values and the institution 
of family in Europe, the defence of persecuted Christians in the Middle East and North 
Africa, and for a commitment to peace in the world. 

The grave realities for religious minorities seeking legitimacy within Russia, however, 
persist. Police raids on homes and places of worship are on-going. Members of religious 
minorities are particularly at risk of court actions under Administrative Code 20.2. Of these 
prosecutions, many have led to fines, short-term detention, community service as well 
as longer prison terms. Relatively few defendants were acquitted. 

In 2012 Russia’s parliament adopted a law that required all NGOs to register as “foreign 
agents” with the Ministry of Justice if they engage in “political activity” and receive foreign 
funding. By June 2014, the Ministry of Justice had designated 126 groups as “foreign 
agents” and many have been subsequently been shut down.16 This development has 
also affected the country’s religious minorities, as the term “political activity” is so vague 
that it may even be applied to religious activities. In 2015 the Russian Ministry of Justice 
drafted a bill requiring all religious groups that receive sponsorship from abroad to file 
detailed reports about their activities and personal information concerning those in 
leadership positions.17 The bill passed its first reading and is awaiting further action by 
the legislature.18

Russia’s religious landscape is complex, forged through a vast territory, a wide variety 
of ethnic groups and diverse cultures while overcoming a Soviet past in which severe 
persecution of religious believers occurred. Fears are also on the rise given the increasing 
Islamic radicalisation among certain parts of the Muslim populations in the Northern 
Caucasus. Although the religious freedom situation in Russia is improving, there are still 
rigid legal obstacles confronting minority religious groups as the State learns to deal 
with new religious groups.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_186_2.asp , cf. Arena – 2012 Atlas of Reli-

gions and Nationalities in Russia (http://sreda.org/arena)
2 See http://www2.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/freedomofconscienceeng.html
3 Despite the European Court on Human Rights’ ruling that Russia’s 15-years’-existence rule violated the 

European Convention of Human Rights, the Church of Scientology of St Petersburg (2011), the Moscow 
Community of Jehovah’s Witnesses (2010) and an Armenian Catholic parish in Moscow (2010) are still 
denied registration. The Salvation Army had to litigate all the way to the European Court of Human Rights 
before being re-registered in 2009. Lack of registration has consequences. In September 2012, police 
presided over the destruction of the unregistered Holy Trinity Pentecostal Church near Moscow, which 
Pentecostals had reportedly been trying to register for more than 15 years.

4 The full text of the law may be found in Russian at http://www.rg.ru/2002/07/30/extremizm-dok.html
5 For a more detailed examination of the 2006 amendment and possible reasons for concern, see the first 

two articles on the webpage http://halldor2.wordpress.com/2006/07/03/
6 “Jehovah’s Witnesses Victims of a New Harassment Campaign in Russia.” The European Association of 

Jehovah’s Christian Witnesses, page 8 (April 2009).
7 The European Commission for Democracy through Law - better known as the Venice Commission as it 

meets in Venice - is the Council of Europe›s advisory body on constitutional matters. http://www.coe.int/
en/web/portal/home

8 See “Venice Commission Opinion on Russian Extremism Law: Comments by Human Rights Without Fron-
tiers” at http://www.hrwf.org/images/forbnews/2012/Russia%202012.pdf

9 “Religious Freedom Issues Timeline, Russia.” Human Rights Without Frontiers International, (2016).
10 http://www.forum18.org/Archive.php?article_id=1724).
11 This incident was reported by http://www2.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/160205b.html on February 

5th 2016.
12 Information first reported on 28th August 2015, by Victoria Arnold of Forum 18, available at http://www.

forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2095&layout_type=mobile
13 Further information about this case can be accessed at http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_

id=2066&layout_type=mobile. Additional information can be found at http://www.hrwf.org/images/
forbnews/2015/Russia_2015.pdf

14 Initial details were released by http://www2.stetson.edu/~psteeves/relnews/150520a.html with further 
information available at http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?article_id=2179

15 Up to date information on this incident can be attained from http://www.forum18.org/archive.php?ar-
ticle_id=2137

16 https://www.hrw.org/russia-government-against-rights-groups-battle-chronicle
17 https://www.rt.com/politics/249541-russia-religion-foreign-rules/
18 http://www.refworld.org/docid/55fbb1894.html
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 zOthers: 0,39%

RWANDA

   26.338km2 12.802.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Constitution of Rwanda, promulgated in 2003 and amended on several occasions 
until 2015, guarantees (article 33) the “freedom of thought, opinion, conscience, religion, 
worship and their public manifestations, in accordance with conditions determined by 
the law”. Article 54 prohibits the setting up of “political organizations that are based on 
race, ethnic group, clan, region, religion or any other division which may give rise to 
discrimination”. Under the new Penal Code from May 2012, disrupting a religious service 
is punishable by seven years in prison and fines of 100,000 to one million Rwandan francs 
(US$160 to US$1,590). The same Penal Code also establishes fines for actions disrespectful 
of rites, symbols or objects of religion, or insults, threatening behavior – including physi-
cal assault – towards a religious leader. Government policy allows individuals to express 
religious (but not ethnic) identity through headdress in official photos for passports, 
driver’s licenses, or other official documents. 

Under a new law governing religious groups, promulgated in 2012 (law 06/2012, publi-
shed in the Official Journal of the Republic of Rwanda), all groups “whose members share 
the same beliefs, cult, and practice” must register with the Rwanda Governance Board 
(RGB) to acquire legal status. Non registered groups require permission for organizing 
religious functions, a requirement that is not needed for religious denominations already 
registered.3 Officially recognized religious groups have no restrictions in carrying out their 
pastoral activities, catechizing, building places of worship, owning and running media 
houses (particularly radios) and fundraising inside and outside the country. 

All students in public primary school and the first three years of secondary education 
must take a religion class that covers various religions. Parents can enroll their children 
in private religious schools.

Incidents

This official commitment to religious freedom comes against a backdrop of government 
tensions with the Catholic Church. For instance, in his speech to mark the 20th anniversary 
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of the genocide, on 6 April, at the Amahoro Stadium, in Kigali, President Paul Kagame 
directly accused “the French missionaries who settled in our country” as the ones respon-
sible for developing the divisive ideology that encouraged the murderers to kill nearly 
one million Tutsis from April to June 1994. “With the full participation of Belgian officials 
and Catholic institutions, this invented history (of classification of the population in races) 
became the sole basis of political organization, as if there was no other way to govern 
and develop society”.4

In mid-2014, the Catholic Church planned to exhume the remains of the three bishops 
killed by soldiers of the Patriotic Front in July 1994 at the seminary of Kabgayi, so that 
each of them could be buried in his own diocese’s cathedral. The authorities opposed this 
idea and brought the matter for discussion in Parliament, which rejected the proposal 
and threatened to arrest whoever supportered this initiative.5

Another important point of friction between the government and the Catholic Church 
has been the campaign to scrap presidential term limits, which were included in the 
2003 Constitution. This would allow President Paul Kagame to stand as a candidate in 
the next election in 2017. During the second half of 2015, the President held a meeting 
with the Rwandan bishops, who advised him against reforming the Constitution. Soon 
after, President Kagame was reported to have made several public statements accusing 
the Catholic Church of not having apologized for its presumed role in the genocide. In 
order not to increase tensions, the Episcopal Conference decided not to make public the 
meeting of the bishops at State House. Many priests were reported as avoiding public 
debates on the issue of the Constitution, so they would not be pressed into declaring 
their opinion on this highly sensitive matter.6

Prospects for freedom of religion

The incidents linked to the freedom of religion appear to be related to issues concerning 
the reform of the constitution and of national reconciliation. Of particular note here are 
occasions when religious leaders touch on aspects of the 1994 genocide which are con-
sidered highly sensitive by the authorities and which do not match the official version. 
While freedom of worship and freedom of religious groups to carry out educational and 
social activities are generally respected, it is concerning to note that the government con-
tinues to make adverse remarks about the Catholic Church and monitor clergy homilies.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_187_1.asp
2 Including Anglicans: 11.51%
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2012/af/208184.htm
4 http://www.kwibuka.rw/speech
5 Interview with a Rwandan Catholic priest
6 Ibid.
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  AREA3 POPULATION4

 zChristian: 95,93%1

(Christian: 67% – Protestant: 15%2 – 
Others: 13,93%)

 zSpiritist: 1,68%

 zOthers: 2,39%

SAINT LUCIA

     616km2 178.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The preamble of the constitution states that the people of Saint Lucia affirm their faith 
in the supremacy of the Almighty God. It states that God has given to every individual 
inalienable rights and dignity. It recognises that the enjoyment of these rights depends 
upon certain fundamental freedoms, namely individual freedom of thought, expression, 
communication, conscience and of association.

It states that everyone has fundamental rights and freedoms, regardless of race, place of 
origin, birth, political opinions, colour, creed or sex, and that everyone, inter alia, is entitled 
to freedom of conscience, expression and association. There is a right to conscientious 
objection to military service.

No-one shall be hindered in the enjoyment of their freedom of conscience, including 
freedom of thought and religion, freedom to change their religion or belief, and freedom, 
either alone or in community with others, both in public and in private, to manifest and 
propagate their religion or belief. 

No-one attending any place of education, detained in any prison or correctional institution 
or serving in a naval, military or air force shall be required to receive religious instruction or 
take part in or attend any religious ceremony or observance if that instruction, ceremony 
or observance relates to a religion that is not their own.

Religious communities shall be entitled, at their own expense, to establish and manage 
places of education.

No-one shall be compelled to take any oath that is contrary to their religion or belief or 
to take any oath in a manner which is contrary to their religion or belief.

Ministers of religion do not have the right to be Senators or Members of the Lower House.5

Incidents

Official government, local media, the Church or other religious groups have not reported 
any incidents of intolerance, discrimination or persecution on religious grounds.
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Prospects for freedom of religion

Since there were no incidents during 2014-2016 compared to the previous period, it can 
be said that the prospects for the freedom of religion have improved.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_190_1.asp accessed on 16 March 2016.
2 Seventh Day Adventists: 9%; Pentecostals: 6%
3 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e491d56.html accessed on 8 April 2016.
4 http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e491d56.html accessed on 8 April 2016.
5 http://www.govt.lc/constitution accessed on 16 March 2016.
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SAMOA

  2.831km2 185.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Samoa, a sovereign state in Polynesia, encompasses the western part of the Samoan 
Islands in the South Pacific Ocean. The country gained independence from New Zealand 
in 1962 and was admitted to the United Nations in 1976. The two main islands are Upolu 
and Savai’i. The nation’s capital, as well as the international airport, is situated on Upolu. 
Savai’i is one of the largest islands in Polynesia.

The constitution describes Samoa as a Parliamentary Democracy with no state religion, yet 
the preamble to the constitution describes the country as “an Independent State based 
on Christian principles and Samoan custom and tradition.”2 The constitution allows for the 
right for an individual to choose, practise or change his or her religion. However, it was 
stated by the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labour’s International Religious 
Freedom Report for 2014 that village leaders in Samoa continued to pressure others to 
participate in the same Christian religious group as the majority of villagers. Despite this 
claim, the constitution states that no persons can be forced to take religious instruction 
in a religion other than their own and there were no reports of significant government 
actions affecting religious freedom. 

Incidents

In May 2014, a parliamentary committee in Samoa decided not to amend the constitu-
tional article on religious freedom as recommended by a 2010 Commission of Inquiry 
and subsequent 2012 report by the Samoa Law Reform Commission (SLRC). It was also 
decided that concerns that the village councils had too much power over religious matters 
and the establishment of new churches should be addressed, though it was not made 
clear whether amendments would be made to the law in regards to this case. A policy 
enforcing Christian instruction in public primary schools was made compulsory by the 
government in 2014 and was made optional in public secondary schools. 

The majority of Samoans are Christians, largely following Protestant denominations, 
though the total percentage of Catholics is estimated to be 19 percent. The non-Chri-
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stian community is relatively small with no official estimates. Primarily in Apia, there are 
reportedly small numbers of Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims and Jews, and members of the 
Baha’i faith have a major prayer centre. Native, pre-Christian beliefs in ancestral spirits 
still exist but are not openly professed by locals. 

Religious groups are not made to register their organisation and each group is given the 
freedom to establish their own schools. To the chagrin of some non-Christian religious 
groups, prominent societal leaders have reportedly repeatedly emphasised in public that 
Samoa is Christian and public discussions of religious issues have sometimes included 
negative references to other faiths. Village leaders have traditionally not been receptive 
to those who challenge the accepted denomination in the community. Violation of village 
rules, which sometimes included the prohibition of attending churches outside of the 
village, could result in fines or even banishment.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Citizens of Samoa reportedly face a high level of religious observance and societal pres-
sure at local levels to participate in services and to support financially church leaders 
and projects. In some cases, financial contributions from families could often amount to 
more than 30 percent of their income. This resulted in media attention and provoked the 
aforementioned 2010 Commission of Inquiry and subsequent 2012 report by the SLRC, 
though no changes appear to have been made to address this concern.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_193_2.asp
2 www.parliament.gov.ws/index.php/14-the-parliament-of-samoa-contents/90-constitution-of-the-inde-

pendent-state-of-samoa



578

  AREA POPULATION

RELIGION

SA
N 

M
AR

IN
O

SAN MARINO 

 

 

 zChristian: 91,6%
(Christian: 90% – Others: 1,6%)

 z Jewish: 0,3%

 zOthers: 8,1%

SAN MARINO

 61km2 33.020

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Although the Republic of San Marino does not have an actual constitution, provisions 
ensuring religious freedom are contained in a number of legislative documents. The most 
important among them is the Declaration of Citizen Rights of 1974, which guarantees 
freedom of religion and prohibits discrimination based on religion. Article 4 of this law 
(which became Article 5 amendments in 2002) states: “Everyone is equal before the law, 
with no distinction of personal, economic, social, political and religious status.”1

There is no state religion recognised by law, although Catholicism is the largest religion 
and it is not uncommon to see religious symbols such as crucifixes in courtrooms and 
other public offices. In 2009, following the ruling issued by the European Court of Human 
Rights in Strasbourg stating that crucifixes should not be displayed in classrooms, the 
government rejected the left-wing party Sinistra Unita’s request to remove crucifixes 
from schools.2

The state provides payments to the Catholic Church from income tax revenue. Taxpayers 
may request that 0.3 percent of their income tax payments be allocated to the Catholic 
Church or to “other charities”, including other religious groups.3 

With regard to religious education, there are no private religious schools and religious 
education is provided by law in public middle schools. Only Catholic religious instruction 
is offered, but the law guarantees that there will be no penalty for students who do not 
attend.4

Incidents

There were no registered cases of abuses of religious freedom during the period consi-
dered in this report. In recent years there has been only one episode of intolerance; in 
2013 a crucifix, almost six feet tall, was damaged in the city of Galazzano.5
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Prospects for freedom of religion

During the period under review, a meeting took place about inter-religious dialogue with 
Muslims, a small but growing community in San Marino. This event, entitled “Islam and 
us”, brought together representatives of different religions to discuss finding new ways 
of developing dialogue and mutual understanding.6

Endnotes
1 Dichiarazione dei diritti dei cittadini e dei principi fondamentali dell’ordinamento sammarinese, July 17, 1974 

http://www.consigliograndeegenerale.sm/contents/instance18/files/document/19164leggi_2695.pdf
2 Giornale.sm, Sinistra Unita chiede la rimozione del crocifisso dalla scuole, November 3, 2009, http://archive.

is/y1lq
3 US Department of State, 2014 Report on International Religious Freedom, October 14, 2015, http://www.

state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2014/eur/238428.htm
4 Ibid.
5 Libertas, Atto Vandalico a Galazzano, danneggiato un crocifisso, October 15, 2013, http://www.libertas.

sm/cont/news/san-marino-atto-vandalico-a-galazzano-danneggiato-un-crocifisso/84273/1.html#.Vvf-
vWceljVp

6 San Marino Notizia, Successo per il Forum del Dialogo sul tema “Noi e l’Islam”, March 1, 2016, http://www.
sanmarinonotizie.com/2016/03/01/successo-per-il-forum-del-dialogo-sul-tema-noi-e-lislam/
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SAO TOME PRINCIPE

  1001km2 190.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Democratic Republic of São Tomé and Príncipe consists of two archipelagos around 
the two main islands in the Gulf of Guinea, off the western equatorial coast of Central 
Africa. The Portuguese-speaking island nation lay uninhabited until its discovery by a 
Portuguese expedition in the fifteenth century. The country saw cycles of social unrest 
and economic insecurity in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries before independence 
was achieved peacefully in 1975. The second smallest African country after the Seychelles, 
São Tomé and Príncipe remains one of Africa’s most settled and democratic countries. The 
Portuguese legacy is visible in the country’s culture and customs which combine African 
and European influences.

The total population was estimated to be 190,000 in July 2014 and statistics from the 
Roman Catholic bishop’s office estimate that more than 85 percent of the population is 
Roman Catholic, about 12 percent are Protestant, and less than two percent are Muslim. 
Protestant groups are active in the country and include Seventh-day Adventists, Metho-
dists, and evangelical groups, such as the Evangelic Assembly of Christ, the Universal 
Church of Christ, and the Thokoist Church. An increase in the migrant population from 
Nigeria, Cameroon and other African countries has led to a rise in the number of Muslims 
in the last 10 years.2 

Some Christian and Muslim citizens adhere to aspects of indigenous beliefs derived from 
the religions of African coastal societies. Religious brotherhoods led by native priests also 
organise religious festivals in honour of the patron saints of towns and parishes and many 
people travel to attend such ceremonies. Such festivals encourage individuals to seek 
out the help of ritual authorities to grant protection from opponents, rid them of illness, 
or gain the attention of a potential lover. As a result of this mix of culture and religions, 
for many Catholics, while baptisms and funerals are carefully observed Catholic rituals, 
other sacraments are rarely respected. 

The constitution provides for the freedom of religion and equality regardless of belief. 
Most recently amended in 2003, the 1975 constitution grants religious groups self-gover-
nment, though groups must register their organisation with the government. Article 15 
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gives equality to all citizens “without distinction as to social or racial origin, sex, political 
tendencies, religious beliefs or political convictions”. Article 27 states that “no person 
may be persecuted, deprived of his rights or exempt from his duties and obligations in 
consequence of his religious convictions or practices” and defines religious freedom as 
“inviolable”. Collecting information concerning an individual’s personal faith or religious 
identity is only permitted for statistical purposes and the contribution of personal data 
is entirely voluntary and the refusal to give such information cannot lead to adverse 
consequences.

Religious groups are guaranteed educational rights. Article 8 defines the country as “secu-
lar…in respect for all the religious institutions” yet the state cannot “reserve for itself the 
right to plan education and culture according to any philosophical, political, ideological or 
religious policies” according to Article 30, part 2.3 Although the government has labelled 
education as a priority, it has limited funds for training which has led to a decline in the 
quality of teaching.

Religious groups must register in order to be recognised by the government by submit-
ting a request to the Ministry of Justice, Public Administration and Parliamentary Affairs. 
After the payment of applicable notarial fees is made, the organisation may then operate 
without any restrictions and will not need to register again. There were no reports of the 
government refusing to register or preventing a religious group from registering.

Incidents

There were no incidents reported during the period under review.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Freedom House’s report on Freedom in the World 2015 noted that freedom of expression 
in general is guaranteed by the law and respected in practice. Freedoms of assembly and 
association are also respected and religious groups are free to gather to worship. In the 
annual survey published by Freedom House, São Tomé and Príncipe received a score of 
two for political rights, civil rights and as its overall freedom rating on a scale from one 
(most free) to seven (least free).4 

During the time under review, no reports of significant government or societal actions 
affecting religious freedom were made and the status of religious freedom remained 
largely unchanged. 

Endnotes
1 Including Baha’i: 2.38%
2 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238464.pdf
3 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Sao_Tome_and_Principe_1990.pdf
4 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/s-o-tom-and-pr-ncipe
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  AREA POPULATION1

 zChristian: 4,38%

 zHindus: 2,03%

 zBuddhist: 0,33%

 zMuslim: 92,06%
(Sunni: 80,5% – Shia: 11,56%)

 zOthers: 1,2%

SAUDI ARABIA

  2.240.000km2 28.700.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a monarchy ruled since 2015 by King Salman bin Abdu-
laziz Al Saud, who is both head of state and head of government. The government bases 
its legitimacy on its interpretation of Shari‘a law and the 1992 Basic Law of Governance. 
During the reign of the late King Abdullah (2005-15), Saudi Arabia saw a gradual moder-
nisation. Saudi Arabia owns about 25 percent of the world’s known oil resources, making 
it one of the wealthiest countries in the region and a leading power in the Arab world.

Elections for the 248 municipal councils are held for two-thirds of a total of 3,159 seats; 
the government appoints the remaining third. In the 2015 elections, women were allowed 
to vote for the first time as well as to stand in elections around the country. According to 
the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs, 131,188 women registered to vote (compared 
with 1,373,971 men), and 979 stood as candidates (5,938 candidates were men), with 
women winning 21 seats. The government appointed women to an additional 17 seats.

In recent years, demands for political reform have increased along with calls for social 
change, especially concerning women’s rights, such as the right to drive and freedom of 
expression. 

Up to 30 percent of the country’s population are foreigners; most of these are Christians, 
Buddhists or Hindus. An unofficial census published by the Vicariate Apostolic of Nor-
thern Arabia in Bahrain, estimates that there are more than 1.5 million Roman Catholics 
in Saudi Arabia, mainly foreign workers from India and the Philippines. Saudi Arabia does 
not have official diplomatic ties with the Holy See.2

Saudi Arabia is the birthplace of Islam and home to Islam’s two holiest shrines – Mecca and 
Medina – with the Saudi king serving as the official “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques”. 
According to the Basic Law, the Qur’an and the Sunna serve as the country’s constitution.3 
Citizens are required to be Muslims. Non-Muslims must convert to Islam before they are 
eligible for naturalisation. Children born to Muslim fathers are deemed to be Muslim. 
The country follows the strict Wahhabi interpretation of Sunni Islam and Islamic law, 
though the term “Wahhabism” is not used inside the country. These include restrictions 
on women and harsh punishments, such as public beheadings for a range of crimes and 
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capital punishment for minors. Public promotion of Islamic teachings representing other 
than the official interpretation is prohibited. There is no legal recognition or protection of 
religious freedom. Conversion from Islam to another religion is considered apostasy, which 
is legally punishable by death, as well as blasphemy against Sunni Islam. Importing and 
distributing non-Islamic religious materials are illegal as is proselytism for both citizens 
and foreigners.4 The construction of non-Muslim places of worship is prohibited. There is a 
ban on the public expression of faiths other than the official state religion. Those who fail 
to comply risk discrimination, harassment and detention. Non-citizens may be deported. 
Religious instruction based on the official interpretation of Islam is mandatory for public 
schools. Differing curricula for private schools are prohibited; non-Muslim students in 
private schools receive mandatory classes on “Islamic civilization”. 

Despite the government policy of prohibiting non-Muslims from being buried in the kin-
gdom, at least one public, non-Islamic cemetery exists according to U.S. reports.5 There 
is no legal admission of non-Muslim clerics to the country.6 

The country’s law requests equal treatment of every defendant in accordance with the 
Shari‘a. Out of the four Sunni schools of law, the Hanbali school forms the basis for the 
legal interpretation of the Islamic law. There is no comprehensive written penal code. 
Rulings and sentences diverge widely from case to case.

Civil law in Saudi Arabia does not protect human rights. During the period under review, 
there were frequent reports of restrictions on free speech. Discrimination with respect to 
employment and occupation occurred on the basis of religion as well as with regard to 
race, sex, gender identity and other grounds, with no labour laws or regulations prohibiting 
discrimination.7 Human rights organisations, including Amnesty International and Human 
Rights Watch, criticised a massive increase in death sentences and executions in 2015.

Public behaviour is monitored by the semi-autonomous Commission for the Promotion 
of Virtue and Prevention of Vice (CPVPV) to enforce strict adherence to the Wahhabi inter-
pretation of Islamic norms. Members of the CPVPV have to carry official identification. 
Within the power of the CPVPV are investigations into certain categories of offences, such 
as harassment of women, witchcraft and sorcery. CPVPV may arrest and detain suspects 
for a brief period, but all suspects need to be accompanied by a police officer and must 
be transferred directly to police authorities to complete legal proceedings against them.8

Recently the Ministry of Islamic Affairs has intensified its efforts to stop extremist Islamic 
preaching by means of video surveillance of mosques and close monitoring of Facebook 
and Twitter. In 2015, the ministry responsible for government-employed imams issued 
letters to its clerics asking them to include messages on the principles of justice, equality 
and tolerance, and to encourage the rejection of bigotry and all forms of racial discrimina-
tion in their sermons. The country’s Grand Mufti, Sheikh Abdul Aziz Al-Asheikh, repeatedly 
urged young Saudi men not to run after the calls for jihad made by foreign groups.9
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There were reports that the CPVPV had shut down more than 10,000 Twitter accounts 
in 2014 over religious violations. Several arrests were reported by CPVPV spokesperson 
Turki Al-Shulail.10

According to the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom, the government 
“continues to prosecute, imprison, and flog individuals for dissent, apostasy, blasphemy, 
and sorcery”.11

In common with other parts of the Muslim world, in Saudi Arabia apostasy is worthy of 
the death penalty but it is rarely carried out.12

The death sentence was handed down to the Palestinian poet Ashraf Fayadh in November 
2015. His sentence was later overturned and reduced to an eight-year prison term and 
800 lashes.13

In July 2014, a private house of foreign resident Roman Catholics was raided by the CPVPV. 
No arrests were made. In September 2014 the CPVPV and local police raided a private 
house in the Eastern Province reported to be used for Christian services by an Indian 
national. Allegedly 27 foreigners were arrested and Bibles as well as musical instruments 
were seized. The detainees were released within two days. Further arrests made during 
private worship services reportedly resulted in charges not explicitly related to religious 
observance, including gender-mixing or playing music.14 

In February 2015, a court in Saudi Arabia sentenced a man to death after he filmed him-
self ripping up a copy of the Qur’an. Newspapers in Saudi reported the sentencing of the 
man who it reported had “denounced his faith”. The man, who was not named, was said 
to have uploaded a video of himself ripping the Qur’an and knocking it against his shoe.15 

There were no statistics available concerning the religious denominations of foreigners. 
Rare cases of government-employed imams using anti-Jewish, anti-Christian, or anti-Shi‘a 
language in their sermons occurred without authorisation by government authorities, 
according to the U.S. State Department’s 2015 human rights report. There were reports 
of anti-Semitic materials available at government-sponsored book fairs.

The Shi‘a minority continued to suffer social, legal, economic and political discrimination. 
The government responded in recent years with anti-discrimination courses for police 
and other law enforcement officers run by the King Abdulaziz Center for National Dia-
logue. The Shi‘a continue to be significantly under-represented in national security-re-
lated positions, including within the Ministries of Defence and Interior and the National 
Guard, as well as within educational institutions. A very small number of Shi‘as occupied 
high-level positions in government-owned companies and government agencies. In 
January 2016, Saudi Arabia’s interior ministry announced that the prominent Shi‘a cleric 
Nimr al-Nimr had been executed. He was among 47 people killed after being found guilty 
of terrorism offences. The Sheikh had been a vocal supporter of mass anti-government 
protests that had started in Saudi’s Eastern Province in 2011, where a Shi‘a majority claim 
they are marginalised. The execution sparked outrage, especially in Shi‘a-led Iran where 
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the authorities said Saudi Arabia would pay a “high price”. An Iranian foreign ministry 
spokesman said Saudi “supports terrorists, while executing and suppressing critics inside 
the foreign ministry.”16

In October 2015, a Daesh (ISIS) gunman murdered five people and injured nine others at 
a Shi‘a meeting hall in Saudi’s Eastern Province of Saihat. He was then shot dead by police. 
It was reported that the incident took place when worshippers were observing rituals 
relating to Ashoura, which marks the martyrdom of Imam Hussein bin Ali.17

In May 2015, suicide attacks killed 25 Shi‘a worshippers at mosques in Dammam and 
Qatif. Another suicide bomber killed 15 people at a security services’ mosque in Abha in 
August 2015. Seven were killed in two attacks against a Shi‘a congregation hall in Qatif 
and a Shi‘a mosque in Najran, both in October 2015. The government, senior clerics and 
social media users widely condemned the extremist attacks against the Shi‘a minority. 
The attacks fostered cooperation between government security forces and local Shi‘a 
volunteer security committees. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Apart from the one expression of Islam legitimised by the state, there is a comprehensive 
repression of religious life in Saudi Arabia. Cases, a number of them listed above, show that 
the succession of King Salman has so far failed to make a significant change for minority 
groups. Indeed, a 2014 law classifying blasphemy and advocating atheism as terrorism 
“has been used to prosecute human rights defenders and others.”18

During the rule of the late King Abdullah, the implementation of the country’s principles 
regarding religion became more flexible and the power of the religious police was restri-
cted for a while. The former king also reached out to non-Muslim religious leaders by 
visiting Pope Benedict XVI in the Vatican and establishing a centre for inter-faith dialogue 
and encounter in Vienna. Under the current ruler, King Salman, efforts to halt extremist 
influences can be seen as well. However, the strict interpretation of Wahhabi Islam as the 
only permitted religion remains in place.

As one of the world’s most serious violators of the right to worship, Saudi Arabia’s gover-
nment can be said to be responsible for “systematic, ongoing and egregious violations 
of religious freedom.”19 

Endnotes
1 Immigrants of various faiths make up more than 30% of the total population According to UN data 2015.
2 http://www.avona.org/saudi/saudi_about.htm#.V1ARMuQ3k7Q
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252945
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238476
5 U.S. State Department International Religious Freedom Report for 2014, http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/

irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238476#wrapper
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238476
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8 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252945
9 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-security-idUSKBN0GS19M20140828
10 http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/saudi-arabia-10000-twitter-accounts-closed-users-arrested-over-reli-

gious-violations-1479556
11 http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF%202016%20Annual%20Report.pdf
12 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/saudiarabia/11431509/Saudi-Ara-

bia-court-gives-death-penalty-to-man-who-renounced-his-Muslim-faith.html
13 http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/feb/02/palestinian-poet-ashraf-fayadhs-death-sentence-o-

verturned-by-saudi-court
14 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238476
15 The Telegraph 24/2/15 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/middleeast/saudiara-

bia/11431509/Saudi-Arabia-court-gives-death-penalty-to-man-who-renounced-his-Muslim-faith.html
16 BBC News 2/1/16 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-35213244
17 International Business Times, 17/10/15 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-35213244
18 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238476
19 Ibid.
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SENEGAL 

 

 

  AREA3 POPULATION4

 zChristian: 5%

 zEthnoreligionist: 1%2

 zMuslim: 94%

RELIGION1

SENEGAL

 196.722km² 13.975.834

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Senegal has traditionally been characterised by good relations between 
the various religions, and by a climate of general religious freedom. Research shows the 
situation has not essentially changed during the period of this report. On the contrary, 
Senegal can be seen more as a rock of stability in an otherwise unstable area of northern 
and western Africa. While neighbouring Gambia, which is virtually completely enclosed 
by Senegal, declared itself an Islamic Republic in 2015, Senegal, also a majority Muslim 
country, has sent out an altogether different signal. Thus, for example, the wearing of 
the Burka – the fully enclosing Muslim veil for women – has been banned.5 According to 
Senegalese President Macky Sall, this full veil corresponds “neither to our tradition nor to 
our understanding of Islam”. He adds: “We cannot accept people imposing alien clothing 
regulations upon us.”

In fact 95 percent of Muslims in Senegal adhere to moderate forms of Islam.6 There are 
other countries in West Africa, where Muslims make up more or less a substantial propor-
tion of the population, where the Burka is likewise banned, including Chad, Cameroon 
and Gabon.

The essentially peaceful coexistence between the people and religions in Senegal is 
reflected in their constitution. Article 1 declares the country to be a secular state.7 Similarly, 
article 24 guarantees liberty to religious groups, together with the unrestricted freedom 
to administer and organise themselves appropriately.8

The prevailing religion in Senegal is Islam.9 Most Muslims belong to Sufi brotherhoods, 
which are concentrated in the north of the country, while most of the Christians, mainly 
Catholics, live in the south-west. There are also Protestants and others who combine 
Christian customs with traditional African rites. Most of the followers of traditional African 
beliefs are found in the south-east of the country.10

The clear dominance of the Muslim faith does not appear to affect the peaceful coexi-
stence between the various faiths. Everyday life in Senegal is characterised by this spirit of 
mutual respect. In matters of personal and family law, Muslims have the right to choose 
between the Shari‘a law and the civil law. All groups, whether religious or non-religious, 
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registration enables the organisation to engage in business activity, open bank accounts, 
own property, obtain financial subsidies from private sources and enjoy certain fiscal 
reliefs.11

In the matter of education, the state likewise strives to be even-handed. Thus, in-state-run 
primary schools, there are up to four hours of religious instruction weekly. The parents 
can choose either Muslim or Christian education.12

During the period of this report, the state provided free air tickets to Saudi Arabia for 
Muslims making the annual pilgrimage to Mecca. The tickets were distributed via the 
local imams. The government also subsidised Catholic pilgrimages to Rome, Palestine 
and Israel.13 Major religious festivals, such as the Christian feast of Christmas, are regularly 
celebrated by both Christians and Muslims.14 In an interview with Voice of America, Bakary 
Sambe, a lecturer at the Gaston Berger University in St Louis, in northern Senegal, and 
also head of the Observatory on Religions, Radicalism and Conflict in Africa, stated: “The 
celebrations symbolise the uniqueness of Senegal, where we are a Muslim majority and 
where we have a special cohabitation between Muslims and Christians.” He explained 
that in Senegal most Muslims belong to one of the Sufi brotherhoods which, he said, 
“interpret Islam according to our social values in a peaceful way, based on education and 
tolerance. ... We have a critical assimilation of Islamic faith. We accept it as a faith, but we 
try always to harmonise between Islamic and local values.” He added that this approach 
acted as a barrier against the kind of Islamic extremism that is seen in the neighbouring 
states of western and central Africa.15

Good relations between the two religions were demonstrated by an event some years 
previously. When Serigne Mouhammadou Mansour Sy, the general Caliph of Tidjanniyya, 
died in 2012, the following tribute was paid to him by Cardinal Theodore Adrien Sarr, the 
Archbishop of Dakar: “He was a man open to dialogue, a man of God, whose wisdom 
should clearly [show] how greatly God dwelled within him. Future generations will find 
in him the enrichment of an ardent commitment to social peace and a guiding figure 
who always steered us away from the paths of the radical religious fundamentalism that 
is shaking our world today.”16

And yet, even in Senegal, concern is growing about attacks by Islamist terrorists. To cite 
just one example, at the New Year celebrations for 2015/2016, the authorities told people 
not to let off fireworks, in order to avoid stirring up fears and provoking confusion.17 After 
the devastating terrorist attacks in Paris in 2015, President Macky Sall warned against 
caricaturing Islam, and saying that religion had been responsible for the attacks in France. 
He said: “This would be a catastrophe for all humanity.” He said if the attacks were “placed 
on the shoulders of one religion”, it would show the terrorists had won. He condemned 
the “unspeakable crime” committed in Paris, and called for all nations to unite to combat 
terrorism.18

Earlier, in January 2015, following the attack on the French satirical magazine Charlie 
Hebdo, the Catholic bishops of Senegal reacted similarly. In a joint declaration, they wrote: 
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“We strongly condemn the murderous violence of terrorism and fanaticism that attacks 
human life in the name of God. This is unacceptable because life is a gift from God that 
must be respected and protected.”19

At the same time, however, they also condemned the Mohammed cartoons in Charlie 
Hebdo and recalled that freedom of opinion does not give one the right to offend the 
religious sensibilities of millions of people. The bishops stated: “We strongly condemn the 
fact that a boundary was crossed in the name of freedom of opinion and that a lack of 
respect was shown towards our fellow men, offending them in their dignity, their choices, 
their faith and religious convictions.” The bishops added: “Religion is a very sensitive fiber. 
Therefore we must not play with fire! For this reason, without ever entering into the logic 
of revenge and violence, we denounce the abusive nature of these publications.” But, 
referring to the cartoons, the bishops also stated: “These caricatures cannot and must 
not, in any way, be treated as actions carried out by Christians against Islam”, as might 
be inferred from the violent reactions against Christians in Niger, where on 16th and 17th 
January 2015 a number of churches and Christian properties were attacked and vandalised 
by Muslims protesting against the publications in Charlie Hebdo. As the bishops pointed 
out, the same cartoons were “often directed against the Christian religion and especially 
against Catholics”. They added: “We launch this appeal to protect our dear Senegal from 
the demons of division, hatred and violence, as religious Christian and Muslim leaders 
have always done.”20

Incidents

Research showed that there were no serious offences against religious freedom in Sene-
gal during the period of this report. A central challenge for all the major religious faiths 
is the battle against poverty. This also has a direct impact on the life of faith, since many 
young people leave their local communities in the hope of finding a new and seemingly 
better life abroad – a phenomenon that is occurring to an increasing extent throughout 
West Africa. In many places, only the elderly and children are left behind. Families are 
broken apart. The Catholic Church is trying to tackle this problem. To give one example, 
on 8th December 2015 Archbishop Benjamin Ndiaye of Dakar launched a project aimed 
at tackling poverty in the region of Pikine.21 This project was due to run for two years 
initially with funding from the German diocese of Rottenburg and Stuttgart, coordinated 
by Caritas Senegal. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

On 28th August 2015, the 28th National Council of the Jeunesse Etudiante Catholique ope-
ned in Kolda in Senegal, with the theme “May the young Catholic student movement be 
a builder of positive change through solidarity, fraternity and tolerance”. The participants 
addressed issues such as the family, inclusive management at schools and universities, 
and religious fundamentalism. The meeting, which continued until 5th September, also 
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This involved a Catholic priest, an imam, a sociologist and a jurist. Another discussion, 
entitled “Is the inclusive management at school and university a guarantee of stability?”, 
involved an education expert, a university inspector and a moderator. The topic of “reli-
gious fundamentalism: What is the attitude of pupils and students?” was also discussed by 
a Catholic priest, an imam, and a specialist in religions.22 The conference was an example 
of the way in which both sides – Christians and Muslims – are now making greater efforts 
to encourage peaceful coexistence and jointly tackle pressing social issues.

This was also the goal of a forum of Catholic and Muslim young people held on 10th and 
11th March 2016 in a parish in the diocese of Thiès, to the north of Dakar. In particular, they 
discussed the importance of inter-religious dialogue in the face of growing extremism 
and violence associated with it. It is clear that in Senegal, there is growing concern about 
the threat of Islamist violence.23

Another issue that involves young people in Senegal is the problem of refugees in West 
Africa. The problem affects Senegal in three different ways at once. Firstly, Senegal has its 
own internal unrest, with a conflict that has been going on for many years between the 
government and separatist rebels in the province of Casamance. Thousands of people have 
fled this conflict and travelled to the neighbouring countries of Gambia and Guinea-Bis-
sau. Secondly, Senegal is a transit land for young migrants seeking to escape Africa for 
Europe. And thirdly, it is a host country for refugees, in particular those from Mauritania.24

In May 2015, in order to be able to respond more quickly and appropriately to the situa-
tion in Senegal, and also reach more people, the Catholic Church established a new 
web-based radio transmitter, which broadcasts prayers, homilies, personal testimonies, 
Church music and meditations on the Christian life. The new transmitter can be accessed 
via the Internet portal of the Catholic Church in Senegal (www.seneglise.sn). The media 
centre of the Archdiocese of Dakar has developed this transmitter in collaboration with 
young engineers. Radio Mercy, as the station is called, sees itself as an instrument of the 
new evangelisation, according to archdiocesan sources: “The issuer has as its mission 
the promotion of Gospel values, and the commitment of Christian communities. In the 
future, it will provide for the transmission of programs related also to social issues such 
as education, agriculture, economy and sustainable development.”25

All this shows that Christians and Muslims in Senegal often follow a common path in an 
effort to develop the country and strengthen the benefits arising from the role of faith 
in society. 

Endnotes
1 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014.
2 Traditional African religions.
3 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, Schätzung Juli 2015.
4 Ibid.
5 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/11/19/senegal_verbietet_die_burka/1188098
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6 Ibid. + U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
7 http://www.gouv.sn/IMG/pdf/constition_sn.pdf (French), http://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/

sn/sn014en.pdf (English)
8 Ibid.
9 U.S. State Department, International Religious Freedom Report for 2014.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid.
14 http://www.voanews.com/content/muslim-senegal-celebrates-christmas/3116967.html
15 Ibid.
16 Fides, 10 December 2012.
17 Ibid.
18 Radio Vatikan, 17 November 2015
19 http://fides.org/de/news/35485-AFRIKA_SENEGAL_Bischoefe_verurteilen_Gewalt_im_Namen_Gottes_

und_warnen_vor_Beleidigungen_des_religioesen_Empfindens#.VoVg6E9zAo0
20 Ibid.
21 http://fides.org/de/news/37301-AFRIKA_SENEGAL_Caritas_Dakar_lanciert_Programm_zur_Bekaem-

pfung_von_Armut_und_illegaler_Auswanderung#.VoVZRU9zAo0
22 http://fides.org/de/news/36675-AFRIKA_SENEGAL_Katholische_Studenten_engagieren_sich_fuer_po-

sitiven_Wandel#.VoVDsU9zAo0
23 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/03/23/jugendforum_im_senegal_f%C3%BCr_interreligi%C3%B-

6sen_dialog/1216959
24 UNHCR 2016: 2015 UNHCR subregional operations profile - West Africa
25 http://fides.org/de/news/36145-AFRIKA_SENEGAL_Katholische_Kirche_bringt_Web_Radio_auf_den_

Weg#.VoVds09zAo1
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Serbia is a landlocked country in the west-central Balkans. It borders Hungary to the north; 
Romania and Bulgaria to the east; Macedonia to the south; and Croatia, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Montenegro and Kosovo to the west. Religion and ethnicity are fundamentally 
linked in Serbia. After decades of suppression under communism, religion again flourished 
in the 1990s. The dissolution of Yugoslavia entailed the need for new values and restoring 
religion and tradition. In today’s Serbia Orthodoxy remains central to the Serb identity.

Serbia is a secular state, where the separation of Church and state is regulated by the 
Constitution. The main provisions of the Law on Churches and Religious Communities are 
freedom of religious denomination, prohibition of religious discrimination and limiting 
the expression of religious freedom.1

The Law provides that legal status is enjoyed by those registered under the law. The law 
recognizes seven ‘traditional’ churches and religious communities that have a “historical 
continuity of multiple centuries in Serbia” and include: the Serbian Orthodox Church, the 
Roman Catholic Church, the Slovak Evangelical Church, the Reformed Christian Church, 
the Evangelical Christian Church, the Islamic community, and the Jewish community.2 
These seven ‘traditional’ communities inherited their legal status from the days of the 
Kingdom of Yugoslavia. In addition to these groups, the government grants traditional 
status to the Diocese of Dacia Felix of the Romanian Orthodox Church, with its seat in 
Romania and administrative seat in Vrsac in Vojvodina.

The 2005 Law on Finance only recognizes these seven religious groups and grants them 
tax exemptions. The state funding regarding religious instructions in public schools is 
provided for the seven traditional religions. From the entire state budget, 0.12 percent is 
allocated to finance the activities of churches and religious communities. 

Other religious groups are forced to go through tiresome and inconsistent registration 
procedures. Article 18 provides that religious communities that are not considered ‘tra-
ditional’ have to supply a memorandum with the names and signatures of at least 100 
members of the religious organization. The law prohibits registration if an applicant’s 
group name includes part of the name of an existing registered group. The Law on Chur-
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ches and Religious Communities was challenged before the Constitutional Court on 5th 
October 2010. On 16th January 2013, the Constitutional Court rejected а request for the 
assessment of the constitutionality of а number of provisions of the Law.3

“Non-traditional” churches that have been officially registered in Serbia are: the Seventh 
Day Adventist Church, the United Methodist Church, the Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-day Saints, the Evangelical Church, the Church of Christ’s Love, Christ Spiritual Church, 
the Union of the Christian Baptist Churches in Serbia, the Apostolic Christian Church of 
Nazarenes, the Church of God, the Protestant Christian Fellowship, Brethren Church, the 
Free Church, Jehovah Witnesses, the Covenant church “Sion”, the Union Reform Movement 
Seventh-day Adventist, the Protestant Evangelical Church “Spiritual Light” and Christ’s 
Evangelical Church.4

The Greek and Russian Orthodox Churches are not registered but they are recognized by 
the state and allowed to operate freely. 

The Montenegrin Orthodox Church has still not been able to register, on the grounds that, 
under Orthodox canon law, territorial overlapping between dioceses has to be avoided.

The Romanian Orthodox Church has no right to operate in certain parts of Serbian ter-
ritory and the Romanian minority does not always have access to worship in Romanian 
language. The members of the Bulgarian national minority have also requested access 
to worship in their mother tongue.5 

Religion made its first entry into public schools in July 2001 when the Government of 
the Republic of Serbia passed the Decree on religious instruction and of an alternative 
subject in elementary and high schools.6 

Classes in religious instruction or civic education are scheduled only once per week and 
attendance is mandatory. Religious instruction is taught by priests and laypersons who 
are selected by the churches and religious communities, and appointed and paid by the 
Ministry of Education. 

In January 2014, Serbian state media reported that more than 50 per cent of religious 
property had been returned to the Serbian Orthodox Church, the Roman Catholic Church 
and the Jewish Religious Community. According to the Agency for Restitution, all confi-
scated properties will be returned in the coming four to five years. 

The Law on Restitution of Property to Churches and Religious Communities adopted in 
September 2011 still provides only for the restitution of property confiscated in 1945 or 
later.7 

The Jewish community is asking for the return of property taken during the Second World 
War. The Jewish community sent 520 requests for the return of 199 hectares of land, 63 
business and 205 housing buildings and 59 graveyards.8 

The Catholic Church in Serbia asked for a return of 3,396 hectares of land and 113,865m² 
of buildings. According to data from Archdiocese of Belgrade, the Catholic Church got 
14 per cent of its property back.
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of communism: Shari‘a courts, educational institutions and waqfs9 (largely expropriated 
and nationalized in 1945-1958).10 

The division among Muslims in Serbia has resulted in no restitution whatsoever for the 
Islamic Community. Both the Islamic Community in Serbia (ICiS) and the Islamic Com-
munity of Serbia (ICoS) have filed requests for the restitution of identical properties as 
they both claim to be the legitimate successor of the Islamic Religious Community of the 
Kingdom of Yugoslavia, as registered in 1930.11

The Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC) is the largest Church of the country, adherents of 
which are overwhelmingly Serbs. Other Orthodox Christian communities in Serbia include 
Montenegrins, Romanians, Vlachs, Macedonians and Bulgarians. The Serbian Orthodox 
Church has an important place in public but also in political life. As one of the most 
influential national institutions, the Church receives huge support from state authorities 
and broad media promotion.12 An additional paragraph of Article 11 states: “The Serbian 
Orthodox Church has had an exceptional historical, state-building and civilization role in 
forming, preserving and developing the identity of the Serbian nation.”13 SOC is divided 
into six metropolitanates, 31 eparchies, and one autonomous archeparchy. According 
to the Government Office for Religion, the SOC has 2,863 priests and 1,461 monks and 
nuns. The main educational institution for Orthodox in Serbia is the Faculty of Orthodox 
Theology in Belgrade. Serbian Orthodox believers celebrate their feasts according to the 
Julian calendar.

A delegation from the Serbian Orthodox Patriarchate met with Pope Francis at the Vatican 
in January. According to a Serbian television news report, the patriarchate’s delegation 
expressed opposition to the possible canonization of Blessed Aloysius Stepinac, a Croatian 
prelate whom Pope John Paul II beatified as a martyr in 1998.

The delegation also said that Patriarch Irinej would not object to a papal visit to Serbia 
in his capacity as Head of State but that “other forms of his visit require the green light of 
the Moscow Patriarchate,” according to the report. 

Roman Catholics in Serbia make up five per cent of the population and live mostly in 
northern Vojvodina which is home to minority ethnic groups such as Hungarians, Croats, 
Slovaks and Czechs. The Catholic Church in Serbia is organized into four dioceses: the Arch-
diocese of Belgrade, and the Dioceses of Subotica, Zrenjanin and Srijem. There are more 
than 230 churches, with more than 200 parishes and more than 170 priests. The Catholic 
Church offers religious education in churches instead of schools. Educational institutions 
include the Saint Augustine Theological Seminary, the Theological-catechetical Institute, 
and Saint Paul Diocesan Classical Gymnasium and Seminary, all based in Subotica.

Muslims make up three per cent of the population and form the third largest religious 
group. The Muslim minority of mainly Bosniaks live in Sandzak, a region in the South-
West corner of the country. There are two Islamic Communities in Serbia and both claim 
legitimacy based on historical continuity: the Islamic Community in Serbia (ICiS) based 
in Novi Pazar and the Islamic Community of Serbia (ICoS) based in Belgrade. The conflict 
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is not based on any religious differences. Both organizations consist of Sunni Muslims 
following the Hanafi school of Islamic Law. Consequently, both organizations claim to be 
the legitimate representative organization for all Muslims in Serbia. 

The ICiS locates its administrative and spiritual centre in Sarajevo, and the great majority 
of their members are ethnic Bosniaks while the ICoS locates theirs in the Serbian capital 
Belgrade and the ethnic composition of their followers is very heterogeneous and consist 
of Roma, Bosniaks, Albanians, Ashkali, Gorani, Egyptians, Turks and others. Today, there 
are more than 190 mosques in Serbia, of which 120 are located in Sandzak, 60 in Southern 
Serbia the Presevo Valley where a significant Albanian minority lives – one in Belgrade, 
one in Nis, one in Mali Zvornik and one in Subotica.

The ICiS has sent requests to the government to build new mosques in the Belgrade area 
but the official response was that the land had to be purchased on the open market. 
According to ICiS, in the past 20 years they haven’t been able to get any building permits 
for their new mosques in Novi Pazar.

Incidents

The Wahhabis14 in Serbia are most numerous in Novi Pazar, Priboj and Sjenica in Sandzak. 
The group’s exact number is unknown. There have been instances of them causing pro-
blems in mosques, interfering with religious ceremonies and trying to impose their forms 
of prayer. After a number of incidents in mosques, ICiS banned the group of Wahhabis 
from its mosques. Since then, they have been praying in their homes. The Wahhabi group 
first appeared in Sandzak in 1997. According to the International Crisis Group Report, the 
Wahhabis in Sandzak came from Bosnia and Herzegovina and they are being supported 
financially by Saudi Arabia. 

Attacks and harassment against the Roma minority continued in Serbia. In April, around 
15 men threw Molotov cocktails at a Romani Protestant church in the village of Bosnajce 
in southern Serbia, setting fire to the room where church ceremonies are held. Nobody 
was injured. According to the European Roma Rights Center, three people were convicted 
in connection with the attack and sentenced to 30 days in prison.15 

Prospects for freedom of religion

There have been a number of initiatives to promote inter-religious dialogue in Serbia. These 
were started by the German CDU-funded Konrad Adenauer Stiftung and the Belgrade 
Open School. The SOC, ICoS, Jewish Community and the Catholic Church in Belgrade are 
in good terms and have participated in these efforts. The ICiS however, refuses to take 
part in these initiatives. In recent years, their activities have stopped. 

On the state level, there was the establishment of the Inter-religious Council of the Mini-
stry of Religions in 2010, including the Archbishop of Backa, Irinej Bulovic, Belgrade’s 
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Rabbi Isaac Asiel.

A recent initiative is the Belgrade Multi-religious and Intercultural Center which was 
founded in 2012 by sociologist, Marko Orsolic, OFM. Orsolic is considered one of the 
leading figures in the promotion of inter-religious and intercultural tolerance through 
ecumenism and dialogue. 

Endnotes
1 Articles 1, 2, 3 of the Law on Churches and Religious Communities. Official Gazette of the Republic of 

Serbia”no 36/06
2 Article 10 of the Law on Churches and Religious Communities
3 Council of Europe Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities 26 Aug 2014
4 The Register of Churches and Religious Communities of the Government Office for Cooperation with 

Churches and Religious Communities
5 Council of Europe Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities Par 120, 26 Aug 2014
6 Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia, No. 46/2001 of 27 July 2001
7 ECRI report on Serbia 31 May 2011
8 Federation of Jewish Communities of Serbia
9 Waqf, in Islamic Law, the act of founding a charitable trust, and, hence the trust itself.
10 Hazim Fazlic, ‘Islam in the Successor States of the Former Yugoslavia –Religious Changes in the Post-Com-

munist Balkans from 1989 to 2009’
11 Drasko Denovic, ‘Srbija: Restitucija –Dokle smo stigli?’, 6 June 2011
12 Miroslava, Malesevic. “Christian Orthodox Religion Affiliation as a Core of National Being in Post-Commu-

nist Serbia”
13 Law on Churches and Religious Communities of the Republic of Serbia (2006), Article 11.
14 members of a conservative and intolerant form of Islam that is practiced in Saudi Arabia
15 Human Rights Watch January 2015
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of the Seychelles consists of 115 islands, south of the equator in the Indian 
Ocean and has a population of about 9,000 – the smallest population of any independent 
African State. The capital, Victoria, is on the main island of Mahé. The nation was named 
after the French minister of finance Vicomte Moreau des Séchelles, by the commander 
of the French expedition in 1756. The then uninhabited islands were originally settled 
by the French in 1770 before the British took control during the Napoleonic Wars. The 
country gained independence in 1976 with the exception of some islands retained as 
the British Indian Ocean Territory.

Of the total population, it is estimated that approximately 76 percent is Roman Catholic and 
six percent is Anglican. Other Christian denominations which make up a small percentage 
of the population include Assemblies of God, Baptists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Nazarites, 
the Pentecostal Church and Seventh-day Adventists. There are also a small number of 
representatives of the Hindu, Muslim and Baha’i faith. In May 2015, the Ministry of Tourism 
and Culture reported that the population of Muslims has grown rapidly in recent years 
from under a hundred people in the 1960s to an estimated 2,000 people today. Islam 
was not officially established in the Seychelles until the first mosque was built in 1982. 

Many Seychellois still believe in magic and witchcraft, and seers, known as bonom di 
bwa, are still active, practising fortune-telling and selling charms. Though the clergy and 
civil authorities disapprove, many see little conflict between their conventional religious 
observance and less orthodox beliefs in ancient religions.

The government formally recognises the Catholic Church, as well as the Anglicans, the 
Seventh-day Adventists, the mosques and the local centre of the Baha’i religion. Though 
other religious groups are not technically legal in the Seychelles, they are recorded as 
associations in a register which also includes lay associations. This is monitored by the 
regulating body for both religious and secular associations, the Registrar of Associations, 
which records a total of 54 in all. Registration is fairly simple with hardly any bureaucratic 
obstacles to overcome as the only requirement to obtain recognition is that religious orga-
nisation must have a minimum of seven members. Groups may gain economic advantages 
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no penalty for not registering a group, only those registered have legal status and can 
petition for air time on the radio or provide spiritual counsel in prisons. 

The constitution has been amended several times since its declaration in 1993 but had 
continued to prohibit discrimination on any grounds. This includes the prevention of 
laws establishing any religion, providing instead for the freedom of belief and religious 
practice. Individuals are also given the right to change, manifest and publicise their 
religion through Article 21 which proclaims the freedom of conscience. However, this 
right “may be subject to such limitations as may be prescribed by a law and necessary 
in a democratic society”. The article goes on to stress that this may be “in the interests of 
defence, public safety, public order, public morality or public health; or for the purpose 
of protecting the rights or freedoms of other persons”.4

Article 21 of the constitution also guarantees that individuals “attending any place of 
education shall not be compelled to impart or receive religious instruction or to take 
part in or attend any religious ceremony or observance,” and that no person may be 
obliged to “to take any oath that is contrary to [his] religion or belief… or in a manner 
that is contrary to that belief.” It is also stated that the law should not impose or establish 
any religion and that an individual’s religious belief should not act as a qualification for 
public office. However, the article allows for religious communities to provide religious 
instruction for their members. 

The government does not permit the direct transmission of broadcasts from religious 
groups with the exception of live broadcasts of particular religious ceremonies on alternate 
Sundays. However religious organisations are guaranteed airtime for the transmission 
of their programmes on the national radio station. All pre-recorded broadcasts must be 
examined and approved by the Seychelles Broadcasting Corporation, and the Catholic and 
Anglican Churches receive the largest allocation of airtime for this type of transmission. 
All other groups including Hindus, Muslims, Seventh-Day Adventists and Baha’i members 
were granted 15 minutes of pre-recorded air time on the radio every two weeks. Smaller 
minority religious groups protested that the government did not allocate them their own 
dedicated broadcast time.

Freedom House’s Freedom in the World report for 2015 described the Seychelles as partly 
free with regards to restrictions on the freedom of the press. The government has the 
power to restrict the broadcast of material considered to be objectionable and coverage 
is biased in favour of the ruling party. The report also notes that religious freedom is 
respected in practice and that Churches generally function without government inter-
ference, speaking out in favour of human rights and democratisation.5

Incidents

During the time under review, there were no reports of religiously-motivated discrimina-
tion and state employees were given paid leave to celebrate the major religious events. 
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However, there were some reports of non-Catholic students in state schools not having 
access to alternative activities during classes providing Catholic instruction. According to 
the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labour’s International Religious Freedom 
Report for 2014, most public schools are managed on land leased by the Catholic Church 
and Catholic instruction is included as part of the curriculum. Non-Catholic students were 
reportedly sent to the back of the classroom and were not given any alternative work 
during this time.

Prospects for freedom of religion

The situation of the freedom of religion in the Seychelles has remained unchanged since 
2013 without any recorded instances of societal action affecting religious freedom. No 
restrictions are in place on religious worship by any denominations and tax-free status is 
granted by the government for registered religious groups. However, while guaranteed 
by the constitution, religious freedom was restricted in some areas, particularly in regard 
to the need for government approval for the transmission of religious broadcasts.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_199_1.asp
2 Anglicans
3 http://countryeconomy.com/demography/population/seychelles
4 www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/details.jsp?id=9115
5 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/seychelles
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

During the period of this report, Sierra Leone has been through a profound national crisis 
as a result of the Ebola outbreak in West Africa, which hit this small country especially 
badly. The initial outbreak was in December 2013 in the neighbouring country of Guinea, 
to the north of Sierra Leone. The final total was almost 4,000 dead, while over 14,000 were 
infected by the virus.4 Sierra Leone was officially declared Ebola-free on 7th November 
2015, though a new case was reported a few weeks later on 15th January 2016.5 Since 
any new outbreak represents the risk of yet another epidemic, international aid agencies 
continue to call for constant vigilance. The Catholic Church provided support throughout 
the crisis, and continues to help. In July 2015, after a handful of new cases had occurred, 
Archbishop Edward Tamba Charles of Freetown described the “resilience of the virus” and 
pointed to its re-emergence in Liberia, a country the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
had previously declared free of Ebola. He also warned of “some people here who behave 
recklessly and leave quarantined areas”, while acknowledging that the majority were 
simply attempting to avoid a return of the virus.6 

The impact of the epidemic on the local community took many forms. Basic living con-
ditions were made much worse, and many children were left orphans by the disease. 
Religious communities were frequently torn apart as members fled the epidemic and 
vital sources of income disappeared. Church aid agencies reckon it will be a long time 
before Sierra Leone has fully recovered from the consequences of Ebola.7 

Despite the conflict and violence, the basic right to religious freedom was never really 
threatened. Article 24 of the constitution of 1991 acknowledges the right of every citizen 
to profess his faith and practise it, both alone and in community with others, in private 
or in public; to promote it and to change his religion.8 No person can be forced to swear 
an oath that is contrary to his religious or personal convictions. Religious communities 
are not required to register, but those who register with the relevant social ministry can 
benefit from tax reliefs and other advantages.9 Religious instruction is permitted in schools, 
with a standard, obligatory curriculum in state schools, while religious groups may offer 
their own curriculum, which is optional for the pupils.
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Relations between the various religious communities are basically good. Marriages 
between Christians and Muslims are not uncommon, and there are numerous families in 
which those of different religions or confessions live together under one roof.10 It should 
be noted that many Muslims and Christians continue to practise traditional African cults 
as well. Among the Christians, the evangelical Churches are particularly popular. The 
Catholic Church also enjoys complete freedom with regard to its missionary apostolate. 
The Inter-Religious Council of Sierra Leone, through its Christian and Muslim represen-
tatives, makes an important contribution to peaceful co-existence between the different 
faith communities. 

The Catholic Church in Sierra Leone enjoys high moral standing in the country as a 
nationwide institution intensely involved in pastoral and social work. The bishops have 
called on the people to “maintain peace and responsible citizenship”.11

Recently, however, Islamist violence has grown rapidly in West Africa – notably in Nigeria, 
Niger, and Mali. Following the 15th January 2016 Al Qaeda attack in Ouagadougou in the 
Maghreb, in Burkina Faso, tensions have increased in Sierra Leone, a country hitherto 
largely spared such terrorist violence.12 In many places around the country, security mea-
sures have been stepped up, for example at the main international airport and outside 
the larger hotels. As a result of its economic growth since the end of the civil war, Sierra 
Leone has proved more attractive to Western visitors and investors.13 This adds to the 
growing risk of Islamist attacks, which, within Africa, are frequently directed in particular 
against Western targets. Sierra Leone would suffer greatly if it was targeted as it so fragile 
following the Ebola epidemic. 

Incidents

During the period in question there were no reports of any significant institutional chan-
ges or of any other incidents to the detriment of religious freedom.14 

Prospects for freedom of religion

As Islamist violence has grown in the region, there would undoubtedly also be a threat 
to the peaceful coexistence currently in place between the various religious groups.

There is also a latent danger of political instability within Sierra Leone. In their Easter 2015 
pastoral letter, the Catholic bishops of Sierra Leone wrote: “We are greatly concerned 
about the increased level of political tension.”15 They added: “This is inevitable where 
justice and fundamental rights are not perceived to be promoted and respected.” They 
continue: “The situation needs to be urgently addressed. Our national destiny is in our 
hands and we must remain vigilant in defending our democratic rights. The ultimate goal 
is the welfare of the people and the country, leading to a lasting and stable democratic 
rule.” The political tensions to which they refer sprang from the fact that on 7th March 
2015, in an internal power struggle with the sitting President Ernest Bai Koroma of the 
ruling All People’s Congress (APC) Party, his Vice President, Samuel Sam-Sumana, was first 
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Sierra Leone People’s Party (SLPP) denounced his dismissal and demanded his reinsta-
tement – unsuccessfully. On 5th May the Supreme Court rejected a plea by Sam-Sumana 
to rule his dismissal and the election of his successor unconstitutional. 

Endnotes
1 Inter-Religious Council of Sierra Leone, a joint Muslim-Christian body
2 CIA: The World Factbook, 2016: estimates of July 2015.
3 Ibid.
4 WHO 2016: http://apps.who.int/ebola/current-situation/ebola-situation-report-20-january-2016
5 https://www.aerzte-ohne-grenzen.de/ebola-neuer-fall-sierra-leone-interview
6 http://fides.org/de/news/36471-AFRIKA_SIERRA_LEONE_Erzbischof_von_Freetown_Die_Menschen_

bemuehen_sich_um_Schutz_vor_Ebola#.VqzwPk9zAo0
7 http://www.derwesten.de/staedte/hohenlimburg/sierra-leone-benoetigt-noch-immer-hil -

fe-aimp-id11503108.html
8 http://www.sierra-leone.org/Laws/constitution1991.pdf
9 U.S. Department of State 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 http://www.voanews.com/content/west-african-attacks-sierra-leone-alert/3167831.html
13 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-14094194
14 Ibid.
15 http://fides.org/de/news/35933-AFRIKA_SIERRA_LEONE_Bischoefe_Wir_muessen_weiterhin_gegen_

Ebola_kaempfen_und_unsere_Demokratie_schuetzen#.Vqz5Vk9zDA4
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

On 23rd March 2015, the Singapore authorities announced the death of Lee Kuan Yew 
and declared a period of seven days’ mourning in the city-state, to honour the memory 
and the achievements of the man who was the first Prime Minister of Singapore (1959-
1990).1 It was an exceptional move, reflecting the stature of the man who will go down 
in history as the founder and the unchallenged master of a unique economic success 
story and a unique social model.

Father Joseph de Dinechin, a young French missionary in Singapore, stated: “Lee Kuan 
Yew succeeded… in creating a country that is a model of peaceful coexistence among 
the religions, and of genuine religious freedom. After the racial riots of 1969, racial and 
religious harmony was the leitmotiv of his policy for the building up of the nation.”2

Speaking about religious freedom in Singapore, Father de Dinechin, a member of the Paris 
Foreign Missions Society (MEP), said: “Lee Kuan Yew, though himself officially of no religion, 
was a pragmatist who understood that the religious aspiration was an integral part of the 
human make-up and that religion represented a positive contribution to society. Hence, 
the various different religions were given complete freedom to develop, provided they 
did not oppose the common good of society.” This same concept of inter-religious and 
inter-racial harmony was applied notably in the social housing policy, exemplified by the 
creation of the Housing and Development Board (HDB),3 a massive state-sponsored social 
housing programme,designed to encourage social and religious integration. Father de 
Dinechin explained: “Christians, Muslims, Hindus, Taoists and Buddhists co-exist in genu-
ine friendship. In Singapore the government is an active participant in the inter-religious 
dialogue, which it encourages and coordinates.”

Situated at the heart of a mainly Malay and majority Muslim region, the city-state of Sin-
gapore was only viable if it created its own national identity. This, at least, was the view 
of the founders of Singapore, notably Lee Kuan Yew himself. He wanted to create a future 
that was not Western, but Asiatic. Placing his faith initially in traditional Confucianism, his 
view was that all religions should be at the service of a common good, defined in terms 
of economic development and increased living standards.
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birth of an emergent civil society. But the then government responded with repression, 
introducing the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act (March 1992). The act’s aim was 
to enable government to restrict the freedom of expression of religions leaders and fai-
thful – especially concerning criticism of the authorities. Admittedly, during the course 
of the 1990s, with the development of an educated middle class, the new generation of 
government leaders began to acknowledge the need for the system to show a little more 
flexibility. That said, it was still not permitted for civil society to develop independently. 
The term “civic society” was introduced around this time, implying a sense of a national 
and cultural identity to indicate the type of social fabric the government was trying to 
create in Singapore.

During the last half-century of remarkable economic development, the population of 
Singapore has not however remained quite as passive as the lack of debate on the future 
of the city state might suggest. According to the government bureau of statistics,4 the 
balance between the “races” – to use the terminology employed locally – was regarded 
as more or less fixed: the Chinese represented a little over 75 percent of the population, 
the Malays a little less than 15 percent, the Indians a little over eight percent and the 
“others” the remaining two percent. Religious adherence was assumed to correspond to 
ethnic identity: thus, the Chinese were assumed to be Buddhists or Taoists, the Malays 
Muslims, the Indians Hindus and the “others” Christians.

However the actual figures of religious adherence shows that the stability so much desired 
by the authorities does not exist. In 1950, two percent of Singaporeans were Christians – 
Catholics and Protestants combined – but today they make up around 18 percent (seven 
percent Catholics and 11 percent Protestants). In his 2009 work, Démocratie, modernité 
et christianisme en Asie, Father Guillaume Arotçarena MEP showed that those who could 
be seen as upper middle class have “moved” to Christianity, a religion which is seen as 
modern.5 In parallel with this, a Western-type of agnosticism and reformed Buddhism 
have likewise gained ground because, as rising middle classes, they have the capacity to 
integrate practices and values regarded as Western.

In this context, many Singaporeans disagree with the authorities’ efforts to control civil 
society. The Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act therefore represses initiatives deemed 
likely to sow religious discord – a praise-worthy concern in a profoundly multi-cultural 
and multi-religious society.6 However, the difficulty arises when the authorities attempt 
to use this law to stifle all political expression they deem deviant. 

Incidents

An illustration of this situation is seen in the case of the 16-year-old blogger Amos Yee, who 
in spring 2015 was found guilty of having “offended the religious sentiments” of Singapo-
reans,7 or more precisely of the Christians of Singapore. He was sentenced to 53 days in 
detention.8 His alleged offence was that on 27th March 2015, four days after the death of 
Lee Kuan Yew, Amos Yee posted a home-made eight-minute video on YouTube,9 entitled 
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“Lee Kuan Yew is finally dead!”. In the video Yee delivers a tirade in English, attacking the 
former patriarch of Singapore and denouncing the authoritarianism and the assault on 
liberties which, in his view, characterise this city-state. The high school student denounces 
a system in which “money and status signify happiness” and which, despite being “one of 
the richest countries” in the world, is also “one of the most depressed”. With real passion 
and a language that is sometimes crude, he denounces Lee Kuan Yew as “a horrible person” 
and defies his son, the current Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, to take him to court. The 
video is thus, generally speaking, a criticism of the methods of government prevailing in 
Singapore, and the attack on Christianity appears more or less incidental. Raised in the 
Catholic faith but now atheist, Amos Yee says the following words: “I’m going to compare 
(Lee Kuan Yew) to someone who has not yet been mentioned so far: Jesus.” Describing 
both as “power hungry and malicious”, he claims that “they deceive others by pretending 
that they are gentle and filled with compassion.” 

Prospects for freedom of religion

The leaders of the Christian communities have not made any comment on the affair, but 
various petitions by Singaporean Christians have circulated on the internet, maintaining 
they have not been “offended” by Amos Yee, and saying they forgive him.10 Other local 
commentators have claimed that the whole affair illustrates almost like a caricature, 
what Singaporeans call the “nanny state”11 – a state in which nothing is forbidden, yet 
permission is required for everything, and where the state is always looking over your 
shoulder in case you do something silly.

Endnotes
1 Straits Times: “Mr Lee Kuan Yew, Singapore’s first prime minister, dies aged 91”, 23 March 2015 (http://

www.straitstimes.com/singapore/mr-lee-kuan-yew-singapores-first-prime-minister-dies-aged-91)
2 Fides: “Témoignage d’un missionnaire sur la figure de Lee Kwan Yew”, 24 March 2015 (http://www.news.

va/fr/news/asiesingapour-temoignage-dun-missionnaire-sur-la-f )
3 http://www.hdb.gov.sg/cs/infoweb/homepage
4 http://www.singstat.gov.sg
5 Eglises d’Asie: “Les évolutions du paysage religieux face à la modernité”, 1 March 2008 (http://eglasie.

mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/singapour/2008-03-01-supplement-eda-2-2008-les-evolutions-du-paysa-
ge-religieux-face-a-la-modernite)

6 Channel NewsAsia: “Singapore’s religious harmony a legacy to be treasured: PM Lee”, 12 May 2015 (http://
www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/singapore-s-religious/1842076.html)

7 Channel NewsAsia: “Blogger Amos Yee pleads not guilty to both charges”, 7 May 2015 (http://www.chan-
nelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/blogger-amos-yee-pleads/1830694.html)

8 New York Times: “Singapore Frees Amos Yee, 16, Blogger Who Criticized Lee Kuan Yew”, 6 July 2015 (http://
www.nytimes.com/2015/07/07/world/asia/singapore-amos-yee-lee-kuan-yew.html?_r=0)

9 YouTube: “Amos Yee - Lee Kuan Yew Is Finally Dead!”, 27 March 2015 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?-
v=6TZPdM3xn24)

10 Singapore Christian: “Why I, As a Christian, Am at Peace and Not Offended By People Like Amos Yee”, 5 No-
vember 2015 (http://singaporechristian.com/2015/05/11/why-i-as-a-christian-am-not-offended-by-pe-
ople-like- amos-yee/)
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www.globalpost.com/article/6628985/2015/08/10/after-50-years-singapore-finally-seems-ready-out-
grow-nanny-state)
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ESLOVAQUIA 

	

RELIGION

 zChristian: 85,58%
(Christian: 68,9%1 – Protestant: 6,9%2 
– Others: 9,78%)

 zOthers: 14,42%

SLOVAKIA

   48.845km² 5.400.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees freedom of religious belief and affiliation, as well as the right 
to change religious faith or to be without religious beliefs. The country is not bound to 
any particular faith and religious groups are allowed to function independently from 
government interference. In order to receive the status of a legal entity, thus being able 
to perform economic and public religious functions, religious groups are required by the 
law to register.

For registration, a religious group needs at least 20,000 adult members who are either 
citizens or permanent residents. If a religious group has fewer members than the required 
threshold, it can still register as a civic association in order to be able to carry out some 
activities requiring a legal status.

Clergy from unregistered religious groups cannot minister to their members in prisons 
or government hospitals, and weddings conducted by unregistered religious groups are 
not legally valid. Additionally, unregistered groups cannot establish religious schools.

A concordat with the Holy See regulated legal questions between the Slovak government 
and the Catholic Church.

Incidents

In September 2014 in the city of Cadca, a Catholic priest, Emil Floris, suggested during a 
sermon that Jews themselves were to blame for inciting anti-Semitism. He further added 
that the World War II-era fascist Slovak state, being a German satellite, was helpless to 
prevent the mass deportation of Jews from the country. While the leadership of the 
Catholic Church in Slovakia called Floris’ statements inappropriate, they refused to clearly 
condemn Jozef Tiso, a Catholic priest who served as the President of the World War II-era 
fascist Slovak state and agreed to the deportations.3
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Religious freedom is generally respected in Slovakia. The Freedom House report for 2015 
remarks that because of the registration prerequisite of having at least 20,000 members, 
some smaller religious communities such as the Muslim minority do not enjoy the pos-
sibility of claiming government benefits.4

While the number of incidents remains very low, there is a growing tendency of anti-Muslim 
sentiments in society. The Islamic Foundation in Slovakia criticised Prime Minister Robert 
Fico for his post-election statements that Islam does not belong to Slovakia.5 Before that 
the Slovak government argued that Muslim immigrants would not feel welcome in Slovakia 
because of the lack of mosques and other Muslim institutions. Furthermore it stressed 
that for most immigrants, Slovakia is just a transit land to Germany and other countries 
and not a desired destination, and thus it would be harmful for them to be required by 
an EU quota to stay in Slovakia against their wishes. Citing the above pragmatic reasons, 
the Slovak government instead declared that Christian refugees would be welcome in 
the country, as they would much better integrate into Slovakia’s Christian culture.6

While international media criticised the Slovak government’s stance, the move was broadly 
supported by the Slovak population, which re-elected Prime Minister Fico in 2016. The 
far-right Nationalist Party, being even more decisive on the question of anti-immigrant 
sentiments, gained several seats in the last elections. Opinions remain divided on whether 
Prime Minister Fico’s use of anti-Muslim rhetoric strengthened the extreme right or if it 
saved his left-wing party to lose even more seats to the nationalists.7 A further rise of the 
radical right could endanger interreligious relations in the future.

Endnotes
1 According to a 2011 census some 62% of the population constitute Roman Catholics
2 Augsburg Lutherans
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238432#wrapper
4 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/slovakia
5 http://spectator.sme.sk/c/20173606/pm-fico-islam-has-no-place-in-slovakia.html
6 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-33986738
7 http://religiousreader.org/slovakia-election-neo-nazi-party-gains-fourteen-seats/
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  AREA POPULATION

ESLOVENIA 

	

RELIGION

 zChristian: 61%
(Christian: 57,8% – Orthodox: 2,3% – 
Others: 0,9%)

 zMuslim: 2,4%

 zOthers: 36,6%

SLOVENIA

 20.273km2 1.960.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Following the country’s secession from federal Yugoslavia, the 1991 constitution of the 
newly independent Slovenia stipulated freedom of religion and separation of church 
and state. 

In 2007 Slovenia’s parliament passed a new law, the Religious Freedom Act.1 Article 4 
of the act proclaimed the neutrality of the state in matters of religion; Article 5 defined 
churches and religious communities as “organisations of general benefit”. Article 29 sti-
pulated additional possibilities with regard to state funding of religious communities. In 
order to be registered, a religious community must have been operating in Slovenia for 
at least 10 years, and have at least 100 adult members.

According to the Office for Religious Communities,2 there are 43 registered religious 
communities in Slovenia including the Roman Catholic Church, the Lutheran Church, 
the Jewish Community of Slovenia, the Union of Baptist Churches, the Serbian Orthodox 
Church, the Islamic Religious Community, the Pentecostal Church, the Christian Adventist 
Church, Jehovah’s Witnesses, the New Apostolic Church, the Free Church, the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Unification Church, the National Baha’i Community, 
the Reformation Christian Community, the Macedonian Orthodox Community “St. Cle-
ment of Ohrid”, the Buddha Dharma, the Church of Scientology, and the Hindu Religious 
Community.

More than 75 percent of the registered religious communities can be categorised as 
new religious movements (NRMs). There are also numerous NRMs that are not formally 
registered as religious communities, but as associations. There are between 70 and 100 
NRMs operating in Slovenia, according to research into these new religious and spiritual 
movements in Slovenia.3 

Religious communities may set up educational institutions and schools at all levels. Public 
schools in Slovenia do not offer religious education. However, the academic subject Reli-
gions and Ethics is being introduced into the primary school curriculum, with the aim of 
teaching schoolchildren about important world religions. 
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logical Faculty of the Roman Catholic Church, which is also a member of the University. 

The national television includes an editorial board for religious programming. Religious 
communities have one representative in the Council of the National Radio and Television. 

The Roman Catholic Church is by far the largest religion, accounting for about 75 percent 
of Slovene citizens. The country is divided into six dioceses, and includes two archdioce-
ses – Maribor and Ljubljana, the capital. The Slovenian Bishops’ Conference was founded 
in 1993. Slovenia signed an agreement with the Holy See in 2001, regulating specific 
issues between the state and the Catholic Church.4 Currently, there are 785 parishes in 
Slovenia, headed by about 1,050 priests and 11 bishops.5 The Church owns more than 
2,900 churches and chapels. The Church-owned buildings make up 80 percent of all 
heritage-listed buildings in the country. The government has adjudicated on about 99 
percent of the 1,191 Catholic denationalisation claims for properties nationalised after 
the Second World War.

The number of Catholics in Slovenia is on the decline, according to the 2015 report of the 
Slovenian Catholic Church. This also shows a drop in the number of priests, and church 
weddings. Of the other religious communities, the two largest are the Orthodox (46,000), 
and the Muslim (47,500). The Orthodox are primarily Serbs; the Muslims largely Bosnians 
and Kosovo Albanians.

The country’s first Islamic education centre was opened in 2013. After a decades-long 
struggle to build a mosque in Ljubljana, a ground-breaking ceremony was held in 2013. 
The mosque, with Islamic centre, is due to be completed by the end of 2017 at a cost of 
around 35 million Euros. 80 percent of the money donated is provided by Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar. However, in February 2016, unknown persons have thrown pig heads at the 
Islamic centre construction site. The police had already investigated a similar occurrence 
the previous month, and this later incident has been seen as a criminal act of hatred, 
violence and intolerance, as defined in article 297 of the Criminal Law. 

Slovenia also has 16,000 Protestants of several denominations. The largest is the Evangelical 
Christian Church (14,700 followers) whose strength is in eastern Slovenia. Its antecedents 
go back to the sixteenth-century Reformation. 

The World Jewish Restoration Organisation has continued to negotiate with the government 
over a small number of outstanding claims for restitution. The total Jewish population 
in Slovenia, comprised of both Sephardi and Ashkenazi members, is estimated at 400.

Incidents

No incidents were recorded during the period under review.
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Prospects for freedom of religion

Slovenes today live in conditions which are relatively pluralistic with regard to religion. 
While the status of NRMs is that of marginal groups, it would be hard to find any viola-
tion of religious freedom. However, this does not mean that the religious atmosphere in 
Slovenia can be described as entirely without tensions.

Religiosity of the young has decreased quite substantially in Slovenia. Belief in fundamental 
Christian dogmas is professed by only about a third of nominal Catholics. The number 
of people receiving the Sacraments, including Communion, Confirmation and Marriage, 
is on the decline as well. Various New Age phenomena have been embraced by a con-
siderable number of nominal Catholics, including various leaders and other influential 
figures. Today the faith of Slovene Catholics is a heightened version of the wider European 
phenomenon of “belonging, not believing.” The Church blames this trend on a shift of 
lifestyle, and increasing secularisation.

Endnotes
1 The Religious Freedom Act (Official Gazette of the RS, No. 14/07).
2 The Register of churches and other religious communities in the Republic of Slovenia (Office for Religious 

Communities).
3 Aleš Črnič and Lesjak, 2006.
4 The National Assembly of the RS ratified the Agreement between the Republic of Slovenia and the Holy 

See on legal issues on 28th January 2004 (Official Gazette of the RS - MP, 4/04).
5 The 2015 report of the Slovenian Catholic Church.
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SOLOMON ISLANDS
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  AREA5 POPULATION6

        27.556km² 610.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Solomon Islands in Oceania is a sovereign country consisting of a large number of islands 
to the east of Papua New Guinea. The country became a British protectorate in the 1890s, 
finally achieving self-governance in 1976 and independence in 1978. As a constitutional 
monarchy, Queen Elizabeth II is currently the head of state and the constitution protects 
religious freedom.

As of July 2014, the total population was estimated to be 575,500 and approximately 90 
percent of the people are affiliated with Christianity. More than a third of the population 
follow the Anglican Church of Melanesia, making it the most dominant denomination, 
closely followed by the Roman Catholic Church, South Seas Evangelicals, Seventh-day 
Adventists and United Methodists. The Kwaio ethnic community, which adheres to an 
indigenous, animistic religion, comprises five percent of the population and the remaining 
population include small numbers of members of the Baha’i faith, Muslims, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and members of 
the Unification Church. Though the minority faiths represent a small percentage of the 
population, evidence suggests they are growing. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 
Saints unveiled a new district centre building in Talise area, Honiara in November 2015 
and encouraged members of the public to visit and learn more about their beliefs. 

As the majority religion, Christianity permeates all areas of national life. Religious groups 
operate several schools and medical services. Most of the schools run by Christian groups 
such as the Catholic Church and the Anglican Church of Melanesia receive government 
subsidies and the public school curriculum includes an hour of daily religious instruction. 
The content of this instruction is decided by the five member churches of the Solomon 
Islands Christian Association (SICA) but parents who object are able to have their children 
excused from religious education.

Through the Ministry of Home Affairs, the government has continued its balance between 
constitutionally protected rights of religious freedom, free speech, and free expression 
and maintaining public order, according to the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and 
Labour International Religious Freedom Report for 2014.7 

RELIGION1
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Incidents

Although islanders were largely tolerant of different religious beliefs, there were some 
reports of societal disputes within religious groups. Violence within faith communities 
in rural areas occurred when control over financial or land assets of the faith community 
were at risk. The situation was exacerbated by ethnic or political divisions within the 
community. In some cases, the government intervened to mediate disputes. The SICA, 
an ecumenical non-governmental organisation, also plays a leading role in society and 
promotes positive inter-faith relations. The group organised joint religious activities and 
has encouraged a variety of religious representation at national events. 

The government requires religious institutions to register their organisation, though no 
group has been denied the opportunity to register. The constitution guarantees citizens 
the right to practise, change and proselytise and provides for the freedom to establish 
non-compulsory religious education.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Solomon Islands have continued to discuss policies on religious freedom with the US 
government through the embassy in Papua New Guinea and the consular agency office. 
Representatives of the embassy met with members of the Baha’i community, the Anglican 
Church of Melanesia, South Seas Evangelical Church and Catholic nuns to focus on the 
importance of religious freedom.

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
2 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_204_2.asp
3 Anglican: 35% Protestant South Seas Evangelical: 17%
4 Muslim, Baha‘i, The Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints, Jehovah’s Witness
5 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_204_1.asp
6 http://countryeconomy.com/demography/population/solomon-islands
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
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SOMALIA

  637.657km² 10.616.380

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

According to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 
more than 50 per cent of all refugees worldwide originate from just three countries: Syria, 
Afghanistan and Somalia.2 According to latest reports, there are one million people from 
Somalia who have fled their homes in search of sanctuary. Many of these have gone to 
nearby Kenya, Ethiopia or Yemen (beyond the Gulf of Aden). In addition, there are larger 
communities of Somali refugees in numerous countries in the West. There are 250,000 
people each in the United Kingdom and North America, and a further 50,000 in South 
Africa – and many are now citizens of their host countries. As a result of high immigration, 
the suburb of Eastleigh, in the Kenyan capital, Nairobi, and Bellville city, near Cape Town, in 
South Africa are both referred to as ‘Little Mogadishu’ – a reference to the Somali capital.3

Somalia did not become safer during the reporting period. There was a continuation of 
the civil war between rival ethnic groups that began in 1991. The violence has made this 
part of the Horn of Africa one of the world’s most dangerous regions. The conflict also 
damaged inter-faith relations and brought nearly all non-Muslim religious activities to a 
halt. This is compounded by the rise of Islamist forces and the recurrent droughts in the 
country which endanger people’s lives. Although the international African peacekeeping 
force, African Union Mission to Somalia (AMISOM), was dispatched to Somalia in March 
2014,4 the country is still far from achieving a stable peace in the three partly autono-
mous regions of the country (Mogadishu to the south, Somaliland in the north-west and 
Puntland in the north-east).

The militant Islamist terror organisation Al-Shabaab has played a lead role in violent 
attacks over recent years, including in neighbouring countries. 

Somalia has lacked a central authority in control of the entire national territory since 
1991. De jure for the whole country, but de facto only for regions under the control of 
the government in Mogadishu, a provisional federal constitution has been in effect since 
August 2012. This enshrines, among other things, separation of powers, a federal order, 
and fundamental civil and human rights, including a ban on female genital mutilation, 
which is particularly prevalent in Somalia.5

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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The president is the country’s head of state. He appoints the prime minister and the 
government. In spite of clear criteria distinguishing the two roles being laid down in 
article 100 of the Somali constitution, there is disagreement about the exact powers of 
the president and prime minister.6 A two-chamber parliament serves as the legislature.

Regarding the status of religion and religious life, the constitutions of all three sub-areas 
of Somalia make the following stipulations: Islam is the state religion, and the president 
must be a Muslim; in Somaliland, this requirement also extends to the vice-president.7 In 
2009, Somali President Sheikh Sharif Ahmed said he would bow to rebel demands and 
impose Shari‘a law.8 The move was seen as being a bid to end conflict between Somali 
military forces and Islamist fighters. Although the constitution currently in effect – the 
Provisional Federal Constitution (PFC) – ensures equal rights for all citizens regardless of 
the religion to which they belong, at the same time it also prescribes, that legislation must 
be in line with Shari‘a.9 The PFC applies to all citizens, regardless of religious affiliation. 
Consequently, even non-Muslims are subject to legislation that follows the principles of 
Shari‘a. While not explicitly prohibited, conversion from Islam to another religion is totally 
unacceptable in this society, which is influenced by Islam. 

The situation is similar in Somaliland and Puntland where the respective constitutions 
expressly prohibit conversion.10 Non-Muslims are also forbidden from drawing attention 
to their religion in public.

Islamic instruction is a compulsory subject in all schools throughout the country, whether 
public or Muslim. Only a few non-Muslim schools are exempt from this requirement. All 
religious communities must also register with the Ministry of Religious Affairs.11

In terms of specific case law, the following applies to all three parts of the country: In 
the absence of functioning central state authority, specific legal forms oriented around 
traditional Somali and Islamic law have been developed at the local and regional levels 
and reflect the forces in control in each region. The judiciary consists of a High Commis-
sion of Justice, a Supreme Court, a Court of Appeal and trial courts. Proceedings against 
the Islamist militia of Al-Shabaab are conducted in military tribunals, the procedures and 
judgements of which are, however, criticised by human rights activists. The death penalty 
remains hardest legal sanction.

War has severely compromised the security situation throughout the country for years. 
Although Al-Shabaab Islamists were expelled from Mogadishu with international assi-
stance, at the time of writing the organisation has committed numerous attacks, both 
there and in other parts of the country.12

The human rights situation is disastrous as a result of the long war. There are executions 
without trial, and frequent violent attacks targeting groups of people and individuals. 
There is inadequate protection of the civilian population; women and girls have been 
subjected to genital mutilation. Grave violations of human rights are perpetrated in the 
area of influence of Al-Shabaab, where a stricter form of Shari‘a law is in effect including 
executions and killing by stoning.
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that nearly 100 per cent of the population are members of Sunni Islam.13 Other religious 
communities make up only small groups, including some Christians who are often migrants 
from neighbouring countries, as well as some Shi‘a Muslims. About 94 percent of the 
population belonging to the Cushitic Somalis, who are culturally connected through 
language (Somali) and religion (Islam).14 Society is broken down into clans and sub-clans 
that trace back to two original lines.

Incidents

Somalia is a particularly isolated country. Because of the poor security situation – exacer-
bated by the piracy that thrives off the coast – journalists and other observers rarely dare 
to report from inside the country. If there is any news at all, it comes from the Mogadishu 
area, which is regarded as relatively safe.

There is no official, non-Muslim place of worship in Somalia. Anyone who converts from 
Islam to another religion can expect to be ostracised.15

Christians determined to hold services must resort to unconventional measures. Catholics, 
for instance, celebrated Christmas Mass in 2015 at a military base on the grounds of the 
airport in Mogadishu.16 By these means, they circumvented the government’s strict ban on 
celebrating Christmas. The Mass, held at the base of the AMISOM units, was the initiative 
of Catholic Bishop Giorgio Bertin of Djibouti, Apostolic Administrator of Mogadishu. The 
Director General of Somalia’s Ministry of Religious Affairs, Sheikh Mohamed Khayrow, 
told the press: “All events related to Christmas and New Year celebrations are contrary to 
Islamic culture, which could damage the faith of the Muslim community.” 

The Somali authorities had already strictly prohibited celebrations of Christmas and the 
New Year in 2013.17 The rationale was that the country followed the Islamic calendar. 
In 2015, the reason stated was that Christian celebrations might stir the wrath of the 
Al-Shabaab extremists, which in turn could be directed against Muslims in Somalia. 
Bishop Bertin said he was surprised by the recent ban. He said: “It’s ridiculous to ban a 
celebration that wasn’t celebrated on a large scale in public in the past anyway.” Bishop 
Bertin reported that many Somalis have now returned to their homes from abroad. The 
Christians among them had since become accustomed to celebrating Christmas and 
would like to continue to do so in Somalia.

The chance of an opening of Somali society is rather slim. Since 1991, when Somali Presi-
dent Siad Barre was overthrown and power struggles erupted among various clan-based 
militias, the continued state of war with up to one million dead has left Somalia without 
a functioning central government in a position to control the country’s entire territory.18 
The national government established in Mogadishu in early 2007, is dependent on the 
presence of the UN-approved AMISOM military mission and only controls part of the 
country. Other parts of the country have declared independence, consider themselves 
autonomous, or under the control of al-Shabaab militia.
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 In 2011, AMISOM and government forces succeeded in driving Al-Shabaab out of Moga-
dishu; Al-Shabaab was also the target of military interventions by Kenya, from October 
2011, and Ethiopia, 2006-9, and again from November 2011. Since then, U.S. unmanned 
drone air attacks from the air, and offensives by AMISOM and government forces, have 
been waged in an effort to degrade Al-Shabaab. The group’s leader, Ahmed Abdi Godane, 
was killed by a U.S. drone in September 2014.

Al-Shabaab responded in turn with terrorist attacks in Mogadishu, in the hinterland and 
in Kenya (in September 2013: 72 killed in an attack on a shopping mall in Nairobi. In April 
2015: 148 were killed in an attack on a university in Garissa) and Uganda (July 2010: 76 
dead in an attack on a restaurant in Kampala).

The more than 22,000-strong AMISOM, joined by troops stationed in Somalia by Kenya 
(2012) and Ethiopia (early 2014), has received support from the United States, the United 
Nations and the European Union. International naval forces have curtailed the offshore 
activities of Somali pirates who had struck in the waters of the Indian Ocean extending 
to the Seychelles and near the Maldives.19

In September 2014, a study by the Heritage Institute of Policy Studies noted that the 
security situation in Mogadishu had improved significantly.20 In fact, the first bank ATM 
was put into operation in Mogadishu in October 2014. For the first time in two decades, 
people were offered postal services again, and China opened an embassy. But as nume-
rous attacks by Al-Shabaab in Mogadishu (with numerous fatalities) make clear, the 
expectation is that the Islamist militia will remain a presence in the capital. In December 
2014, for instance, Al-Shabaab waged an attack on the AMISOM base in Mogadishu. In 
April 2015 several UN employees died in an attack in Puntland’s capital city Garowe. In 
the spring of 2015, there were further attacks in Mogadishu, including an attack on the 
Ministry of Education.

The incumbent president, Hassan Sheikh Mohamud has been in office since September 
2012, together with the government cabinets appointed by him, who are in office under 
the country’s new constitution, which on 1st August 2012 was ratified by a clear majority 
of the 825-member constitutional assembly appointed by clan elders. In mid-December 
2014, Mohamud appointed former Prime Minister Omar Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke as the 
new premier.

Sharmarke’s new cabinet was not sworn in until February 2015, following various changes. 
The main political mission of the government remains reconstruction, the effort to combat 
corruption and the stabilisation of the security situation in the country. Precisely this is 
apt to pose the biggest challenge, particularly as attacks have become more frequent 
since mid-2016. For instance, up to 300 people were killed in an Al-Shabaab attack on 
the AMISOM base in Halgan (Hiiran region) on 9th June 2016.21 According to government 
reports, more than 240 Al-Shabaab fighters were killed in the effort to defend this military 
base. According to Al-Shabaab, the attack claimed the lives of around 60 soldiers. Both 
sides reported significantly lower figures for their own losses after the fact. An explosi-
ve-laden vehicle had rammed the entrance to the base.22 This was followed by an attack 
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that Islamist terrorism in Somalia remains as potent a threat today as in recent years, in 
spite of small improvements in the situation around Mogadishu.

Prospects for freedom of religion

If the situation in Somalia remains unchanged, the country is likely to rank among the list 
of nations widely classified as “failed states” as its population flees en masse. In 2014, the 
U.S. non-governmental organisation Freedom House gave Somalia the lowest possible 
marks for political rights and civil liberties, ranking the country a ‘7’ (scale from 1 = ‘free’ to 
7 = ‘unfree’). In terms of the Corruption Perception Index issued by Transparency Interna-
tional, in 2014 Somalia – along with North Korea – was classified in last place from among 
175 countries rated (with just eight points out of a possible 100). In 2014, the Global Peace 
Index (GPI) issued by Vision of Humanity (Australia) ranked Somalia – ahead of Iraq, South 
Sudan, Afghanistan and Syria – 158th of 162 states (index 3.368 on a scale from 1 to 5).23

It cannot be assumed that noticeable improvements are in store for Somalia’s small 
Christian community in the near future. But it remains to be seen whether society takes 
notice of the return of Somali Christians. They may yet play a role in the emergence of 
new freedoms.

The refugee problem, too, is not likely to be contained without foreign support. A total of 
224,000 people left Africa to cross the Mediterranean to Europe in boats from January to 
July 2015 alone.24 Of these, 98,000 refugees reached Italy, with significantly more refugees 
– 124,000 – arriving in Greece. During the same period, according to the United Nations, 
more than 2,100 people lost their lives during the crossing.

A great many refugees come from Somalia, among them more and more unaccompanied 
children and adolescents seeking safety like their adult counterparts in the crossing to 
Europe. In Italy alone, between January 2015 and the end of July 2015, more than 8,600 
children or adolescents came by boat from countries such as Somalia; 5,800 of these were 
unaccompanied. Most of these young refugees are trying to reach their parents or close 
relatives in other European countries. At the same time, they run the risk of falling into 
the hands of human traffickers.

It is difficult to imagine that people will be permanently deterred by a restrictive asylum 
policy of the kind favoured by some EU countries, as this fails to combat the root cau-
ses of flight and expulsion. The governments in Africa ought to assume much greater 
responsibility; Europe, too, however, must ask itself whether it could do more in future 
to combat the causes of mass exodus.

Endnotes
1 CIA, The World Factbook 2016, estimate July 2015.
2 http://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
3 Munzinger Archiv 2016.
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4 Associated Press, ‘African peacekeepers arrive in Somalia, 1st March 2007 https://web.archive.org/
web/20070310123211/http://news.yahoo.com:80/s/ap/20070301/ap_on_re_af/somalia

5 Munzinger Archiv 2016
6 AllAfrica ‘Somalia: Somali Constitution Clear On Roles of President, Prime Minister and Parliament,’ 15th 

November 2013 http://allafrica.com/stories/201311180388.html
7 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
8 CNN ‘Somali president bends to rebel demand for sharia law’, 28th February 2009, http://edition.cnn.

com/2009/WORLD/africa/02/28/somalia.sharia/index.html
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Munzinger Archiv 2016.
13 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014.
14 Munzinger Archiv 2016.
15 U. S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014.
16 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/12/27/somalia_weihnachtsmesse_auf_milit%C3%A4rba-

sis/1196936
17 Daily Nation, ‘Somalia bans Christmas celebrations – the Somali Government has banned celebration of 

Christian festivities in the country’ http://www.nation.co.ke/news/Somalia-bans-Christmas-celebration-
s/-/1056/2125192/-/152wtjrz/-/index.html

18 Munzinger Archiv 2016.
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
21 http://de.reuters.com/article/somalia-angriff-idDEKCN0YV16D
22 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-36487435
23 Based on Munzinger Archiv 2016.
24 UNHCR 2015.
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  AREA POPULATION2

RELIGION1

 zChristian: 80%

 zOthers: 20%

SOUTH AFRICA

   1.219.090km² 53.675.563 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The so-called Rainbow Nation of South Africa not only comprises a vast range of different 
ethnic and tribal groups, but also an exceptionally broad spectrum of religions, ecclesial 
groups and faith communities, the majority of which describe themselves as Christian. 
Most of the Christian faith communities follow an African form of Protestantism, for 
example as members of the African Independent Churches, including the Zion Christian 
Church (about 11 percent of the population) and the Apostolic Church (about 10 percent 
of the population), along with a wide range of Pentecostal and charismatic groups, and 
also Methodists, Anglicans, Baptists, Lutherans and Presbyterians. In addition to these, 
the Catholic Church is present throughout South Africa, and there are various small 
Orthodox communities.

The Muslim community consists mainly of the long-established community of the so-called 
Cape Malays, together with a larger, and in recent years increasing, number of refugees 
from East Africa.

Religious freedom is recognised under the South African Constitution of 1996, in Chapter 
2 of the Bill of Rights.3 Paragraph 9 bans all forms of discrimination, including on religious 
grounds.4 Paragraph 15 states: “Everyone has the right to freedom of conscience, religion, 
thought, belief and opinion.”5

Religious education is permitted in state schools but is not compulsory, and it must not 
promote the views of any one particular religion.6 The school calendar takes account of 
the religious festivals of all the major religious faiths, and Christmas and Good Friday are 
included among the national public holidays.

The South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) is the body charged with overseeing 
the constitutional right to religious freedom, and has the power to address alleged abuses.

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Incidents

Recent years have seen an increasing number of incidents in which, to a greater or lesser 
extent, religious animosities have played a part. In some cases the victims were Muslims, 
in others Hindus and, not least, those of Jewish faith7. Thus, last year the South African 
Jewish Board of Deputies (SAJBD) made repeated complaints about anti-Semitic speech 
and behaviour in South Africa8. On 18th September 2014, President Jacob Zuma met with 
representatives of the SAJBD, to discuss ways of combating this increase in anti-Semitism 
in South Africa.

To cite one example, on 10th July 2014 Jessie Duarte, the African National Congress’s deputy 
secretary general, said: “As we move towards the month of August and are reminded 
of the atrocities of Nazi Germany, surely we must ask the people of Israel, has the term 
‘lest we forget’ lost its meaning…The State of Israel has turned the occupied territories 
of Palestine into permanent death camps.”9 There are other examples of similar, inflam-
matory statements. Clearly, 16 years after the end of apartheid, the picture of peaceful 
coexistence and mutual respect among the peoples, cultures and religions which South 
Africa likes to convey to international public opinion, is not a self-evident fact but rather 
a constant challenge.

Likewise, an increasing challenge is the pastoral care of the growing number of immi-
grants in South Africa from other African countries, who have fled war, oppression and 
poverty in their own countries. Many of them live in sub-human conditions in the city 
slums. Most are from South Africa’s crisis-ridden northern neighbour, Zimbabwe, Malawi 
and Mozambique, as well as the politically unstable regions of Central and Eastern Africa, 
above all Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Burundi and Rwanda.10 Given 
its relative wealth and political stability, South Africa has long been, and continues to be, 
a magnet, drawing people in from the poorer, crisis-ridden regions of sub-Saharan Africa.

For Catholics in South Africa a moment of celebration came in the autumn of 2015, with 
the first ever beatification of a South African citizen. On 14th September 2015 Cardinal 
Angelo Amato, the prefect of the Vatican Congregation for the Causes of Saints, formally 
proclaimed the beatification of Benedict Daswa in Tshitanini, near the town of Thohoyan-
dou in the Limpopo province. A school principal, catechist and father of a family, he was 
killed for his opposition to witchcraft, and died on 2nd February 1990, the day the release 
of Nelson Mandela was announced.11

Prospects for freedom of religion

Apart from the apparent increase in anti-Semitic statements (for the most part linked to 
the Israeli actions in Gaza), there is little reason to assume there is any substantial change 
to the current situation regarding religious freedom. There is, however, potential for 
conflict arising from the increased immigration from crisis regions elsewhere in Africa. 
South Africa is also facing increased poverty, and experience has shown that material 
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including acts of extreme violence. 

Endnotes
1 2001 census; U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
2 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate, July 2015
3 http://www.gov.za/documents/constitution/chapter-2-bill-rights
4 http://www.gov.za/documents/constitution/chapter-2-bill-rights#9
5 http://www.gov.za/documents/constitution/chapter-2-bill-rights#15
6 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
7 Ibid.
8 http://www.jewishsa.co.za/category/media/press-releases and http://www.jewishsa.co.za/what-we-do/

antisemitism/
9 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014
10 UNHCR 2016
11 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/09/16/der_erste_selige_s%C3%BCdafrikas/1171744
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COREA DEL SUR 

 

SOUTH KOREA

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 33,4%

 zEthnoreligionist: 14,7%

 zNovas religiões: 14,3%

 zBuddhist: 24,8%

 zConfucionistas: 24,9%

 zOthers: 1,9%

RELIGION1

  99.313km2 48.600.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Korea (South Korea) stands in stark contrast to North Korea in its protection 
of democratic political freedoms and freedom of religion or belief. The constitution gua-
rantees freedom of conscience and freedom of religion, and recognises no State religion. 
Religious organisations and foreign religious workers are not required to register and 
retain complete autonomy. There is a clear separation between ‘Church’ and ‘state’, and 
the only religious holidays are Christmas and the Buddha’s birthday.

Incidents

According to research, there were no incidents which had a direct detriment with regard 
to freedom of religion or belief. However, according to the U.S, State Department’s Inter-
national Religious Freedom report, South Korea maintains a policy of mandatory national 
military service and has not respected the principle of conscientious objection. While 
religious freedom is generally not hindered in South Korea, there are approximately 600 
conscientious objectors currently in prison in the country for their refusal to undertake 
military service. Of these, some are motivated by their religious convictions, including 
100 Jehovah’s Witnesses.2

Prospects for freedom of religion

South Korea is a country of significant religious diversity, where the Catholic Church 
represents approximately 11 percent and plays an active role in society. In 2014 Pope 
Francis visited the country and beatified 124 Korean Catholic martyrs who were victims 
of religious persecution in the nineteenth century. A country that was once the scene of 
horrific persecution and war, and is one half of a peninsular torn apart by conflict, has 
become a beacon of freedom and democracy in Asia.
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Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_124_2.asp
2 US State Department International Religious Freedom Report 2014 - http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/

religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



625

RELIGION

  AREA POPULATION SO
UT

H 
SU

DA
N

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

RELIGION1
SUDÁN DEL SUR 

 

 

  AREA POPULATION

 zChristian: 60,5%
(Christian: 39,6% – Orthodox: 20,9%)

 zMuslim: 6,2%

 zOthers: 33,3%

SOUTH SUDAN

  619.745km²  12.804.300

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The religious make-up of South Sudan – as with so many other aspects of life in this newly 
emerging country – is dominated by its hard struggle to achieve independence from its 
dominant northerly neighbour, Sudan, from whom it gained secession on 9th July 2011. 
Independence followed a bitter and bloody conflict which, at 22 years, ranks as Africa’s 
longest civil war.2 With two million losing their lives, the death toll was one of the highest 
of any conflict since the Second World War. South Sudan’s effort to overcome what was 
widely seen as Khartoum’s drive to Islamise the region still informs the religious sensibi-
lities of a country which came to birth as one of the poorest nations on earth.3 

For the past two years, the country of Southern Sudan has gone through one of the most 
turbulent periods of its short history. Divisions within the ruling elite brought about bloody 
armed conflicts in different regions of the country which have had a huge toll on the civil 
population. According to the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs, up to February 2016 nearly 1.7 million people had been displaced solely as a result 
of the armed conflict.4 In addition, more than 500,000 citizens have fled to neighbouring 
countries. Massive human rights violations have taken place and the civilian population has 
suffered badly. When crimes or human rights violations have been committed, impunity 
among military cadres, government at all levels and politicians is the norm. South Sudan 
is now close to becoming a failed state with high levels of oppression against free media, 
human rights activists and any kind of civil society whistle-blowers or critics of the state. 
At the moment, a feeble peace agreement between the warring parties has been signed 
but still South Sudan remains one of the most volatile areas of the world. 

The transitional constitution officially promulgated on 9th July 2011 enshrines the sepa-
ration between religion and state (Article 8.1), the fact that all religions shall be treated 
equally and that religion should not be used for divisive purposes (Article 8.2). In Article 
23, the constitution outlines the people’s religious rights as protected by the supreme law.

There is already a mechanism of registration of religious groups, though there is not yet any 
law regulating the details of such process. The general impression is that the government 
is fairly tolerant of different groups, provided they remain within the law and especially if 
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understanding of this last point varies according to the standpoint of the rulers, the citizens 
and the social activists. During the period under review, a number of radio stations have 
been closed, with the government reacting negatively to the broadcasters’ commitment 
to impartial and professional reporting standards. Such media refusals to compromise 
on quality have met with resistance by government officials, especially at times of armed 
confrontation or political crisis. The same has happened with any kind of criticism of the 
established authority at local, regional or national level. It seems the government would 
prefer faith-based radio stations which are tame, free from any political involvement and 
adhering strictly to spiritual matters without any other social implications. 

Religious leaders from different religions and Christian denominations are part of the 
National Healing, Peace and Reconciliation Committee. Their moral authority is widely 
recognised but their real influence on political leaders is very limited. This is also because 
their presence on advisory bodies is more often than not a nuisance to members of the 
ruling elite, who are reluctant to submit to scrutiny or face criticism. In the gravest moments 
of the present armed crisis, religious leaders have been trying to initiate a Church-led 
reconciliation process and eventually reinforce other peace programmes.5  

Incidents 

Censorship

16th July 2014: National Security offices threaten Spirit FM, a Christian radio station in Yei.6

16th August 2014: Security officers in Juba close down Bakhita Radio, a Catholic radio 
station, and arrest the News Editor “on the grounds of national security”.7 Amid reports 
that security was not the reason for the shutdown, it was stated that the officers acted in 
response to the radio’s information about fresh armed clashes around the Bentiu area. 
The Chief News Editor was released three days later without charges. 

17th August 2014: Christian radio station Weer Bei FM in Aweil East, Northern Bahr El-Gha-
zal, is temporarily shut down. When the station re-opens it refuses to provide exclusively 
pro-government reportage.8 

8th November 2014: Bakhita Radio, closed down by the government on 16th August, starts 
broadcasting again.9 

Political

15th August 2014: Government of Sudan rejects mediation of religious leaders in the 
peace talks.10 

Investigations 

11th January 2015: UN investigation into killings carried out in April 2014 in Bentiu and 
Bor decides that there is enough evidence to carry out prosecutions. On 15th April 2014 
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about 306 civilians were killed in Kalibalek Mosque at the hands of the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Army-In-Opposition (SPLA/IO).11

Arrest: 

27th March 2015: Adam Haron, a 37-year-old convert from Darfur, Sudan, is arrested and 
mistreated by alleged Islamists around Aweil, where he was reportedly evangelising 
Muslims.12 

18th November 2015: About a dozen youths accompanying some Catholic priests are 
arrested by security officers under suspicion of being related to subversive groups, and 
some of the priests’ belongings are confiscated in Nzara county (Western Equatoria State).13 

Attack/Murder 

28th December 2015: Five armed men break into the Solidarity Teacher Training College in 
Yambio, threaten the staff and steal equipment and personal items belonging to the reli-
gious Sisters.14 Other reports speak of one Sister being sexually assaulted by the attackers. 

16th May 2016 : Sister Veronika Terezia Rackova, a Slovakian Missionary Sister working at 
the St Bakhita’s Medical Centre in Yei, is killed by SPLA soldiers as she transports a woman 
in labour in the middle of the night.15

Destruction of assets/building

16th January 2016: The church building belonging to the Sudanese Church of Christ in 
Yida refugee settlement is set on fire. Muslim extremists from Sudan are suspected of 
having carried out this attack.16 

Prospects for freedom of religion

The ongoing violence in South Sudan does not have any religious connotation; rather it has 
an ethnic, political, sexual and inter-communal nature. Having said that, religious leaders 
put themselves at great risk in their service of their flock. The incidents reported here and 
those of the period since December 2013, when the hostilities broke out, show the high 
price religious leaders are paying when missions, churches, convents and other religious 
spaces are targeted. The priority at the moment is for basic human rights to be respected 
so that people can go back safely to their home areas. The situation is also compounded 
by high levels of corruption and nepotism found at all levels of administration, in both 
the public and private sectors. The future of the country will be very much influenced by 
how the leadership is able to stabilise the situation, correct the ongoing shortcomings 
of the state and create an atmosphere of transparency, trust and accountability in all 
levels of government. 

Endnotes
1  Here I am not able to quote the demographic data in www.thearda.com as it is suggested since it stills 

considers Sudan and Southern Sudan a single country. These data proceed from the specialized magazi-
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2  BBC News South Sudan country profile http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-14069082
3  GOV.UK South Sudan: a new country for Africa (9/7/11) https://www.gov.uk/government/news/south-su-

dan-a-new-country-for-africa
4  OCHA South Sudan http://www.unocha.org/south-sudan
5  South Sudan: Church leaders launch peace initiative, Comboni SoUth SUdan (9th August 2015) http://www.

combonisouthsudan.org/index.php/1367-south-sudan-church-leaders-launch-peace-initiative
6  National Security Service threaten radio station in Yei, Radio Tamazuj (16th July 2014) https://radiotama-

zuj.org/en/article/national-security-service-threaten-radio-station-yei
7  South Sudan Official shuts down Catholic Radio Station, radio tamazUj (16th August 2014) https://radiota-

mazuj.org/en/article/south-sudan-official-shuts-down-catholic-radio-station
8  Aweil East radio station to reject censorship orders, radio tamazUj (17th August 2014) https://radiotamazuj.

org/en/article/aweil-east-radio-station-reject-censorship-orders
9  Catholic Radio Bakhita FM reopens after nearly 3 months, radio tamazUj (8th November 2014) https://radio-

tamazuj.org/en/article/catholic-radio-bakhita-fm-reopens-after-nearly-3-months
10  Timeline: Violence against churches in South Sudan, Radio Tamazuj (29th August 2014) https://radiota-

mazuj.org/en/article/timeline-violence-against-churches-south-sudan
11  UN says evidence of ethnic massacres in S. Sudan may be sufficient for prosecutions, radio tamazUj (11th January 

2015) https://radiotamazuj.org/en/article/un-says-evidence-ethnic-massacres-s-sudan-may-be-suffi-
cient-prosecutions

12  Pastor in South Sudan jailed, lashed after radical Muslims threaten him, the morning Star (27th March 2015) 
http://morningstarnews.org/2015/03/pastor-in-south-sudan-jailed-lashed-after-radical-muslims-threa-
ten-him/

13  Group of youths travelling with priests detained in Yambio, Radio Tamazuj (18th November 2015) https://
radiotamazuj.org/en/article/group-youths-traveling-priests-detained-yambio

14  Attack on Church personnel in Yambio, Comboni South Sudan (2nd January 2016) http://www.comboni-
southsudan.org/index.php/1490-attack-on-church-personnel-in-yambio

15  Nun dies after being shot in South Sudan, ioL (20th May 2016) http://www.iol.co.za/news/africa/nun-dies-
after-being-shot-in-south-sudan-2024270 

South Sudan mourns Sister Veronika Rackova, Vatican Radio (23rd May 2016) http://en.radiovaticana.va/
news/2016/05/23/south_sudan_mourns_sister_veronika_rackova/1231748
16  Muslim extremists from Sudan suspected of burning church building in South Sudan, the morning Star (26th 

January 2016) http://morningstarnews.org/2016/01/muslim-extremists-from-sudan-suspected-of-bur-
ning-church-building-in-south-sudan/
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RELIGION1

ESPAÑA 

	

  AREA4 POPULATION5

 zChristian: 69,3%2

 zOthers: 30,7%3

SPAIN

      505.988km2 46.449.565

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Religious freedom in Spain is protected by article 16 of the constitution of 1978. Relations 
between the Catholic Church and the Spanish State are regulated by the agreement of 
28th July 1976, and the agreements of 3rd January 1979 on legal, economic, educational 
and cultural affairs, and on religious assistance to the Armed Forces and the military 
service of clergymen, generally known as the ‘Concordat’.6

The Spanish State has also regulated its relations with other faiths. Law 24/1992 approved 
the Co-operation Agreement between the State and the Federation of Evangelical Religious 
Entities of Spain; Law 25/1992 did the same with the Federation of Jewish Communities 
of Spain; as did Law 26/1992 with the Islamic Commission of Spain.

Religious freedom in Spain is regulated by the Organic Law 7/1980 on Religious Freedom,7 
and indirectly by the following organic laws: 1/2002 on the Right of Association, 2/2006 
on Education, 10/1995 on the Penal Code 8/2013 on the Improvement of Educational 
Quality, and 6/2001 on Universities.

That the legislation is normally enforced is shown by the rulings made during the period 
of this report, most notably the fine of €4,320 imposed on Madrid City Councillor Rita 
Maestre for desecrating the chapel of Complutense University in March 2011,8and the 
12-year sentence handed down against the terrorists who bombed the Basílica del Pilar 
in October 2013.9

Incidents10 

Related to Christianism

Attacks against Catholic churches and centres have varied in severity. In October 2014, 
vandals set fire to the door of Málaga’s Church of Sorrows. The same occurred in August 
2015 at the Church of St Vincent of the Sea in the town of O Grove. In June 2014, bare-che-
sted activists from the Femen feminist group chained themselves to Madrid’s Almudena 
Cathedral.11 
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del Jarama in Madrid, which holds the remains of 7,000 people shot dead during the 
Spanish Civil War (1936-1939).12

Islamist attacks have also been reported. In January 2015 three hooded men threw a 
Molotov cocktail at the Convent of Santa Rita in Jerez de la Frontera (Cádiz), painted Jihadi 
graffiti and stabbed a police officer. On 28th September 2014, while shouting “Allah is great,” 
a young man threw stones at the Virgen del Carmen in Rincόn de la Victoria, Málaga.13

Iconography plays a central role in the attacks. In July 2014, the Association for the Defence 
of a Public and Secular University called for the removal of religious symbols from the 
University of Granada, while the Valencian Association of Atheists and Freethinkers offe-
red five euros for every religious symbol removed. In April 2015, the magazine Mongolia 
carried on its cover the headline Long live a Gay Christ.14 15 On 24th December 2015, a 
life-size nativity scene was knocked down in Pamplona’s Taconera Park.

There has been no shortage of attacks against religious events. In July 2014, the chapel 
at Madrid’s Complutense University was shut, preventing students from holding a vigil.16 
At Easter, a feminist group carried in procession images that mocked traditional Spanish 
Holy Week celebrations.17 Slogans like “Let’s burn the Bishops’ Conference”, “The only 
church that enlightens is the one that burns”18 and other sexually explicit remarks19 were 
repeatedly shouted at marches and demonstrations.

The clergy and Church hierarchy were particularly harassed. In September 2014, the 
Spanish Confederation of Lesbians, Gays, Bisexuals and Transgendered People filed a 
lawsuit against the Bishop of Alcalá de Henares (Madrid) for inciting “hatred and violence 
against LGBT people”.20 In February 2015, the Regional Government of Andalusia censu-
red the Bishop of Córdoba’s visits to schools. In July 2015, the Popular Unity Candidacy, 
a pro-independence Catalan political party, asked the Mayor of Barcelona to stop the 
activities of the Little Sisters of the Lamb convent and to evict the nuns.21 In some cases, 
the harassment turned to physical attacks. On 10th March 2015, a clergyman was beaten 
in Valencia,22 and on 3rd November 2015, an 87-year-old priest was punched in Málaga.23

The election of radical left-wing parties in local government in some Spanish regions has 
had important consequences for freedom of religion, beyond the social field, and affected 
government institutions. This has manifested itself in various ways. 

Firstly, the alleged privileges of the Catholic Church, such as the Concordat that regulates 
Church-State relations, have attracted some criticism. The secretary general of the Spanish 
Socialist Workers Party, Spain’s main opposition party, called for the repeal of the concor-
dat, “along with all the privileges of the Catholic Church”.24 In the regional parliament of 
Castilla-La Mancha, the PSOE and Podemos (We can), a newly emerging party on Spain’s 
far left, have called for the same.25

Allegations have been made against the Catholic Church about financial improprieties 
in connection with tax exemptions given to institutions that comply with the relevant 
requirements imposed by law. In a recent municipal election, the PSOE ran on a platform 
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that included a call to levy property tax on the Catholic Church.26 In March 2015, the 
United Left, a coalition of parties centred on the Communist Party, called on the Madrid 
City Council to withdraw the Catholic Church’s tax-exempt status.

Church ownership of certain assets, such as the Cathedral of Cόrdoba, which dates back 
to 1236, is seen as illegal. The PSOE-controlled Regional Government of Andalusia in fact 
wants to take it from the Church.27 In Jaca, on 5th October 2015, the Podemos party called 
for the expropriation of the Cathedral.28

Secondly, freedom of religion has come under attack through publicly-funded activities 
and media. In November 2015, a work of art was exhibited in Pamplona’s City Hall,   which 
is governed by the nationalist left; it spells out the word ‘pederasty’ with 242 consecrated 
hosts.29 In February 2016, a prize was awarded in Barcelona City Hall to a recipient who 
read a blasphemous version of the Lord’s Prayer.30

Described by its critics as “indoctrination”, religious education in schools has become 
controversial. In February 2014, the Valencianist Compromis (Commitment) leftist group 
in the Valencia Regional Parliament called for the removal of religious instruction from the 
school curriculum. In December 2014, the Regions of Andalusia, Castile-Leon, the Basque 
Country, the Canary Islands, Asturias and Galicia cut religious classes to the minimum 
required by law – 45 minutes per week. On 6th March 2015, the United Left party com-
plained to the European Commission about the inclusion of religious education in the 
school curriculum.31 On 13th April 2015, the secretary general of the PSOE said that if his 
party were to win the election, his new education law would exclude “religious courses 
from the curriculum and school timetable”.32

In May 2014, the City of Hospitalet de Llobregat banned the procession of Our Lady of 
Grace of Carmona.33 In July 2014, the City of Barcelona banned all religious symbols from 
the festivities of the Virgin of Mercy. In December 2014, Socialist Member of the Congress 
of Deputies Odόn Elorza defended the conversion of the Benedictine Basilica in the Valley 
of the Fallen,34 the resting place of those who died on both sides during the Spanish Civil 
War; its fate is a recurrent issue among nationalists and leftists. On 12th January 2015, the 
Podemos party said that it would abolish Easter Week if it came to power.35 In February 
2016, the Madrid City Council removed a plaque from the Carabanchel Bajo Cemetery 
commemorating the execution by firing squad of eight young Carmelite nuns during 
the Spanish Civil War.36 On 13th July 2015, the mayor of Cenicientos abolished the Way of 
the Cross of the People on the pretext that “it showed a lack of respect for people who 
profess no religion or profess Islam.”37

Removing crucifixes from various institutions is common, and has been reported in 
municipalities like Hellin (Albacete), Cádiz, Ciudad Real, Córdoba and Palma de Mallorca. 
In Brunete (Madrid), the mayor claimed that Podemos councillors had hidden the crucifix 
before he could be sworn in.38

In April 2014, left-wing parties criticised the Archbishop of Madrid, Rouco Varela, for giving 
a sermon in which he said, “there are facts and attitudes that caused the civil war and can 
still cause it again.”39 In October 2014, the City of Alcalá de Henares “censured” Bishop 
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Train” to Madrid as “the death train.”40 On 1st November 2014, the Plural Left coalition of 
parties in the European Parliament expressed its rejection of the Pontiff’s visit.41

The same levels of government have taken legal steps known as “motions of de-con-
fessionalisation”, “motions of secularisation”, or variations thereof to banish all religious 
symbols, authorities and expressions from every public space and from all official acts, to 
separate the Armed Forces and every civil institution from religious events, to ban public 
servants from wearing any religious symbols, and to eliminate any religious reference 
from the names of streets, schools and public facilities.

Related to other religions 

Two main issues underscore complaints by Spanish Muslims. The first is the absence of 
Islamic religious courses in schools, a situation highlighted in a document called A Study 
on the Muslim students.42 The other concerns the difficulty Muslims face in burying their 
dead in accordance with Islamic tradition. Offensive graffiti have also appeared on some 
mosques following Islamist attacks in Europe during the period under consideration. Some 
Muslims have attacked the right to religious freedom of their fellow Muslims, reproaching, 
and occasionally attacking Muslim women for not wearing a head covering.43

Anti-Semitism in Spain is strongly related to events in the Middle East, and manifests 
itself in comments such as that of writer Antonio Gala in an article on 24th July 2014,44 or 
of Madrid City Councillor Guillermo Zapata in a tweet.45 A U.S. report noted that during a 
basketball game between Real Madrid and Maccabi Tel Aviv, 18,000 disparaging remarks 
about Jews appeared on social media.46

Prospects for freedom of religion

As far as religious freedom in Spain is concerned, the position is one of definite intolerance, 
especially among left-wing groups. The latter have recently dusted off once-abandoned 
anti-clerical practices under the new guise of “secularism” or “separation between State 
and Church”, most often in those regions where such parties are more strongly established. 
Although no major terrorist attack has taken place during the period under review, acts 
of vandalism and expressions of anti-clerical feeling have been on the rise. 

The concern is two-fold. Firstly, Spain is in a situation that can be defined as a “slippery 
slope” in which attacks on freedom of religion have increased exponentially. The main local 
report on the subject, by the Observatory on Religious Freedom, found that the number 
of attacks in 2015 was twice that of 2014. Secondly, the situation for freedom of religion 
in Spain might worsen substantially in the future, especially noting the radical stance 
towards the Church taken by Spain’s main left-wing party, the Spanish Socialist Workers 
Party (PSOE), and the rapid rise of a more radical and anti-clerical left, represented by Bildu 
(leftist Basque pro-independence), Compromis (leftist nationalists, environmentalists in 
Valencia), Mareas gallegas (Galician Tides) and Podemos’ various local groups, which now 
occupy a number of public offices.
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Among the events of the last two years, there is one crucial date to note: 8th January 2015. 
This is when the leader of the New Democratic Front (NDF) – a coalition of political par-
ties, united in their common opposition to the ruling United People’s Freedom Alliance 
(UPFA) – emerged victorious in the presidential elections. With 51.28 percent of the vote, 
Maithripala Sirisena beat the outgoing president, Mahinda Rajapaksa, who conceded 
victory that very evening after having secured only 47.58 percent of the vote.1 

And yet, despite all expectations, the political transition has taken place in an atmosphere 
of calm and the new president has announced an era of “national reconciliation” – in 
contrast to the slide into authoritarianism witnessed under President Rajapaksa, who 
seemed unable or unwilling to transform the military defeat of the Tamil Tigers – who were 
definitively crushed in May 2009 after a quarter of a century of bloody civil war – into an 
opportunity to redefine the “national pact”.2 As head of state, Mahinda Rajapaksa looked 
to the support of the nationalist fringe of the Buddhist clergy and the Buddhist majority 
within the Sri Lankan population in order to reaffirm a national identity characterised by 
the domination of the Sinhalese and Buddhist majority of the country over the minority 
Tamil population, who are mainly Hindu and Muslim.3

A conspicuous sign of this new climate, brought about by the change of leadership, was 
visible during the visit of Pope Francis to the country.4 The visit that took place just four 
days after the elections, from 12th to 15th January 2015. Large crowds welcomed the head 
of a Church which, although it represents only seven percent of the population, has the 
distinguishing characteristic of including among its faithful not only members of the 
Sinhalese – and mainly Buddhist – majority, but also of the Tamil minority.5

Nonetheless, the return to civil peace and genuine freedom of expression has not marked 
the end of all the difficulties. The parliamentary elections of 17th August 2015 did not 
result in a clear majority in the parliamentary chamber (Sri Lanka has a single chamber 
parliament) and among its 225 deputies. With 106 deputies, the United National Party 
(UNP) – the party of the Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe – just failed to gain an 
absolute majority, while the party of President Sirisena, the Sri Lanka Freedom Party 
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16 seats and the Marxist party, the JVP (Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna) gained six. On 20th 
August 2015 a historic accord between the UNP and the SLFP enabled Wickremesinghe 
to be confirmed as head of the government.6

It was in this context that on 9th January 2016 the Prime Minister submitted a resolution 
to Parliament to form itself as a constitutive assembly and promulgate a new constitu-
tion to replace the present basic law which dates from 1978. On 15th January 2016, in an 
address broadcast on national television, the Prime Minister declared: “We are ready to 
grant a genuine devolution of power (i.e. in favour of the Tamil minority) and to protect 
democracy. The constitutive assembly will address all these issues, including the functio-
ning of provincial councils, in order to draw up a new constitution. We will act with full 
transparency.” The date chosen by the Prime Minister to make this announcement was 
also significant: the day of pongal, a festival of harvest thanksgiving in the Hindu religion.

On 18th January, which was also during the festival of pongal, President Sirisena was 
visiting a Hindu university in Kalutara to the south of Colombo. After being welcomed 
by Hindu priests, he declared: “Building peace and reconciliation between the different 
elements of the population of this country cannot be done simply by enacting laws and 
adopting a new constitution. This can only be achieved through a religious philosophy. 
Consequently I call on all the religious leaders to commit to supporting the programme 
embarked upon by the government in order to build peace and fraternity and so that 
fear and suspicion between the communities may disappear from this country.” The pre-
sident added that religious leaders carried more weight than the politicians in ensuring 
the success of this national reconciliation; and he called upon the Maha Sangha – the 
community of the Buddhist monks – and on the Hindu, Muslim and Catholic leaders to 
support the government’s efforts to prevent any return to violence and to reinforce the 
process of national reconciliation.7

The months to come will be crucial for the future of the country. One key issue will be 
the effective devolution of power enabling the provinces with a Tamil majority to enjoy 
a degree of autonomy that satisfies Tamil claims. Another question that will have to be 
answered is the place of the Buddhist religion in the future constitution. The 1978 text 
guaranteed freedom of religion – a freedom that did exist in Sri Lanka – but Article nine 
accorded “the first place” to Buddhism and entrusted to the state the concern to “pro-
tect and promote the teaching of the Buddha, while guaranteeing the rights of all the 
religions”.8 Hence, observers are speculating, given the current political context, that the 
future constitution will continue to defend freedom of thought, conscience and religion, 
as well as the freedom to hold or adopt the religion of one’s own choice. 

Yet it is nonetheless true that the extreme tensions that have shaken Sri Lankan society 
over the course of the past 30 years simply have not disappeared as result of the defeat 
of Mahinda Rajapaksa. Bearing this in mind, the government is seeking to persuade Par-
liament to vote through new laws forbidding “hate speech”.
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In April 2015, and then again in September 2015 the government announced that par-
liamentary measures to prohibit “hate speech linked to ethnic and religious identity and 
seeking to exacerbate ethnic and religious tensions” would be put before the house. 
These proposed laws envisaged the inclusion in the penal code of a measure that carries 
a penalty of two years imprisonment together with fines for those who “in the recent past 
have made statements promoting religious extremism”.9 It was added that the govern-
ment was concerned to give the courts the means to fight against “the numerous hate 
filled utterances and hate campaigns targeting the religious minorities… , notably the 
numerous attacks against the Muslim and Christian places of worship which took place 
under the former administration [i.e. of President Mahinda Rajapkasa]”.10

The authorities did not hide the fact that these new laws target in particular the extremist 
Buddhist groups that have sprung up since the end of the war following the military defeat 
of the Tamil Tigers in the spring of 2009. There were three organisations that particularly 
gained notoriety by portraying the Sinhalese and Buddhist nation (70 percent of the 
population of 20 million Sri Lankans) as threatened by the Muslim (seven – 11 percent 
of the population) and Christian (principally Catholic: seven percent of the population) 
minorities. These are: the Bodu Bala Sena (BBS, Buddhist Power Force), the Sihala Ravaya 
(Sinhalese Roar) and the Ravana Balakaaya (Ravana Brigade).

According to Galagoda Aththe Gnanasara Thero, the general secretary of the BBS, the 
Muslim minorities may live in Sri Lanka if they wish, but only as second-class citizens under 
the domination of the Buddhist Sinhalese. The BBS has endeavoured to demonise the 
Muslim minority, by conducting a campaign of alleged lies and rumours against Muslims 
on the internet and by text messaging and organising anti-Muslim demonstrations. The 
BBS claims that the Muslims are attempting to convert the Sinhalese by building numerous 
mosques in the country and that they are trying to sterilise Buddhist women by selling 
them poisoned products. The militant monks of the BBS have also attacked the Muslim 
religious beliefs, their rituals and their places of worship. 

Incidents

As of early 2016, the events of June 2014 are still fresh in people’s memories: four Muslims 
were killed and dozens of shops and businesses belonging to Muslims were destroyed 
in Aluthgama, a coastal village to the south of Colombo. A simple altercation between a 
Buddhist monk and two Muslims degenerated into violence after the general secretary 
of the BBS declared to a crowd of Sinhalese Buddhists that “if a single Sinhalese were 
touched, it would be the end of all the Muslims”. Riots immediately broke out, resulting 
in the casualties referred to in an incident described by the UN high commissioner for 
human rights as “one of the worst outbreaks of sectarian violence in the recent history 
of Sri Lanka”.11

Since the defeat of President Rajapaksa, the BBS – which it is alleged was actively supported 
by his brother, the defence minister Gothabaya Rajapaksa – has been a little more discreet, 
but it has nonetheless promised that its supporters will not respect the proposed laws. 
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Buddhist groups. Various organisations of civil society, the human rights commission of 
Sri Lanka and the opposition parties have all underlined the fact that the proposed mea-
sures are already firmly based on Section 2, Article 1,h of the Prevention of Terrorism Act, 
a text drafted in 1979 and somewhat notorious, since it was broadly used by President 
Rajapaksa to repress all dissident voices (it may be recalled that the Tamil journalist J. S. 
Tissainayagam was sentenced to 20 years in prison for having accused the government 
of committing war crimes).12

At the end of December 2015 the government decided to backpedal and announced the 
withdrawal of these two proposed laws.13 It still leaves unresolved problems that those 
who make hate filled statements against other groups on religious or ethnic grounds will 
remain unpunished and are not concerned about justice. 

Prospects for religious freedom

While the Sri Lankan government made a commitment in Geneva to investigate the 
attacks on human rights committed during the war against the Tamil Tigers, at the 30th 
session of the UN Human Rights Council, in September 2015, so far there have been 
few signs of any concrete measures.14 The Catholic Church, for example, has still had no 
official explanation of the disappearance of one of its priests, Father Jim Brown, from 
the Diocese of Jaffna, who was last seen in front of a military guard post in Allaipiddy.15 
Without a genuine process of “truth and reconciliation”16, many people in Sri Lanka still 
believe that the religious violence could resurface. 
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7 South Asia Monitor  : “  New Constitution offers hope of addressing old grievances  ”, 26 January 2016 
(http://southasiamonitor.org/detail.php?type=n&nid=15403)

8 Département d’Etat américain : www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2010_5/168252.htm
9 https://drive.google.com/folderview?id=0Bxbk4wYolphweG5kVEV0V0dPT1E&usp=sharing
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10 Eglises d’Asie : “ Vers une loi sanctionnant les discours de haine ciblant les personnes en fonction de leur 
appartenance religieuse  ”, 20 April 2015 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud/sri-lanka/2015-04-20-
vers-une-loi-sanctionnant-les-discours-de-haine-ciblant-les-personnes-en-fonction-de-leur-apparte-
nance-religieuse/)

11 OHCHR : “Stop the promotion of hatred and faith-based violence” – UN rights experts urge Sri Lanka”, 2 
July 2014 (http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=14812&LangID=E)

12 BBC News : “ Sri Lankan editor JS Tissainayagam gets bail ”, 11 January 2010, (http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
south_asia/8451413.stm)

13 The Sunday Times : “ Govt backs away from bills claimed to bar free speech ”, 20 December 2015 (http://
www.sundaytimes.lk/151220/news/govt-backs-away-from-bills-claimed-to-bar-free-speech-175994.
html)

14 Al Jazeera : “Sri Lankan president: No allegations of war crimes”, 29 January 2016 (http://www.aljazeera.com/
programmes/talktojazeera/2016/01/sri-lankan-president-allegations-war-crimes-160128150748006.
html)

15 Eglises d’Asie : Guérir une ‘blessure ethnique’ qui suppure “ – Commission ‘Justice et Paix’ du diocèse de 
Jaffna  ”, 17 November 2013 (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud/sri-lanka/2013-11-17-pour-appro-
fondir-ab-guerir-une-2019blessure-ethnique2019-qui-suppure-bb-2013-commission-2018justice-et-
paix2019-du-diocese-de-jaffna/)

16 Boston Globe : “Truth and reconciliation in Sri Lanka”, 15 September 2015 (https://www.bostonglobe.
com/opinion/editorials/2015/09/15/truth-and-reconciliation-sri-lanka/6AG2GxRCRwJ2G3gRcidtRO/
story.html)
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  AREA3 POPULATION4

RELIGION

 zChristian: 94,62%1
(Christian: 25% – Protestant: 50%2 – 
Others: 19,62%)

 zHindus: 1,5%

 zOthers: 3,88%

ST KITTS AND NEVIS 

     269km2 52.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The preamble of the constitution states that the nation has been established on the 
belief in Almighty God.

It states that everyone has fundamental rights and freedoms, irrespective of race, place 
of origin, birth, political opinions, colour, creed or sex, such as, inter alia, freedom of 
conscience, expression and association. The right to conscientious objection to military 
service is recognised.

No-one can be denied the right to enjoy freedom of conscience, which includes freedom 
of thought and religion, freedom to change one’s religion or belief and to manifest one’s 
belief in worship, teaching, practice and observance, either individually or collectively, 
in public or in private.

Every religious community is entitled, at its own expense, to establish and manage their 
own places of education.

No one shall be compelled to take an oath that is contrary to their religion or belief or in 
a manner that is contrary to their religion or belief.4

Incidents

According to an October 2014 religious freedom report by the United Nations Agency 
for Refugees, the Rastafarian community experienced discrimination in access to school 
enrolment. The report also says that Rastafarians are concerned about a government 
ban on the use of marijuana for religious rituals, and extra scrutiny from police and immi-
gration officials. They are also concerned by the fact that they are sometimes required 
to remove their head wraps for identification photos. They also complained about daily 
societal discrimination, including when they apply for jobs.5
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Prospects for freedom of religion

There have been no cases of intolerance, discrimination or persecution, even though a 
report in late 2014 refers to complaints by Rastafarians about the discrimination they 
face in society. This corresponds to the findings of the previous religious freedom report. 
Since no incidents have been reported in the past few years, one might conclude that 
prospects for freedom of religion have improved.

Endnotes
1 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-20032548 accessed on 9 May 2016.
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-20032548 accessed on 9 May 2016.
3 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_189_1.asp accessed on 16 March 2016.
4 http://www.sknvibes.com/politics/constitution.cfm accessed on 30 April 2016.
5 http://www.refworld.org/country,,,,KNA,,5621055a4,0.html accessed on 16 March 2016.
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 zChristian: 88,69%

 zHindus: 3,35%

 zOthers: 7,96%

RELIGION1

ST VINCENT AND THE GRENADINES

    389km2 109.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In its preamble, the constitution states that the nation is founded on the belief in the 
supremacy of God and the freedom and dignity of man. 

It states that everyone has been equally created by God, with dignity and inalienable 
rights. Exercising these rights is recognised in certain freedoms, such as freedom of the 
person, thought, expression, communication, conscience and association.

It provides that everyone has fundamental rights and freedoms, regardless of race, 
place of origin, birth, political opinions, colour, creed or sex, such as, inter alia, freedom 
of conscience, expression and association. Conscientious objection to military service is 
recognised.

No-one’s enjoyment of freedom of conscience can be infringed. This freedom includes 
freedom of thought and religion, freedom to change one’s religion or belief, freedom to 
manifest one’s belief through worship, teaching, practice and observance, either indivi-
dually or collectively, in public or in private.

No-one can be required, without their consent, to undertake religious education or par-
ticipate in religious ceremonies other than those of their faith, either in school, prison or 
in the armed forces.

The constitution requires that each religious community establish and maintain its own 
schools at its expense.

No-one shall be compelled to take an oath against their beliefs or in a way inconsistent 
with their religion or belief.

Ministers of religion cannot sit in the House of Assembly as elected Representatives or 
Senators.4
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Incidents

Research did not reveal any incidents of intolerance, discrimination or persecution invol-
ving official government media, Churches or other religious groups.

Prospects for freedom of religion

The prospects for freedom of religion in St Vincent and the Grenadines are good. Unlike 
the previous period, when Rastafarians complained about some cases of discrimination, 
no incidents were reported in the period under consideration. Therefore, it is possible to 
conclude that religious freedom has improved.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_192_1.asp
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-20006734 accessed on 9 May 2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-20006734 accessed on 9 May 2016.
4 http://www.gov.vc/images/stories/Gov_images/docs/1979_constitution.pdf accessed on 4 March 2016.
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 zChristian: 5,4%
(Christian: 3% – Others: 2,4%)

 zMuslim: 90,7%

 zOthers: 3,9%

  AREA POPULATION2

SUDAN

   1.879.357km² 41.084.401

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The political uncertainty mentioned in the last report continues in the country. The cur-
rency has reached worrying levels of devaluation, apart from the economic sanctions that 
are hurting the normal running of businesses and services within the country.

After a gap of several years, on 15th October 2015, 26 pending entry visas for missionary 
personnel to enter the country were issued by the government. This was a relief for 
the running of pastoral and social activities, especially of religious congregations. The 
problem, however, is that for personnel who have entered the country, no subsequent 
stay permits have been issued and persons exceeding their right to stay receive a fine of 
50 Sudanese Pounds a day. Therefore, the administrative conditions for the legal stay of 
church personnel in Sudan are not completely fulfilled yet. 

The Sudanese state continues to be governed by the 2005 Interim National Constitution 
(INC) issued in the wake of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement that ended the 20-year 
civil war between the central government and the SPLM/A (Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement/Army) fighting for recognition of the rights of the South and its independence. 
However, the 1991 Penal Code, which penalises apostasy with death unless the person 
recants her faith in exchange for the release (Art.126), is still in force and it has been applied.3 

On the one hand, the INC provides for religious freedoms, recognising the cultural and 
religious diversity of the country4 and on the other it enshrines Shari‘a law as the source 
of legislation.5 The wording of this interim constitution reflects the spirit of that time, 
fostering tolerance, inclusion and diversity. The mood however has totally changed and 
there have been pressures to work again on a new and more updated constitution for the 
“present Sudan”. Since 1989 President Omar al-Bashir has built his regime on the basis of 
his own interpretation of political Islam. After South Sudan seceded from the north in 2011, 
he clearly showed signs of continuing in the same political direction.6 However, in more 
recent times, his country has been fighting a huge economic crisis, his popular support 
has dwindled and his long-lasting leadership has shown signs of fatigue. These factors, 
combined with world-wide policies to control and curb jihadism in different regions of 
the world, have probably prompted Bashir to take more pragmatic and less Islamist-orien-
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ted approaches that might work in favour of his political survival after the questionable 
2015 elections (boycotted by the opposition) that re-elected him for a further five-year 
term. In February 2015, the National Assembly revised the text and increased penalties 
for blasphemy under article 125 of the Criminal Code; this is believed to be targeting 
not only Christians but also Shi‘a Muslims.7 On another front, new amendments to the 
INC were recently approved whereby powers of the National Intelligence and Security 
Services (NISS) were widened and increased.8 This has definitely had an impact on human 
resources issues and the prosecution of individuals, media outlets and organisations for 
alleged breaches of the law. 

Incidents

Arrests: 

23rd June 2014: After having been arrested in February and later on being sentenced to 
death under Shari‘a law for allegedly abandoning her Islamic faith, Meriam Yahia Ibrahim, 
a prisoner of conscience, was finally released from prison.9 The overturn of her sentence 
and her release were seen as consequence of the massive public outcry that this case 
brought about all over the world. Despite resistance by the authorities to grant her an 
exit visa, she sought refuge in the US embassy in Khartoum on 27th June and was finally 
allowed to leave the Sudan and join her husband in the U.S.10 

25th November 2014: Police & security personnel dispersed a vigil organised by Christians 
who attend Khartoum Bahri Evangelical Church, a placed threatened with closure. Five 
Church leaders (Rev Daud Fadul, elder Fathi Hakim, elder Nouh Manzoul, Deacon Iman 
Hamid and Tilal Mafishi) were arrested and later released.11 

2nd December 2014: Authorities took away a large portion of the land belonging to the 
Khartoum Bahri Evangelical Church compound in Khartoum North and destroyed some 
buildings allegedly because they were needed for investment. The activities of the church 
in that location came to a halt. Also police beat and fined 38 Christians from the congre-
gation. Later on, they were released after paying a fine of 250 Sudanese Pounds (other 
sources say 250 US$).12 This also appeared for a while to be a case of internal struggle 
within the church leadership in a wrangle related to a land sale that a church council 
granted but others opposed.13 In a further development, a court accepted the fact that 
the Sudan government had interfered with the internal ruling of the church in order to 
transform the premises into a place for commercial investment.14 Two pastors who had 
been accused of obstructing the demolition of the church premises were later acquitted 
of the charges.15

14th July 2015: Twelve women between 17 and 23 years of age and originally from the 
Nuba mountains, were arrested in front of a church in Khartoum and charged under article 
152 of the Criminal Code for “indecency” since they were wearing trousers.16 Some of the 
women were finally released, four had to pay a fine, and one woman was sentenced to 
receive 20 lashes and pay a fine.17 
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accused of taking the Qur’an as their only source of religious legitimacy, rejecting some 
other sources such as the traditions of other rulings and the Sunnah.18 

18th December 2015: Forces from the National Intelligence and Security Service (NISS) 
arrested two pastors, Hassan Abdulrahim Kodi Taour and Kuwa Shamaal, at their homes 
and took them to an unknown destination. The two pastors belonged to the Nuba group 
and were senior clerics in the Church of Jesus Christ of Sudan. Pastor Hassan was the 
Secretary General of the church. Since then they have been detained without access to 
their families or to lawyers and legal aid has been denied.19 Shamaal was afterwards put 
on a system of daily reporting to the authorities which equated to daily confinement. 
Up to April 2016, no charges have been brought against them.20 Other church leaders 
(Ayub Tilyan, Yagoub Naway (both SCC pastors), Rev. Philemon Hassan, and Rev. Yamani 
Abraha of Khartoum El Izba Baptist Church, have been alternately arrested, released, and 
then made subject to daily NISS reporting. 

2nd March 2016: A Czech citizen called Petr Jasek was put in prison after being accused 
of filming evidence of Christian persecution in Sudan.21 

24th May 2016: Reverend Kodi Taour, arrested and detained since December, was likely to 
be charged with espionage and other crimes and he might receive the death sentence.22 

Expropriations/destructions of Church buildings, assets23

30th June 2014 :Government authorities demolished a building of the Church of Jesus 
Christ in Bahri, a congregation with around 600 members, in the Alizba area of Khartoum 
North. Authorities claimed that it was built on a space belonging to the government and 
reserved for public purposes.24 A nearby mosque on the same block is reported to have 
been left untouched. 

31st July 2014: Shalil Abdullah, the Sudanese minister for guidance and religious endow-
ments, announced a ban on construction of any Christian place of worship.25 

17th - 18th November 2014: Bulldozers accompanied by security personnel partially 
destroyed a wall of the Khartoum Bahri Evangelical Church in Khartoum North, which 
also housed the Nile Theological College.

On 18th November the house of pastor Hafiz Fasaha of the Sudan Presbyterian Episcopal 
Church was destroyed. The following day a court order arrived requiring the removal of 
all property inside the pastor’s house.26 

21st October 2015: Local authorities destroyed the premises of the Lutheran Church of 
Sudan in Omdurman quoting “lack of planning permission” despite the church having 
been there since the 1990s.27

Attacks

10th October 2014: Sudan Air Force planes dropped four bombs and completely destroyed 
the Episcopal Church of the Sudan (ECS) compound in the village of Tabolo (Nuba Moun-
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tains, Southern Kordofan State). During the months of September and October a total of 
19 bombs had been recorded in different parts of the same region.28 

16th October 2014: Nine people died and 17 others were injured in Heiban area (Nuba 
Mountains) as a result of an aerial bombardment carried out by the Sudan Air Force on 
a Christian village.29 

25th May 2016: Sudan warplanes used parachute bombs to attack St Vincent Ferrer Catholic 
School in Nuba Mountains, injuring a teacher and damaging classrooms and a library. 
According to Nuba reports, 68 bombs have been dropped during the month of May just 
on Heiban County.30

Kidnapping

14th April 2016: Coptic priest Gabriel Anthony, a priest of the Holy Mary Coptic Orthodox 
Church in Nyala, was kidnapped by gunmen near Atash displacement camp in Nyala. This 
case was suspected to be an act of bandits expecting ransom money rather than due to 
terrorism or religious violence.31 The priest was finally released on 25th May.32

Prospects for freedom of religion

The present situation of Sudan shows that freedom of religion is still under massive threat 
at the hands of government officials and security agencies. Penalties for apostasy and 
blasphemy have been clearly toughened in recent amendments carried out by legislators. 
In the last two years there has been a worsening trend for civil liberties in general and for 
freedom of religion in particular. Individuals have difficulties in following their religious 
obligations and in exercising peaceful activities related to their beliefs. Prosecutions rela-
ted to charges of apostasy, blasphemy, theft, “offences of honour, reputation and public 
morality” together with indecency are regularly implemented. 

Religious minorities suffer very much under the massive political and societal pressure 
of the Sunni Muslim majority. Minorities continue to be marginalised and discriminated 
against with little or no possibility of social progress as long as they do not convert to Islam 
(or eventually, in the case of Shia, to the more orthodox trends of the Islamic religion). 
Places like mosques and meeting venues of ‘heterodox’ groups such as the Sufi religious 
brotherhoods are regularly monitored by security personnel. Forceful conversions due 
to religious pressures continue to be recorded, while conversions from Muslim to other 
religions remain highly controversial, hazardous and extremely onerous for the families 
of the affected individuals. Converts are harassed, oppressed and quite often forced into 
exile. The fact that president Bashir has (questionably) won re-election with an additio-
nal five-year term in power suggests that there will not be any change in policy.33 Even 
though the president might be guided by more pragmatic considerations, his style is one 
of strict control of religious, social and ethnic groups. Human Rights remain one of the 
most sensitive aspects of the Sudanese regime.34 

An area of particular concern for Christians is the South Kordofan (the Nuba Mountains) 
and Blue Nile States, because of the armed conflict that has lasted for more than five 
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in those areas has brought about ruthless armed ground attacks, aerial bombardments 
and shelling incidents, in which thousands of civilians have fled, lost their lives or their 
property. The real scale of this low-intensity confrontation might never be completely 
known, since the Sudanese government has greatly limited the humanitarian access 
of international aid agencies to populations in need. Although in principle this is not a 
religious war, it is also true that many of the bombings target the Christian community 
in the form of religious institutions in the area (schools, hospitals, community and prayer 
centres). The Sudanese Army and Air Force have been carrying out deliberate attacks on 
civilian targets, causing a huge toll among the local population, many of them Christians.35 
Citizens from Nuba definitely suffer under a double persecution, for their ethnic origin 
and their religious beliefs. 

In the medium to long term, and unless profound changes take place, Sudan is very likely 
to remain a country of special concern when it comes to respect for civil liberties and reli-
gious freedom. It is foreseen that religious minorities will continue to suffer harassment, 
violence and mistreatment. 

Endnotes
1  These data proceed from the specialised magazine on African issues “Mundo Negro”, Africa Data 2016. 

May 2016. Madrid. There is a big controversy on the real number of stable Catholics in the country. Inter-
views carried out with local informants indicate that the local residing Catholics in 2012 used to be ca. 
200.000 without counting the number of refugees fleeing the violence in the Republic of South Sudan. 
We need to wait for more reliable data to come out in order to confirm the real figures. Those shown in 
“Mundo Negro” seem to be on the high side.

2  “Mundo Negro”, Africa Data 2016. May 2016. Madrid. 39,350,000 according to World Bank http://data.
worldbank.org/country/sudan BBC Country profile calculates the population at 45,700,000 which might 
be on the high side.

3  “Since 2011, more than 170 persons have been arrested and charged with apostasy; almost all recanted their 
faith in exchange for having the charges dropped and being released from prison.” United States Commis-
sion on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) 2015 Report, page 66 Report available at http://www.
uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF%20Annual%20Report%202015%20%282%29.pdf

4  Chapter I, Article 1
(1) The Republic of the Sudan is an independent, sovereign State. It is a democratic, decentralised, multi-cultur-
al, multilingual, multi-racial, multi-ethnic, and multi-religious country where such diversities co-exist.
(2) The State is committed to the respect and promotion of human dignity; and is founded on justice, equality 
and the advancement of human rights and fundamental freedoms and assures multi-partism.
(3) The Sudan is an all embracing homeland where religions and cultures are sources of strength, harmony and 
inspiration.
 In Article 6, it spells out the religious rights of the citizens, who are allowed to: 
 (a) worship or assemble in connection with any religion or belief and to establish and maintain places for these 
purposes,
 (b) establish and maintain appropriate charitable or humanitarian institutions,
 (c) acquire and possess movable and immovable property and make, acquire and use the necessary articles and 
materials related to the rites or customs of a religion or belief,
 (d) write, issue and disseminate religious publications,
 (e) teach religion or belief in places suitable for these purposes,
 (f) solicit and receive voluntary financial and other contributions from individuals, private and public institu-
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tions,
 (g) train, appoint, elect or designate by succession appropriate religious leaders called for by the requirements 
and standards of any religion or belief,
 (h) observe days of rest, celebrate holidays and ceremonies in accordance with the precepts of religious beliefs,
 (i) communicate with individuals and communities in matters of religion and belief at national and interna-
tional levels. 
 And in Article 38, dedicated to the freedom of creed and worship: 
Every person shall have the right to the freedom of religious creed and worship, and to declare his/her religion 
or creed and manifest the same, by way of worship, education, practice or performance of rites or ceremonies, 
subject to requirements of law and public order; no person shall be coerced to adopt such faith, that he/she does 
not believe in, nor to practice rites or services to which he/she does not voluntarily consent.
5  Article 5 (1) Nationally enacted legislation having effect only in respect of the Northern states of the 

Sudan shall have as its sources of legislation Islamic Sharia and the consensus of the people.
6  He even pledged to create a 100% Islamic constitution after the South Sudan decided to become inde-

pendent. Al Bashir: Sudan statute to be 100% Islamic, gULf newS (8th July 2012) http://gulfnews.com/news/
region/sudan/al-bashir-sudan-statute-to-be-100-islamic-1.1046029

7  USCIRF Report 2016, page 66. Report available in http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF%20
2016%20Annual%20Report.pdf

8  Amendment to Article 151 of INC. Amnesty International, Report 2015-2016, page 342.
9  Her profile can be found in https://www.prisoneralert.com/pprofiles/vp_prisoner_240_profile.html Con-

cerning her release Sudan death sentenced woman “freed”, bbC newS (23th June 2014) http://www.bbc.
com/news/world-africa-27979782

10  Sudan ‘apostasy’ woman takes refuge in US Embassy, BBC News (27th June 2014) http://www.bbc.com/news/
world-africa-28051216

Meriam’s permission to leave Sudan still unclear, Worldwatch Monitor (21st July 2014) https://www.
worldwatchmonitor.org/2014/07/article_3226132.html/
11  Police in Sudan Arrest Church Leaders for Refusing to Surrender Worship Property, MorNiNg star News (25th 

November 2014) http://morningstarnews.org/2014/11/police-in-sudan-arrest-church-leaders-for-refu-
sing-to-surrender-worship-property/

12  Police in Sudan Attack Worshipping Congregation, Arrest 38 Christians, MorNiNg star News (3rd December 2014) 
http://morningstarnews.org/2014/12/police-in-sudan-attack-worshipping-congregation-arrest-38-chri-
stians/

13  There have been accusations of corruption against the Church council willing to sell valuable land to in-
vestors. Cf. Two South Sudanese Pastors face death penalty in Khartoum, SUdan tribUne (3 June 2015) http://
www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article55200

14  Court in Sudan Rules Government Interfered with Church, MorNiNg star News (16th September 2015) http://
morningstarnews.org/2015/09/court-in-sudan-rules-government-interfered-with-church/

15  Sudanese pastor acquitted of obstructing church demolition, ChristiaN today (6th January 2016) http://www.
christiantoday.com/article/sudanese.pastor.acquitted.of.obstructing.church.demolition/75776.htm

16  Outrage as nine Sudanese women face 40 lashes for wearing trousers, the gUardian (14th July 2015) http://
www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jul/14/sudan-christian-women-40-lashes-trousers https://www.am-
nesty.org/en/documents/afr54/2046/2015/en/

17  Cf. Sudanese woman sentenced to lashes, fine for wearing trousers, CNN (14th August 2015) http://edition.
cnn.com/2015/08/14/africa/sudan-women-indecent-dress-case/

18  Sudan court charges 25 with apostasy, News 24 (12th December 2015) http://www.news24.com/Africa/
News/sudan-court-charges-25-with-apostasy-20151210

19  Two More Pastors Arrested in Sudan, Morning Star News (20th December 2015) http://morningstarnews.
org/2015/12/two-more-pastors-arrested-in-khartoum-sudan/ In some other reports there is some 
confusion between the names of Pastor Telal Ngosi and the other pastor arrested together with Pastor 
Hassan Abderrahim http://www.sudanconsortium.org/darfur_consortium_actions/pressreleases/2016/
Urgent%20Action.pdf 

Sudan: ‘Religious Discrimination in Sudan Creates Space for Extremism’ – SDFG, Allafrica (16th March 2016) 
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20  Khartoum keeps 5 Christian leaders under daily surveillance, world watCh MoNitor (11th April 2016) https://

www.worldwatchmonitor.org/2016/04/4403554/
21  European man thrown into prison for filming video of persecution against Christians in Sudan, the ChristiaN 

tiMes (2nd March 2016) http://www.christiantimes.com/article/european-man-thrown-into-prison-for-fil-
ming-video-of-persecution-against-christians-in-sudan/53664.htm

22  Sudanese Authorities to charge detained pastor with crimes that could carry death penalty, ICC learns, perSe-
CUtion.org (24th May 2016) http://www.persecution.org/2016/05/24/sudanese-authorities-to-charge-de-
tained-pastor-with-crimes-that-could-carry-death-penalty-icc-learns/

23  Some miscellaneous summaries of incidents around church buildings and other kinds of harassment in 
the last years can be found in http://allafrica.com/stories/201512230407.html

24  Sudan refuses pastor’s appeal, demolishes Church of Christ in North Khartoum, PerseCutioN.org, (1st July 2014) 
http://www.persecution.org/2014/06/30/sudan-tries-to-quietly-demolish-church-of-christ-in-north-
khartoum/ 

Witnesses: Sudan demolishes church in latest persecution of Christians, CNN (1st July 2014) http://edition.cnn.
com/2014/06/30/world/africa/sudan-church-violence/ 
Sudan Democracy First Group http://us7.campaign-archive1.com/?u=7acabab6ae470b89628f88514&id=-
4d8a6e41df&e=9b69fce712
25  Ban on church construction angers Sudanese, Meriam Ibrahim allowed to emigrate, ChristiaN CeNtury (31st 

July 2014) http://www.christiancentury.org/article/2014-07/ban-church-construction-angers-sudanese 
Cf. USCIRF 2016, Page 66

26  Police in Sudan Arrest Church Leaders for Refusing to Surrender Worship Property, MorNiNg star News (25th 
November 2014) http://morningstarnews.org/2014/11/police-in-sudan-arrest-church-leaders-for-refu-
sing-to-surrender-worship-property/

27  Another Church building demolished in Omdurman, MorNiNg star News (11th November 2015) http://mor-
ningstarnews.org/2015/11/another-church-building-demolished-in-omdurman-sudan/ Sudan De-
mocracy First Group http://us7.campaign-archive1.com/?u=7acabab6ae470b89628f88514&id=4d8a6e-
41df&e=9b69fce712

28  Sudanese Air Force bombs Church complex in Nuba Mountains, MorNiNg star News (14th October 2014) http://
morningstarnews.org/2014/10/sudanese-air-force-bombs-church-complex-in-nuba-mountains/

29  2014 Attacks Report, the reLigion of peaCe http://www.thereligionofpeace.com/attacks/attacks.
aspx?Yr=2014

30  Primary School Bombed in Nuba, nUba reportS (May 2016) http://us4.campaign-archive1.com/?u=8f4546a-
2fa9b0892261b50497&id=7195b99036&e=0934b4bba8

31  Gunmen kidnap Coptic Priest in South Darfur’s Nyala, SUdan tribUne (15th April 2016) http://www.sudantri-
bune.com/spip.php?article58635 

Coptic monk kidnapped from Sudan farm, Worldwatch Monitor (18th April 2016) https://www.worldwatch-
monitor.org/coe/4194126/4382787/4418641?platform=hootsuite
Kidnappers of Coptic priest in Nyala town demand ransom, Radio Tamazuj (1st May 2016) https://radiotamazuj.
org/en/article/kidnappers-coptic-priest-nyala-town-demand-ransom
32  Release of coptic monk kidnapped in Darfur, agenCia fideS (25th May 2016) http://fides.org/en/news/60108-A-

FRICA_SUDAN_Release_of_Coptic_monk_kidnapped_in_Darfur#.V0cu6L6gXfY
33  The European Centre for Law and Justice, in its last Universal Period Review for 2015 considers Su-

dan an “eggregious offender of its citizens’ religious liberty” Cf. http://9afb0ee4c2ca3737b892-e-
804076442d956681ee1e5a58d07b27b.r59.cf2.rackcdn.com/ECLJ%20Docs/Sudan%202015.pdf

34  See different cases in the report by Sudan Consortium http://www.sudanconsortium.org/ An example 
showing the seriousness of this situation could be the reaction from 39 organisations from the Sudan 
civil society to excessive use of force by Sudanese authorities http://reliefweb.int/report/sudan/open-let-
ter-concerning-excessive-use-force-sudanese-authorities

35  Detailed monthly reports have been produced by the Sudan Consortium Cf. http://www.sudanconsor-
tium.org/darfur_crisis/SKBNUpdates.html
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SURINAM 

 

 

  AREA POPULATION2

RELIGION1

 zChristian: 50,99%

 zHindus: 20,44%

 zMuslim: 15,87%

 zOthers: 12,7%

SURINAME

   163.265km² 534.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees that everyone has the right to freedom of religion and 
belief (article 18). No one may be discriminated on grounds of religion, including in the 
workplace (articles 8 and 28).

The right of conscientious objection to military service is recognised (article 180).3

Everyone has the right to choose or change religions. Freedom of religion is a right of the 
individual. Violation of this right can be brought before a court of law.

The Penal Code punishes those who publicly and by any means incite or promote discri-
mination based on religion or belief.

The law prohibits various forms of blasphemy without depriving offenders of their liberty.

Religious education is not allowed in public schools; however, religious holidays can be 
celebrated. Home schooling is also not allowed on religious or other grounds. However, 
private schools, many of which are religiously affiliated, can teach religion.

The State provides grants to a limited number of public schools run by various religious 
groups. Teachers are paid by the State since they are public servants.

The Armed Forces have chaplains of different faiths: Hindu, Muslim, Protestant and Catholic.

Five groups are represented on the Interfaith Council: the Catholic Church, two Hindu 
groups and two Muslim groups. It holds monthly meetings that plan interfaith activities 
and formulate proposals for government policies.4

Incidents

In October 2014, the Minister of Agriculture of Suriname said that the debate over mari-
juana cultivation in the country was not a priority, since the priority is to produce the 
food the country lacks.5 He was responding to a request from Rastafarian groups asking 
for the right to use marijuana as part of their religious rituals.6
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which included representatives from Suriname. The goal was to establish religious services 
and opportunities for co-operation between Muslims in Latin America.7

In June 2015, the Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan Charitable and Humanitarian Foun-
dation based in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) added the countries of Suriname and 
Trinidad and Tobago to its Ramadan programme. The latter provides adequate food for 
the observance of this Muslim religious holiday.8

Unlike other Caribbean countries, the Catholic Church has little social influence in Suri-
name, but neither has it been subject to any major case of discrimination, intolerance or 
religious persecution.

Prospects for freedom of religion

No cases of intolerance have been reported during the period under review. Compared 
to the previous report, this suggests that the situation for religious freedom has remained 
unchanged. Religious education seems to be heavily restricted however this is not the 
case for families who turn to private schools. It would be desirable that equal access to 
religious instruction be improved.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_212_1.asp accessed on 9 May 2016
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19997673 accessed on 4 May 2016.
3 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_212_6.asp accessed on 8 March 2016.
4 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238786.pdf accessed on 8 March 2016.
5 http://www.iwnsvg.com/2014/10/13/suriname-wants-focus-on-food-security-not-marijuana/
6 http://www.caribbeannewsnow.com/topstory-Suriname-wants-focus-on-food-security%2C-not-mari-

juana-23190.html accessed on 8 March 2016.
7 http://www.caribbeannewsnow.com/topstory-First-Latin-American-Muslim-religious-leaders-sum-

mit-opens-in-Turkey-23647.html accessed on 8 March 2016.
8 http://www.caribbeannewsnow.com/topstory-Suriname-and-Trinidad-and-Tobago-added-to-UAE-Ra-

madan-charitable-programme-26620.html accessed on 8 March 2016.
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RELIGION1

SUAZILANDIA 

 

 

 zChristian: 90%

 zMuslim: 2%

 zOthers: 8%

  AREA POPULATION2

SWAZILAND

   17.364km² 1.435.613

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In recent years, the small, landlocked Southern African country of Swaziland has incre-
asingly become a haven for refugees from the crisis-torn regions of Africa. According to 
the UNHCR, the number of refugees increased year-on-year by 25 percent in 2013.3 Most 
displaced people come from war-torn areas in Central and East Africa to Swaziland,4 which 
has become a temporary, or even permanent, home for people from the crisis-stricken 
countries of Mozambique and Zimbabwe.

Swaziland is a particularly attractive haven for refugees because its neighbours the large 
and economically strong South Africa. On the other hand, the outlook for immigrants 
in Swaziland has worsened significantly in the wake of the major drought in 2015/2016. 
Practically all of the countries of Southern Africa have been affected by the drought, which 
in some places has decimated harvests, or even wiped them out.

While the religious life of Swaziland is diverse, the vast majority are Christian. Independent 
African churches are represented, in addition to Protestants, Anglicans and Catholics. 
Churches are involved in the Council of Swaziland Churches (CSC).5 It is believed that 
some 40 percent of the population practice a blend of Christian and traditional African 
rites locally referred to as ‘Zionism’.6

The 2005 constitution of Swaziland recognises and protects freedom of religion. Section 
20 (sub-section 2) states: “…a person shall not be discriminated against on the grounds 
of gender, race, colour, ethnic origin, tribe, birth, creed or religion, or social or economic 
standing, political opinion, age or disability”.7 Sub-section 3 states “For the purposes 
of this section, “discriminate” means to give different treatment to different persons”. 
Section 23 (subsection 1) reads: “A person has a right to freedom of thought, conscience 
or religion.” The constitution also protects people’s “freedom of worship either alone or 
in community with others.”

At the same time, the traditional laws and customs that are interpreted by the traditional 
courts, and the 360 village chiefs, also protect the right to engage in worship, including 
non-Christian religions. However, village chiefs are entitled to apply pressure on their 
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communities to promote a particular form of worship, saying it is connected with local 
traditions.8

Religious groups must obtain government approval to build new places of worship in 
cities, and the approval of the village chiefs to build houses of worship in rural areas.9 The 
country’s laws require registration by religious groups and churches. Communities that 
define themselves as Christian must apply for registration with one of the three national, 
inter-denominational associations – the League of Churches, the Swaziland Conference 
of Churches or the Council of Swaziland Churches. This is necessary in order for them gain 
a recommendation for government registration.10

Upon receipt of this recommendation, the Ministry of Justice registers the organisation. 
For native non-Christian religious groups, registration requirements are met if a leader, a 
congregation and a place of worship exist. Churches and organised groups are exempt 
from income tax.

The Council of Swaziland Churches encompasses Anglicans, Catholics (as an observer), 
Mennonites, Episcopalians and Methodists.11 The League of Churches represents the 
Zionist community and the other independent, African Churches.12 The Swaziland Con-
ference of Churches represents the Evangelicals.13 The three organisations work together 
in rural development projects, and in general mission matters. They issue statements 
about current events, including contentious issues. They have jointly called for religious 
freedom to be included in a new draft constitution. 

Religious education is a compulsory subject in primary schools but choice exists for 
secondary schools.14 In the curriculum, religious education includes all faiths. However, in 
practice the religion taught in schools is from a Christian perspective. The only religious 
youth groups permitted in schools are Christian. In many state-run schools, volunteers 
conduct public prayers and liturgical celebrations. Good Friday, Easter Monday, the 
Ascension and Christmas Day (25th December) are national holidays.15

Many of the organised Christian religious activities are supported by the government 
and the country’s royal family (Swaziland is a conservative monarchy). In principle, the 
authorities cover the costs of transport of pilgrims and visits to shrines. State radio and 
television broadcast Christian religious programming, which always leads to protest on 
the part of non-Christian groups, who are not granted any airtime on public radio or 
television.16

Incidents

There are occasional reports of cases of discrimination for religious reasons, particularly in 
rural communities and directed towards non-Christian groups.17 Both major newspapers 
in Swaziland, the Swazi Observer (organ of the government) and the independent Times 
of Swaziland, have repeatedly published opinion pieces calling for companies run by 
Muslims to be expelled from the rural areas, to make room for local entrepreneurs who 
are members of the Swazi people.18 This example shows once more that cooperation 
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between religious communities strengthening society can begin to falter in times of 
economic distress, particularly in societies with a wide range of faiths.

The role of the royal family in Swaziland is not free from controversy. Despite great poverty 
and high unemployment, King Mswati III wants to go ahead with the planned construction 
of a church in the former capital city of Lobamba. According to the newsweekly ‘African 
Independent’, the cathedral is expected to cost US$157 million and offer space for around 
30,000 faithful. Activists are critical of the call to support this project through donations 
by the population. At the moment, the majority of the people in Swaziland are unable 
to survive without external donations, according to Sibusiso Nhlabatsi, the spokesman 
for the organisation ‘Swaziland Lawyers for Human Rights’. The King is criticised for his 
reportedly extravagant lifestyle while 63 percent of the population of Swaziland live in 
poverty. According to the World Bank, this Southern African country is one of the world’s 
poorest. To date, Swaziland’s large-scale celebrations of Mass have been held in stadiums.19

Prospects for freedom of religion

Generally peaceful religious co-existence in Swaziland is unlikely to come under strain 
in the near future. There is cause for concern, however, as a result of the government’s 
increasingly repressive policy towards the opposition, as well as the country’s lingering 
economic problems. Whether these two developments will have a lasting impact on 
religious co-existence in the country remains to be seen.

Endnotes
1 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
2 CIA 2016: The World Factbook, estimate July 2015
3 UNHCR 2016
4 https://www.laenderdaten.info/Afrika/Swasiland/fluechtlinge.php
5 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
6 Ibid.
7 http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text.jsp?file_id=217889
8 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 http://councilofswazilandchurches.org
12 https://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/League_of_African_Churches
13 http://swazilandcc.org/aboutus/
14 U.S. Department of State 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_holidays_in_Swaziland
16 U.S. Department of State 2016: International Religious Freedom Report 2014
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/03/05/swasiland-k%C3%B6nig_plant_trotz_armut_volkfinanzier-

te_kirche/1212999
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SWEDEN

    449.964km2 9.500.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution guarantees freedom of religion. It prohibits discrimination on the basis 
of religious affiliation and complaints may be filed with the Discrimination Ombudsman.4 

Recognition or registration of groups is not required to carry out religious activity and 
faith communities are taxed similarly to non-profit organisations. However, officially 
recognised religious groups (the Church of Sweden and 44 other religious groups) may 
raise revenues through the Commission for State Grants to Religious Communities.5 

Threats or expressions of contempt for individuals based on religious belief are prohibited 
by hate speech laws. Several regions have hate crime units within their police departments 
to detect, raise awareness of, and inform the public of hate crimes. Police maintain statistics 
on hate crimes, including religiously motivated hate crimes.6 In 2014, the government 
issued a directive making the National Council for Crime Prevention (BRÅ) responsible 
for the production of hate crime statistics.7

According to BRÅ and the National Point of Contact on Hate Crimes, such crimes increa-
sed in 2014 by 14 percent from the previous year – the largest increase since hate crimes 
statistics have been recorded.8 The sharpest rise was among crimes with an anti-Christian 
bias. Islamophobia and anti-Semitic crimes also significantly increased.9

Instruction covering all world religions is required in all public and private schools. Religious 
groups are permitted to establish private schools, provided they meet state curriculum 
requirements.10 Home schooling, including for religious reasons, is not permitted except 
under “extraordinary circumstances.” The Jewish and Christian families who have challenged 
this law, arguing that it infringes on their fundamental rights, have been unsuccessful.11

There are legal restrictions on both animal slaughter and circumcision of males that some 
Jews and Muslims have said interfere with their religious traditions. 12 
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Incidents

With respect to reports of anti-Semitism and anti-Muslim activity, it should be noted that, 
because ethnicity and religion are often closely linked, it might be difficult to determine 
whether an incident is motivated by racism or by religious intolerance. 

Against Christianity

Official figures reported to the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe and 
the Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) for the 2014 hate 
crimes report include 440 “anti-religious hate crimes”, 308 of which were motivated by bias 
against Christians. The OSCE/ODIHR report does not differentiate between Christians and 
“other religions”, except Judaism and Islam, in its reporting of type of crime, but it appears 
that around half of the incidents were threats, 38 percent were attacks on property, and 
14 percent were physical assaults. The report does not indicate any submissions by civil 
society groups about incidents against Christians.13

The first incidents of violence and discrimination against Christians were reported in the 
wake of the “refugee crisis” that began in 2015. In accommodation centres, the Swedish 
Migration Service implemented a policy of not separating people on religious lines. 
Reports have suggested that Christian minorities were harmed by radical Muslim migrants.

In September 2015, a 26-year-old, who claimed to have fought with jihadist groups in 
Syria, was arrested by police after threatening to “slaughter” and “cut the throat” of a 
Christian refugee. The perpetrator was ultimately sentenced only to probation and a 
monetary fine.14 In October 2015, a Pakistani couple had to leave a shelter in Western 
Sweden where they were staying after harassment by some of the Muslims in the housing 
ended with the husband’s name being sprayed on a wall near their room calling for his 
death. According to the husband, the Swedish Migration Board was notified, but did not 
take any steps to protect the couple so they moved to a church shelter.15

The Swedish Evangelical Alliance, as well as the Patriarch of the Universal Syrian Orthodox 
Church, has appealed to Swedish authorities for action to protect Christians in refugee 
housing.16

Vandalism against Christian buildings included an arson attack against a Lutheran church 
in August 2015, during which the perpetrators used a Molotov cocktail to set fire to 
the building.17 The Assyrian Christian community was the victim of threats and attacks, 
including an arson attack in December 2015 which completely destroyed the headquar-
ters of the National Association of Assyrians in Sweden. Islamists took responsibility.18 
Assyrian-owned businesses in Gothenburg were targets of jihadist graffiti, including 
messages of “Convert or Die.”19

Against Judaism

According to the 2014 OSCE/ODIHR hate crime report (the most recent available), officials 
recorded 146 anti-Semitic hate crimes (12 physical assaults, 54 cases of attacks against 
property and 80 cases of threats).20 Civil society reported two violent attacks (including 
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property.21 

According to the Kantor Centre for the Study of Contemporary Jewry, there was a pro-
nounced anti-Israel atmosphere in Scandinavia during the Gaza conflict in the summer 
of 2014. In Sweden, politicians’ and other public figures’ public media criticisms of Israel 
were met with clearly anti-Semitic comments online.22 The Jewish communities in 
Stockholm and Malmö reported that youth of Middle Eastern origin perpetrated many 
of the anti-Semitic hate crimes.23

Examples of physical attacks include a July 2014 assault by 10 men with iron pipes on a 
man in Malmö after he hung an Israeli flag from his window. In August 2014, a rabbi in 
Malmö was attacked twice in one day by unknown men.24 Furthermore, in November 
2014, the newspaper Goteborgs-Posten in Gothenburg reported that the city’s rabbi 
received death threats via email.25 

Examples of attacks on property include the vandalism of a Jewish man’s car in Stockholm 
in September 2014. All the windows were smashed and a laminated card with a swastika 
had been placed under the windshield wiper. Rocks were thrown at several synagogues 
in Swedish cities, resulting in smashed windows.26 In October 2014, two swastika flags 
were raised in Kronoberg in southern Sweden: one in a school courtyard; the second 
outside a grocery store in Vaxjo.27 

The Kantor Centre reported that the Jewish community in Malmö was shrinking to cri-
tically low levels, with as few as 700 members compared to more than 1,000 ten years 
ago, but does not attribute this to anti-Semitism. In Stockholm, street anti-Semitism is 
common and men are advised not to wear a kippah or other Jewish symbols in public.28 
The Simon Wiesenthal Centre still maintains its 2010 travel advisory for Jews traveling in 
southern Sweden, warning Jews in Malmö could be “subject to anti-Semitic taunts and 
harassment.”29

In a bid to combat anti-Semitism, two seminars, one in Gothenburg and one in Malmö, 
were arranged in 2014 by the Swedish Committee against Anti-Semitism in co-opera-
tion with the cities of Gothenburg and Malmö, and with support from the Ministry of 
Employment.30 In August 2015, the government announced it would grant SEK 2 million 
(US$259,000) to the Swedish Jewish Council to increase security for Jewish congregations 
in light of religious tensions.31 

In 2015, the Simon Wiesenthal Centre again reiterated its 2010 travel advisory, saying 
the situation for Jews had worsened in Malmö. In addition to serial harassment of the 
city’s rabbi, incidents in 2015 included harassment of “Jewish citizens by Muslim youth” 
as they buried loved ones in the Jewish cemetery; and “a group of anti-Israeli demonstra-
tors, wearing protective clothing and masks in order to avoid being infected by Zionist 
bacteria and ‘Isolera’ viruses, entered some stores in the city to confiscate Israeli products, 
declaring them fruits of illegal occupation of Palestine and as such must be boycotted 
or destroyed.”32
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Against Islam

OSCE/ODIHR’s 2014 hate crime report provides official figures of 281 crimes motivated 
by anti-Muslim bias (60 physical assaults, 24 cases of attacks against property, and 197 
cases of threats).33 There were no incidents reported by civil society.34

In September 2014 the Supreme Court ruled that a 56-year-old man’s physical attack on 
two veiled women was a hate crime. Witnesses heard the man screaming obscenities 
about Muslims, saying “I hate you all.”35 In February 2015, the imam of the Stockholm 
Mosque and his family received death threats.36

At the end of 2014, several Swedish mosques were attacked in one week, and in the 
aftermath of the January 2015 Charlie Hebdo attack, a Swedish mosque received a bomb 
threat.37 In response, the national police have tightened security at mosques and other 
religious buildings across the country and there were demonstrations held to show sup-
port and solidarity with the Muslim population.38

In 2015, the Discrimination Ombudsman ruled that the Karolinksa Institute discriminated 
against a Muslim dentistry student when it refused to mitigate its hygiene and clothing 
policies to allow her to wear a uniform with long sleeves, instead of short sleeves.39

The Ankara-based Foundation for Political, Economic and Social Research’s (SETA) 2015 
European Islamophobia Report says: “Negative and/or discriminating trends toward 
Islam and Muslims in Sweden are generally evident in every aspect of society included 
in this report: Media, legal, political, and school systems, the labour market and in public 
attitudes.”40

Prospects for freedom of religion

While it appears that there were no significant new or increased governmental restrictions 
on religious freedom during the period under review, there seems to be an increasing 
societal intolerance against both majority and minority religions, some of which may be 
a backlash to global terrorism or geopolitical conflicts attributed to religious groups, as 
well as anti-immigration sentiments in Sweden. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_215_1.asp
2 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17955808
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17955808
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
5 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
7 http://hatecrime.osce.org/sweden
8 http://hatecrime.osce.org/sweden
9 http://www.thelocal.se/20150805/record-increase-in-swedish-hate-crimes
10 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
11 https://www.hslda.org/hs/international/Sweden/201501060.asp
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12 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
13 http://hatecrime.osce.org/sweden
14 http://www.intoleranceagainstchristians.eu/case/sunni-muslim-threatens-to-kill-christian-syrian-in-kal-

mar-accommodation.html
15 http://www.dagen.se/hotad-pa-asylboende-flyttade-till-kyrka-1.421974
16 http://www.christiansinpakistan.com/christian-refugees-facing-persecution-in-sweden-asylum-centers/
17 http://www.dagen.se/man-anhallna-for-kyrkobranden-1.390425
18 http://www.intoleranceagainstchristians.eu/case/national-association-of-assyrians-in-sweden-vi-

ctim-of-arson.html
19 http://www.dn.se/nyheter/sverige/restaurangagare-hotades-med-is-budskap-konvertera-eller-do/
20 Figures reported to ODIHR include an estimated 264 hate crime reports. The number reported by ODIHR 

excludes cases of defamation and hate speech that do not fall within the OSCE definition of hate crime.
21 http://hatecrime.osce.org/sweden
22 http://kantorcenter.tau.ac.il/sites/default/files/Scandinavia%202014.pdf
23 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
24 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
25 http://kantorcenter.tau.ac.il/sites/default/files/Scandinavia%202014.pdf
26 http://kantorcenter.tau.ac.il/sites/default/files/Scandinavia%202014.pdf
27 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
28 http://kantorcenter.tau.ac.il/sites/default/files/Scandinavia%202014.pdf
29 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
30 http://hatecrime.osce.org/sweden
31 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
32 http://www.wiesenthal.com/site/apps/nlnet/content.aspx?c=lsKWLbPJLnF&b=8776547&ct=14546401
33 Figures reported to ODIHR include an estimated 492 hate crime reports. The number reported by ODIHR 

excludes cases of defamation and hate speech that do not fall within the OSCE definition of hate crime.
34 http://hatecrime.osce.org/sweden
35 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238438
36 http://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/reports/2015/en/EIR_2015_SWEDEN.pdf
37 https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/responses/religious-discrimination-a-common-denomina-

tor-for-muslims-in-western-europe
38 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/03/world/in-sweden-the-land-of-the-open-door-anti-muslim-senti-

ment-finds-a-foothold.html?_r=0
39 http://www.do.se/lag-och-ratt/diskrimineringsarenden/karolinska-institutet/
40 http://www.islamophobiaeurope.com/reports/2015/en/EIR_2015_SWEDEN.pdf
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SUIZA 

 

 

 zChristian: 70,8%
(Christian: 38,2% – Protestant: 26,9% 
– Others: 5,7%)

 zMuslim: 4%1

 zOthers: 25,2%

SWITZERLAND

  41.284km² 8.1 milhões

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

There is no official state church. The constitution delegates religious matters to the cantons, 
which regulate the activities of religious communities. The cantons offer legal recognition 
as public entities to religious communities that fulfil a number of pre-requisites such as: 
the recognition of the right of religious freedom; respect for the cantonal constitution 
and rule of law; and financial transparency. The cantons of Basel, Zurich, and Vaud also 
offer religious communities legal recognition as private entities, this gives the recognised 
religious communities the right to teach their religions in public schools as well as other 
rights that vary from canton to canton. 

All of the 26 cantons, with the exception of Geneva, Neuchatel, Ticino, and Vaud, finan-
cially support at least one of four religious communities – Roman Catholic, Old Catholic, 
Protestant, or Jewish – with funds collected through a mandatory church tax for regi-
stered church members, and, in some cantons, businesses. The church tax is voluntary 
in the cantons of Ticino, Neuchatel, and Geneva. In all others an individual who chooses 
not to pay the church tax may have to leave the church. The canton of Vaud is the only 
canton that does not collect a church tax; however, the Protestant and Roman Catholic 
denominations are subsidised directly through the cantonal budget. Islamic and other 
unrecognised religious groups are not currently eligible to receive funding collected via 
the church tax but this idea is being discussed in some cantons.

There is no law requiring the registration of a religious group. The granting of tax-exempt 
status to a religious group varies from canton to canton. Most cantons automatically 
grant tax-exempt status to those religious communities that receive cantonal financial 
support, while all other religious communities must generally submit an application for 
tax-exempt status to the cantonal government.

In November 2009 a referendum, passed with 57.5 percent of the popular vote, introdu-
ced a ban on the construction of new minarets but the four existing minarets were not 
affected by the ban. New mosques may be built but they must not have minarets.

Religious groups of foreign origin are free to proselytise, but regulations lay out specific 
standards that foreign missionaries must meet before entering the country. Foreign mis-
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include proof that the foreigner will not displace a citizen from a job; that he/she has 
formally completed theological training; that he/she will be financially supported by the 
host organisation; that he/she is willing to participate in mandatory integration courses; 
and that the number of the organisation’s religious workers is not out of proportion to 
the size of the community when compared to the number of religious workers from the 
cantonally recognised religious communities.

To obtain a work permit, the applicant must have sufficient knowledge of, respect for, 
and understanding of Swiss customs and culture; be conversant in at least one of the 
three main national languages; and hold a degree in theology. If an applicant is unable 
to meet these requirements, the government may deny the residency and work permits.

The law also allows the government to refuse residency and work permits if a background 
check reveals an individual has ties to religious groups deemed “radicalised” or has enga-
ged in “hate preaching.” By law, immigration authorities are authorised to refuse residency 
permits to clerics considered “fundamentalists” by the government if the authorities deem 
internal security or public order is at risk.

Most public cantonal schools offer religious education, with the exception of schools 
in Geneva and Neuchatel. State schools normally offer classes in Catholic and/or Prote-
stant doctrine with the precise course varying from canton to canton and sometimes 
from school to school. The municipalities of Ebikon and Kriens in the canton of Lucerne 
offer religious classes in Islamic doctrine, as does the municipality of Kreuzlingen in the 
canton of Thurgau. In some cantons religious classes are voluntary, while in others they 
form part of the mandatory curriculum at the secondary school level; however, waivers 
are routinely granted for children whose parents request them. 

Incidents

Related to Islam

Headscarves

Courts overturned efforts by some cantons to enforce bans on head coverings, but local 
governments in other cantons proceeded to impose such bans.

On 5th March 2014, the Rheintal district court in the canton of St Gallen acquitted the 
parents of a Muslim girl of charges brought against them by the state prosecutor, who 
indicted the couple for breaching the cantonal education law after their daughter refused 
to go to school without a headscarf, despite the school’s imposition of a headscarf ban. 

On 29th September 2014, the canton of Thurgau declared there was no legal basis for 
banning headscarves at schools. The decision followed a federal court ruling in 2013 that 
stated schools had no power to prohibit the wearing of headscarves in the absence of a 
legal or constitutional basis. 

Swimming pools
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In October 2015, after several years of controversy, local authorities in Basle decided to 
change the rules relating to a women-only area in the city swimming baths frequented 
by Muslim women and their children (boys up to the age of 6 years).2 Looser-fitting bur-
qinis were banned and only women over 16 were allowed to access the area, but topless 
swimming was allowed. Tensions had erupted with complaints about bathers wearing 
bikinis or going topless and male attendants in the area reserved for women. Officials 
stated the changes had nothing to do with religion.3

Osmanoglu and Kocabas v. Switzerland (no. 29086/12)4 

The applicants submitted that the obligation to send their daughters to mixed-sex swim-
ming classes, as part of the compulsory schooling in the canton of Basle, goes against to 
their religious convictions. They also claimed that the fine imposed on them for failing 
to comply with that obligation had no valid legal basis, did not pursue a legitimate aim 
and was disproportionate. 

The court gave notice of the application to the Swiss Government and put questions to 
the parties under Article 9 (freedom of thought, conscience and religion) of the Conven-
tion. As of 1st July 2016, the case was still pending.

Shaking hands with a woman

In April 2016, two male Muslim students from Therwil secondary school in the canton of 
Basle refused to shake hands with their female teacher on religious grounds. The school 
tried to find a compromise, and decided that the two pupils should not greet either men 
or women with a handshake. 

Headteacher Juerg Lauener said the school had no reason to adjust its policy, unless the 
local authorities ruled against its decision. Local education officials said the school had 
taken a pragmatic approach, but agreed it was not a permanent solution as rules should 
be the same for all pupils. The justice minister said shaking hands was part of Swiss cul-
ture, adding that such dispensation for Muslim children was not her idea of integration.

There was no reference in the Qur’an that would justify a refusal to shake a woman tea-
cher’s hand, said the Swiss Federation of Islamic Organisations. However, the small Islamic 
Central Council of Switzerland said that a handshake between a man and a woman was 
prohibited. 

According to legal experts, the religious motivation referred to by the students does prevail 
over public interest, such as the equality between men and women or social integration.5

Controversies about the Museum for Islamic Culture in La Chaux-de-Fonds, Neuchâtel 
canton 

The Islamic museum, which intended to offer exhibitions, debates, workshops and other 
activities, was the target of a motion by the Swiss People’s Party entitled “Today a museum, 
tomorrow a Qur’an school?”. The party also questioned the source of the museum’s funds. 
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a former watch factory, came from Muslim women in French-speaking Switzerland – but 
funds also came from foundations based in Kuwait and Qatar. 

After Jean-Charles Legrix, a city councillor from the right-wing Swiss People’s Party, posted 
anti-Muslim comments on social media, a related cross-party resolution, “No to the inci-
tement of hatred by a city councillor”, proposed by the left-wing Social Democratic Party, 
was passed by city government.

High-profile attempts to block the opening of the Swiss Centre for Islam and Society in 
Fribourg 

For a number of years, the proposal to create a Swiss Centre for Islam and Society at the 
University of Fribourg has generated controversial political debate. An effort by the con-
servative right-wing Swiss People’s Party to force a vote on the Centre failed after it was 
ruled unconstitutional by the cantonal parliament. The Swiss People’s Party has appealed 
the decision to the Federal Court. 

The Centre, which is part of the University of Fribourg’s theology faculty, is meant to 
promote dialogue among societal groups and contribute to debates surrounding Islam. 
It will focus on research and inter-religious issues. 

The Centre was officially inaugurated and opened to the public on 13th June 2016. 

Related to Judaism

According to the Swiss Israelite Association, more than 60 anti-Semitic incidents were 
documented in the German-speaking part of the country in 2014, compared to 21 anti-Se-
mitic incidents in 2013. The majority of incidents consisted of verbal and written attacks. 
A separate report published by the Geneva-based Intercommunity Coordination against 
Anti-Semitism and Defamation recorded 151 anti-Semitic incidents in the French and 
Italian-speaking parts of the country in 2014 (the last year for which data was available 
at time of writing) representing a 57 percent increase compared with 2012.

In May 2016, the Art School of Saxon (EPAC) excluded one of its students before his final 
exam for publishing anti-Semitic drawings on Facebook. A criminal case has been opened. 
This move had been recommended by the director of the Federal Commission Against 
Racism, Patrizia Abderhalden, who commented on the incident “even if the drawings were 
made outside the school, they go beyond the Swiss penal standards.”

Related to Christianity

The Catholic Church is very active (at parish level as well national and cantonal level) in 
the promotion of religious freedom and dialogue with other confessions and religions 
(including Islam). Conferences and workshops are regularly organised by parishes and 
dioceses, often with the participation of imams and Muslim scholars. Since 2001, the Swiss 
Bishops’ Conference has had a commission for dialogue with Islam. In 2016, the commis-
sion sent a delegation to Turkey to meet various Muslim representatives. The objective of 
the visit was to hear first-hand about the different challenges and changes taking place 
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in Turkey and to understand the consequences that these might have for the Christian 
community in the country. The commission regularly publishes brochures about Islam for 
those working in parishes or teaching religion in schools. These brochures are intended 
to promote religious freedom, and understanding of, and respect for, other religions. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

There has been an increase in both anti-Muslim sentiments and anti-Semitic statements. 
While Muslim representatives note that societal discrimination against their community 
is a reflection of broader intolerance towards foreigners, many Muslims feel they suffer 
greater discrimination. Religious freedom is a right which is respected and protected in 
Switzerland, but is confronted with different challenges coming from the expectations 
of some Muslim communities.

Private initiatives are being taken to promote inter-religious harmony. A newly opened, 
privately funded “House of Religions” in Bern offers prayer rooms for five religious com-
munities, including a Christian church, an Alevi dergah, a Hindu temple, a Buddhist centre 
and a Muslim mosque. Prayer space will also be available for Jews, Baha’is, and Sikhs.

Endnotes
1 Approximately 95 percent of Muslims are of foreign origin, with over 30 countries represented. Most 

come from countries of the former Yugoslavia, including Kosovo, Macedonia, and Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na. Many Muslims also come from Turkey, North Africa, and Somalia. The majority of the Muslim commu-
nity is Sunni; the minority includes Shia, Alevis, and Ahmadis.

2 “Lorsque la meilleure des communautés empoisonne les baigneuses bâloises”, Dreutz.info, 11th October 
2015. See http://bit.ly/28TXqUy?

3 “Anger as Basel pool bans ‘maxi burqinis’”, The Local, 29th April 2016. See http://www.thelocal.
ch/20160429/anger-as-basel-pool-bans-maxi-burkinis

4 See judgment at http://www.strasbourgconsortium.org/portal.case.php?pageId=10#caseId=1011
5 See http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-35967349
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  AREA POPULATION1

 zChristian: 5,2%
(Christian: 2% – Protestant: 0,3% – 
Orthodox: 2,9%)

 zMuslim: 92,8%
(Sunni: 92% – Shia: 0,8%)

 zOthers: 2%

SYRIA

  185.180km2 22.800.000 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Syria was established as a state by the French Mandate for Syria and the Lebanon after 
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. It gained independence in 1946. Multi-ethnic and 
multi-religious in its demographic composition, the country struggled to a find a national 
consensus. In 1970 army officer Hafez Al Assad from the Alawite community, an off-shoot 
from Shi‘a Islam, staged a coup against the government of the time. He became presi-
dent remaining in that post until he died in 2000 and was succeeded by his son Bashar. 
In March 2011, following demonstrations against the Government, demonstrators and 
government forces clashed. The violence spiralled into a full civil war after summer 2011 
when the opposition started to become militarised. With the intervention of regional 
(Iran, Saudi Arabia) and international powers (USA, Russia) the conflict is considered by 
many as a proxy war. According to the most conservative estimate, at least 150,000 peo-
ple have died, but some suggest the figure has exceeded 400,000. Most of the country’s 
infrastructure has been destroyed. As a result of the war, half the population has fled 
their homes either to safe places inside the country or as refugees abroad. In its global 
overview for 2015, the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre stated that Syria had 
“the largest number of IDPs [internally displaced people] in the world.”2 In June 2016 
the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) revealed that by the end of 
2015, a world-beating 4.9 million refugees were from Syria, more than two million above 
second-placed Afghanistan.3 With Syrian refugee numbers increasing by almost one million 
within 12 months, the crisis highlighted repeated failed attempts by the United Nations 
to bring government and opposition together to find a political solution to the conflict.

The majority of Syria’s citizens are Sunni Muslims. Alawites, Christians and Druze add 
to the traditional religious mosaic of the country. Since 2011 the situation of religious 
freedom has sharply declined. Before the war began, Christians comprised a significant 
minority of the population, thought to be about 10 percent. Most of these are eastern-rite 
Churches, such as the Melkite Greek Catholic Church. The Churches of the country praised 
the atmosphere of tolerance before the war. Because the Christians were concentrated in 
strategically important zones affected by war, they have fled their homes in large num-
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bers, becoming displaced within Syria or seeking refuge outside of the country. Among 
non-Arab ethnic groups, Kurds are the most important. They adhere to Sunni Islam.

According to the constitution of the Republic (which only applies to government held 
areas): article 3 of Syria’s constitution,4 approved by a referendum in 2012, “The religion 
of the President of the Republic is Islam; Islamic jurisprudence shall be a major source of 
legislation; The State shall respect all religions, and ensure the freedom to perform all the 
rituals that do not prejudice public order; The personal status of religious communities 
shall be protected and respected.” Article 8 forbids “carrying out any political activity 
or forming any political parties or groupings on the basis of religious, sectarian, tribal, 
regional, class-based, professional, or on discrimination based on gender, origin, race or 
colour”. Article 33 (3) declares: “Citizens shall be equal in rights and duties without discri-
mination among them on grounds of sex, origin, language, religion or creed.” Article 42 
protects “Freedom of belief in accordance with the law”.

The government restricts proselytising and conversion. The government prohibits the 
conversion of Muslims to other religions, since this is deemed contrary to Shari‘a. The 
government does not permit conversion from Islam to Christianity, but does recognise 
Christian converts to Islam. The penal code prohibits “causing tension between religious 
communities”.5 Syria’s Penal Code provides in article 462 that individuals who publicly 
defame religious proceedings are punishable with two years’ imprisonment.6

Personal status affairs such as marriage and inheritance are being regulated in accordance 
with the religious law of the community a citizen belongs to. Muslims are subjected to 
Shari‘a, Christians and other religious minorities to their respective community laws. There 
is no civil marriage. Muslim women cannot marry non-Muslim men, but it is possible for 
Muslim men to marry partners from outside the religion. 

Incidents

In September 2014 Daesh (ISIS) destroyed an Armenian church in Deir el Zor, a city with 
a Kurdish majority, which they had seized. The remains of victims of the Armenian Geno-
cide were kept there. Armenian Foreign Minister Edward Nalbandian condemned the 
destruction of the church as “horrific barbarity”.7

In October 2014 militants linked to Al-Nusra Front kidnapped Roman Catholic parish 
priest Father Hanna Jallouf, OFM and up to 20 people from Knayeh, a Christian village 
in north-west Syria.8 The Franciscan Custody of the Holy Land, which oversees Roman 
Catholic activities in the country, later announced that Father Jallouf has been released 
but put under house arrest.9

In November 2014 the remaining Christian families in Raqqa were forced to pay the 
jizya, the Islamic tax imposed on non-Muslims. Raqqa, the city of northern Syria which 
has become a stronghold of Daesh since 2014, has only 23 Christian families out of the 
1,500 who lived there before the beginning of the Syrian conflict.10 
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target of a terror attack that left 15 people dead and at least 50 injured, according to a 
priest based in the city when the blast took place. Jesuit priest Father Ziad Hilal told Aid 
to the Church in Need that Christians were among the victims even though al-Hadara 
Street is an Alawite Muslim area.11

In February 2015 Daesh attacked the Assyrian Christian villages on the Khabur river, in the 
north-eastern province of Jazira, causing thousands to flee. Around 220 Christians were 
taken hostages. Daesh fighters were driven out of the area in May 2015.12 In February 2016, 
the remaining 43 Assyrian hostages were released. According to the Assyrian Church of 
the East, there are no more Assyrians from Khabur being held by Daesh.13

In March 2015 Daesh released a video documenting the alleged “conversion” to Islam of 
one of the Assyrian Christian hostages they captured from the Assyrian villages near the 
river Khabour in February. In the video, a man purporting to be an Assyrian Christian of 
the village of Tel Temit and identified with the name of Sargon David, pronounces the 
formula of “Shahada” to certify his conversion to Islam. In the video, the man says he 
converted “voluntarily”, and calls on the Christians of Syria to do the same.14

In May 2015 Jesuit Father Jacques Mourad was kidnapped with a co-worker. The two 
men were travelling in Qaryatayn when two motorcycles drew up alongside their car. 
The kidnappers seized the vehicle and abducted the Jesuit priest. He was later freed in 
October 2015.15

In June 2015 it was reported that jihadist militiamen linked to Al-Nusra Front had massa-
cred dozens of Druze civilians in Qalb Loza village, in the Mount Simmaq area, near the 
town of Idlib. Eyewitnesses told Kurdish Ara News Agency that the mass execution took 
place when the fighters raided the village, overcoming the fragile resistance offered by 
the Druze. The mass execution took place on the outskirts of the village. According to 
witnesses, it was carried out with the intention of spreading terror throughout the rest 
of the civilian population. For jihadi militias who control large part of the Syrian territory, 
the Druze are an apostate sect.16 Waleed Jumblatt, a Druze leader in Lebanon, was able 
to mediate between the two groups, and Al-Nusra attributed the killings to individual 
soldiers and punished the perpetrators.17

In July 2015 it was confirmed that Melkite priest Antoine Boutros and his collaborator 
Said Al-Abdun had been seized by one of the several armed rebel groups that are in the 
area of the province of al-Suwayda. The two were traveling by car from the city of Shahba 
to Sama Hinadat, where Father Boutros was intending to celebrate the Divine Liturgy for 
Sunday.18

In August 2015 fighters from Daesh demolished the Mar Elian Monastery in al-Qaryatayn, 
near Homs. The Syriac Catholic monastery was founded in the fifth century. Daesh posted 
a series of images showing the destruction of the church, the exhumation of the relics of 
St Elian – martyred in 285 by the Romans – and the destruction of the historic complex. 
The monastery, considered one of Syria’s most important Catholic centres, had been 
extended in various stages over the centuries.19
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In October 2015 a video was published that showed three Assyrian Christians seized 
by Daesh from the villages near the Khabur river in Februray being subjected to capital 
punishment. The video of the execution was released on a jihadi website. In the video, the 
three Assyrian Christians appear on their knees, dressed in orange jumpsuits in a desert 
area. They were killed with gunshot wounds to the neck from three hooded executioners. 
Each of the three Assyrians, before being killed, identified themselves by repeating their 
names and village of origin. The execution took place on the morning of 23rd September, 
the day when Muslims commemorate Eid al-Adha (the Feast of Sacrifice).20

In December 2015 Syrian President Bashar al-Assad visited the Melkite parish of Our Lady 
of Damascus, in the Damascene district of al Qussur, with his wife Asma. The area is situa-
ted a few kilometres from the district of al-Jobar, which is in the hands of rebel militias, 
and is regularly targeted by grenades and missiles launched by the anti-regime forces.21 

In December 2015 two Christian villages were bombarded by Jihadists. At least two civi-
lians were killed and another twenty injured by grenades by anti-regime jihadist fighters 
against the villages of Maharda and Sqelbyia, in the province of Hama. The two towns, 
at the time controlled by the government army, are inhabited by Orthodox Christians. 
According to reports from local sources to Kurdish Ara News Agency, the bombings hit 
residential neighbourhoods spreading panic among the local population, that was pre-
paring their celebration of the holiday season.22

Also in December 2015 Maronite Archbishop Samir Nassar of Damascus announced the 
inauguration of a new Maronite church in the capital. The Church in the district of Kachkoul, 
on the eastern outskirts of Damascus, is dedicated the Blessed Massabki Brothers, martyrs 
of Damascus, who were killed in 1860.23

In January 2016 the Custody of the Holy Land announced that Father Dhiya Azziz had been 
liberated. Conflicting news had led people to believe that he had been taken by jihadists 
affiliated to Al-Nusra Front, which administers the emirate in the sector. This group has 
denied any involvement in his kidnapping and allegedly led the police investigation in 
neighbouring villages which led to his liberation. Father Azziz was allegedly abducted 
by another group of jihadists wanting to profit by his kidnapping. In the region, there 
are a number of groups that operate with different interests. He was allegedly treated 
well during his kidnapping.24

In January 2016 Daesh claimed responsibility for bombings near an important Shi‘a 
shrine outside the Syrian capital Damascus that killed at least 60 people, including 25 
Shi‘a fighters. In a statement circulated on social media, the militant group said two of 
its members had detonated suicide bombs near the Sayyida Zeinab shrine. Syrian state 
media earlier reported 45 people had been killed and 110 injured in the attacks, which 
it said involved a car bomb and two suicide bombers. The shrine of Sayyida Zeinab is a 
significant pilgrimage destination for Shi‘a Muslims.25

In April 2016 Syriac Orthodox Patriarch Ignatius Ephrem II said that some 21 Christians in 
Qaryatayn were murdered. Almost 300 Christians remained in the city after Daesh captured 
it in August 2015. He said some had died while trying to escape while the others were 
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to certain principles of Islamic law.26 In early April Syrian forces and their allies retook the 
town of Qaryatayn from Daesh.27 Father Jihad Yousef, of the Syriac-Catholic Order of Mar 
Musa, told Aid to the Church in Need: “The residents who have fled – both Christians and 
Muslims – are afraid. They fear that IS may come back again.” Fr Yousef said it was unlikely 
life would return to normal soon.28

In April 2016 a predominantly Christian city was bombed by Islamist rebel militias. The 
groups linked to Al-Nusra Front group launched an attack with mortars on the predo-
minantly Christian city of Sqelbiya, in the central province of Hama on Sunday, 24th April 
killing at least four civilians.29

In April 2016 the Christian areas of government held Aleppo were attacked from the rebel 
held side of the city with rockets and mortars causing numerous casualties.30 

In May 2016 the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said insurgents killed 
at least 19 civilians after capturing an Alawite village from government control in western 
Syria, but insurgents denied targeting civilians. Residents from the village of al-Zara 
interviewed by state media said rebels had killed women, children and livestock. Dozens 
of people are still missing, believed to have been abducted from the village, which lies 
close to a main highway linking the western cities of Homs and Hama. The Observatory 
said the attackers included Islamist rebel group Ahrar al-Sham and Al-Nusra Front. An 
Ahrar al-Sham spokesman said: “Civilians were not targeted. On the contrary, factions 
made great efforts to spare civilians and deal with prisoners humanely.” The Observatory 
cited sources saying the 19 dead, who included six women, were from families of fighters 
loyal to President Bashar al-Assad and were killed as rebels stormed houses during their 
attack on al-Zara.31

Also in May 2016 a terrorist attack carried out in a district of Qamishli inhabited mostly by 
Christians, left at least three dead and an undetermined number wounded. According to 
what some survivors reported, at least three bombers sowed shot guns and threw bombs 
in the street. Official government media attributed the attack to jihadist groups such as 
Daesh, but local independent sources point out that recently tensions in the Qamishli 
area have led to armed clashes between government forces and Kurdish militias, which 
aim to control the area. In the same area of Qamishli, on 20th December 2015, attacks 
against two restaurants belonging to Christian owners claimed the lives of 13 Christians 
and six Muslims. Another attack in the area on 24th January 2016 left three dead and 10 
wounded.32 

Prospects for freedom of religion

In general, in a situation of a sectarian war it not always clear whether infringements on 
religious freedom of individuals and collectives are solely or mainly motivated by the 
perpetrator’s hatred for a specific religion. Ethno-religious dividing lines have existed for 
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centuries. Political motivations might be as important as religious ones. Mostly they go 
together since religion and political affiliation do in most cases, as well. 

There are two main groups who commit acts against religious freedom in Syria. Firstly: 
The Assad government and its military allies such as Shi‘a militia Hezbollah from Lebanon 
or Shi‘a volunteers from Iraq and Iran. They fight together what they see as a terrorist 
threat and Sunni Jihadist insurgency against the government and the Syrian State. There 
are reports about them intentionally targeting Sunni populated areas. 

Secondly, non-state actors who have de facto established state-like zones of control. They 
have to be divided into Sunni jihadist militias including Daesh or Al-Nusra. The militias of 
the so called moderate opposition are in many cases also driven by Sunni ideology and 
pursue a religious vision for the country’s future – usually less extremist though than that of 
Daesh or Al-Nusra. Often they tactically cooperate with jihadist groups. Daesh and Al-Nu-
sra have committed grave acts against the religious freedom of Christians, Druze, Sunnis 
in the areas they control. They also attack Shi‘as and Alawites through terrorist attacks. 

The other group is mainly Kurdish militias in northern Syria. They control areas like the 
Khabur river region in Northern Syria that are inhabited by Christians. There are reports 
of fighting between Kurdish and Christians militias motivated by the Kurd’s policy of 
establishing complete control over their areas. 

As the conflict is entering its sixth year and no political solution is in sight, the humani-
tarian and the situation of religious freedom will not get better any time soon. Given the 
atrocities committed by all sides it could be difficult to bring the groups together again 
to live side by side once the fighting has stopped.

Endnotes
1 22.8 million (2013), current estimate 18.5 million - http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/

syria-population/
2 Ibid
3 OCHA, 31st December 2015 http://www.internal-displacement.org/middle-east-and-north-africa/syria/

figures-analysis
4 http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---ilo_aids/documents/legaldocu-

ment/wcms_125885.pdf
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TAIWÁN 

 

 

 zChristian: 5,5%
(Christian: 1,4% – Protestant: 4,1%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 44,2%

 zBuddhist: 21,3%

 zOthers: 29%

TAIWAN

 36.000km² 23.5 milhões

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Taiwan may only be separated from China by the narrow Straits of Formosa, but it is much 
further away in terms of attitudes towards religious freedom. The people of Taiwan enjoy 
a comparatively high degree of religious liberty thanks to a democratisation of political 
life and institutions initiated by Lee Teng-hui, the country’s president from 1988-2000.1 
Both the constitution and the country’s legislative framework guarantee full religious 
freedom to all 23 million Taiwanese citizens and this freedom is respected in practice by 
the authorities.2 Indeed, there are no reports of tensions between the religions, whether 
at an organisational level or between the faith communities themselves.

Taiwan, officially titled the Republic of China (ROC), is witnessing a large influx of visitors 
from the Chinese mainland (the People’s Republic of China (PRC)), who very often have 
a chance to see for themselves how a Chinese country can indeed experience genuine 
religious freedom. One illustration of this is the activity of the Falun Gong movement in 
Taiwan. Derived from a mixture of qi gong and Buddhism, Falun Gong was popularised 
in China during the 1990s to the point where it had gained tens, if not hundreds of thou-
sands of followers. Frightened by the sheer scale of the movement, in 1999 the Chinese 
authorities cracked down on it. The Falun Gong was suddenly banned and thousands of 
its followers were imprisoned, tortured or executed. By contrast, in Taiwan the Falun Gong 
has continued to develop and the Falun Gong Society of Taiwan today numbers a million 
members in more than 1,000 different branches. Even if these figures should perhaps be 
treated with caution, Taiwanese Falun Gong initiatives to inform visitors from China about 
the repression to which their movement is subjected in the PRC, undoubtedly highlights 
the degree of religious freedom enjoyed in Taiwan.3 

Concerning legislation, there is one point of concern relating to employment law for dome-
stic employees, a high proportion of whom are immigrant workers from the Philippines. 
Altogether, there are around 216,000 such domestic employees, and their employment 
contracts do not currently include any obligation on the part of the employer to allow 
them a day of rest during the week – which, among other things, obviously restricts 
their ability to attend a place of worship.4 It does not however seem, for the time being, 
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that the Taiwanese authorities have any intention of amending the legislation on this 
particular point. 

This concern apart, the presidential and parliamentary elections, which took place on 
16th January 2016 in Taiwan, were an opportunity to witness how religion and politics are 
mixed together in this young democracy – in effect the only democracy in the Chinese 
world. On that day, Mrs Tsai Ing-wen and her Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) won 
an overwhelming victory, defeating the former ruling party, the Kuomintang (KMT, the 
Chinese Nationalist Party).5

During the electoral campaign, the competing candidates visited various temples. Such 
temples – Buddhist, Taoist or one linked to what is commonly known as “Chinese popular 
religion” – are important places of social interaction. The political parties do not hesitate 
to appeal to this social network in order to mobilise the electorate. This is particularly the 
case with the Kuomintang, who have made it something of a speciality. For example, in 
the city of Taichung, the head of the Dajia Jenn Lann temple – where Mazu (Matsu), the 
popular goddess of the ocean is honoured – has become well known for campaigning 
on behalf of the Kuomintang.6 

During the electoral campaign, Mrs Hung Hsiu-chu, the KMT candidate, posted a picture 
of herself on Facebook visiting a temple. She wrote that she had come searching for “the 
benevolence and tranquillity of a bodhisattva” and asking the Bodhisattva to “bestow on 
me the wisdom needed to attain peace of mind”. Her posts sparked much comment on 
social media.7

Her opponent in the DPP was not to be outdone. In fact, a turning point in the campaign 
came in September 2015 with a comment about Mrs Tsai Ing-wen by the Venerable Hsing 
Yun, a Buddhist grand master. Although generally considered to be a staunch supporter 
of the KMT, Hsing Yun compared Mrs Tsai to the goddess Mazu, saying that her destiny 
was to win the elections of 16th January 2016. The media immediately seized on the words 
of this monk, who is a widely respected figure within the Buddhist community of Taiwan, 
seeing his remarks as a sign that the DPP would win.8 

Nor is Catholicism absent from this colourful scene. On 16th November 2015, two months 
to the day before the elections, Mrs Tsai Ing-wen, then still the opposition candidate, 
announced the name of the person she wanted as vice president. The man in question 
was the scientist and former Minister of Science, Philip Chen Chien-jen, who was intro-
duced by Tsai Ing-wen in these words: “He is a fervent Catholic, a person in whom you 
can place complete confidence.” This was a significant endorsement given the country’s 
politicians are often mired in corruption scandals.9 

This is not the first time in Taiwan, where there are only 300,000 Catholics in a population 
of 23.5 million, that a Catholic has held a position of high office in government. In fact 
the outgoing president, Ma Ying-jeou – who was unable to stand for re-election on 16th 
January 2016 after having already served two consecutive four-year terms – is himself a 
Catholic. However, unlike Chen Chien-jen, he is not a practising one (a fact he has never 
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attempted to hide, instead simply recalling that as a child he had been baptised in the 
Catholic faith).

Chen Chien-jen, by contrast, makes no secret of his Catholic faith. Asked by the press for 
the reasons that moved him to resign from the vice presidency of the prestigious Acade-
mica Sinica in order to go into politics, Chen replied that his wife and his daughter had 
prayed for him and had felt that God was calling him to assume this public role. Chen 
also added that he had consulted the Archbishop John Hung Shan-chuan of Taipei, who 
had told him that running as a candidate was not an obstacle to defending the Church’s 
values. The Archbishop himself confirmed, saying: “I reminded [Chen Chien-jen] that the 
Second Vatican Council had encouraged the involvement of the laity in politics as a way 
of serving society and instilling Christian values. I also told him that his candidature would 
be an example for the 270,000 Catholics of Taiwan and would perhaps encourage more 
Catholics to enter politics.” 

The media also interrogated Chen Chien-jen about the political implications of his religious 
faith. On 18th November 2015, during a press conference organised by the DPP, he was 
asked about his position on same-sex marriage which is currently not legal but which 
has been under consideration. Pressure for a change in the law increased in Taiwan after 
same-sex marriage was legalised in the United States in June 2015.

Chen Chien-jen responded as follows: “God loves everyone, and that’s why he also loves 
those who are homosexual. Consequently, I too believe that gays have the right to 
seek happiness and that we must respect this right. But given that marriage between 
two persons of the same sex implies a changing of society, there needs to be profound 
discussions before any decision is taken in this regard.”

This statement led a number of commentators to predict difficulties if Chen was elected, 
since Tsai Ing-wen for her part has never concealed the fact that she was favourable to “a 
plurality of forms of the family”.10 By contrast, a demonstration in November 2013 in favour 
of the traditional family, consisting of a man and a woman and their openness to having 
children had drawn more than 250,000 supporters, a considerable number for Taiwan.11

The Taiwanese press pointed out that it was wise for the DPP to choose a Catholic for the 
vice presidency.12 Well-regarded in the Vatican – he was made a Chevalier of the Order of 
the Holy Sepulchre in 2010 and of the Order of Saint Gregory the Great in 2013 – Chen 
could carry weight if Beijing puts pressure on the Holy See to break off diplomatic rela-
tions with Taipei. The Vatican is in practice the only important sovereign state that still 
maintains diplomatic relations with Taiwan, and there is no doubt that any breakdown 
in diplomatic relations between the Vatican and Taipei would be seen by the Taiwanese 
public as a defeat for the party in power.

Incidents

There were no incidents recorded during the period under review.
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Prospects for freedom of religion

While the Taiwanese enjoy a high degree of religious freedom, the political modernisation 
and democratisation of institutions over the past 20 years has not been accompanied by a 
secularisation of political life. More than ever, religion is at the heart of life in the country.
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TURKMENISTÁN 

 

 

 zChristian: 1,43%

 zMuslim: 95,6%

 zOthers: 2,97%

TAJIKISTAN

 143.100km²  7.100.000 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Tajikistan is the smallest of the five Central Asian republics, with widespread poverty, a 
weak economy and deeply entrenched corruption. 

The government of President Emomali Rahmon, Head of State since 1992, has been 
marked by numerous human rights violations and by scant respect for the rule of law. 
He is now attempting to tighten his already strong grip on the country – with an increa-
sed emphasis on the spread of Islamic extremism as the most common justification for 
repressing dissent and restricting political, civil and religious rights.1 In the 2015 Report 
of the US Commission on International Religious Freedom, Tajikistan was moved from 
Level 2 (where it had been since 2009) to Level 1 (as a country of particular concern).2 
Freedom House, in its Report 2015, also points to a decline in Tajikistan in the level of 
democracy achieved.3

In the elections to the lower house, held on 1st March 2015 and marked by numerous 
irregularities, the Islamic Renaissance Party (IRP) – the only religion-based party in Central 
Asia – did not reach the five percent threshold and so, for the first time in 15 years, it does 
not have a single representative in the Tajik parliament. Two days before the elections, 
the State Committee for Religious Affairs (CRA), the principal control body for the various 
religious communities in the country – which operates under presidential administration 
– had redacted and sent out to all the central mosques a sermon attacking the IRP and 
calling on the people to vote only for the candidates of President Rahmon’s own party. 
Following the elections, another similar tract, authored by the CRA, called for the out-
lawing of the IRP.4 This is what has in fact happened, initially with a government decree 
on 28th August 2015, banning the IRP from engaging in any political activity, and then, 
on 29th September 2015, with the definitive outlawing of the IRP by the Supreme Court, 
which defined the party as an “extremist and terrorist organisation”.5 In the wake of this 
ruling, many of the members, including leading figures in the party, have been arrested.6

The absence of the IRP from the parliament and from the civil life of the country, and 
hence the denial of political representation to the 44,000 registered members of the party, 
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source of growth in Islamic radicalism.7 

In June 2015 the Interior Minister Ramazan Rakhimzoda stated that the number of Tajiks 
fighting in Syria and Iraq has been steadily growing, reaching around 500 individuals.8

The current legislation on religion, which came into force in 2009, regards all exercise of 
religious freedom as illegal, except where authorised by the state. All religious groups are 
required to register, and there is a strict system of censorship. Further legal obstacles in 
the exercise of religious freedom have been introduced subsequently, with amendments 
to the civil and penal code and the law on parental responsibility of 2011 – which bans 
the participation of young people aged under 18 in religious activities, with the exception 
of funerals. Also worth noting in this context is the law on extremism, which is frequently 
used to justify coercive action against forms of Islam not approved by the state.

Freedom of information is likewise heavily restricted. In November 2015 parliament appro-
ved certain amendments to the law against terrorism, thereby legalising the severing of 
telephone and Internet communications.9 In July 2015 a presidential decree ruled that 
all media outlets reporting official and government news could only do so with reference 
to the Khovar state information service.10

Incidents

State control over the Islamic communities – which in any case cannot exist unless they 
belong to the Council of the Ulema, a body with close ties to the central government – is 
all-pervasive. The imams are all state employees,11 and the state also decrees the maxi-
mum number of mosques.

Only one madrassah (Islamic religious school) has been allowed to keep its doors open. 
At the beginning of 2014, the CRA likewise prepared and circulated to all the mosques in 
the country a manual containing 45 topics that must be covered in their sermons.12 The 
ban on girls covering their heads in school remains in force, as does the ban on women 
and young people aged under 18 attending the mosques. On 13th April 2015 the CRA 
banned all individuals under 35 from undertaking the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca, citing 
the 20 percent reduction in the quota set for Tajikistan as the reason. However, many 
people think it is yet another government restriction to prevent young Tajiks from making 
contact while abroad with radical ideas or extremist groups.13

During the last year there have been numerous measures implemented by the state 
to marginalise the role of Islam in public life and restrict public expressions of religious 
devotion. In October 2015, for example, the authorities in Tajikistan banned all state 
employees from participating in Friday prayers.14 

The government has also pursued a campaign against tendencies it considers “alien and 
contrary to Tajik culture”, and in particular against the adoption of Islamic cultural practi-
ces. In this connection President Rahmon – obviously referring to the hijab – criticised 
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“those women and girls who go about in black clothes that do not belong to Tajik culture 
or tradition, with the intent to disseminate radical ideas”.15 

Subsequent to this, the first Vice Minister for internal affairs, Abdurahmon Alamshozoda, 
instructed the police to pay particular attention to women wearing “foreign clothing” 
and many traders involved in selling the hijab were ordered to stop selling this type of 
clothing.16

Round about the same time, in March and April, a campaign began against men wearing 
beards, with various incidents reported of the police detaining Muslim men and forcibly 
shaving off their beards, ordering them not to grow them again. In the region of Khation 
alone, the police claimed to have shaved the beards of more than 13,000 men, as part of 
a “campaign against radicalisation.”17

On 28th August a student by the name of Umar Bobojonov was arrested in Vakhdat for 
having publicly displayed a long beard and was beaten so violently that he was left in a 
coma for a week, after which time – according to local media – he died on 3rd September.18

On 13th January 2016 the lower chamber of parliament in Tajikistan passed a law making 
it illegal to give new-born children non-Tajik names, banning in particular foreign or Isla-
mic-sounding names.19 The committee for language and terminology at the Academy of 
Sciences is now apparently drawing up a list of 4,000 names that are considered “suitable”.

Many people fear that the severe tightening of the screws initiated by President Rahmon 
in order to check the radicalisation of Tajik society will have exactly the opposite effect. 
According to the Tajik expert, Faredun Hodizoda, “These actions and bans are a weapon 
that will undoubtedly be made use of by those seeking to promote jihad, in order to 
provoke a reaction.”20 

There have been many arrests of independent Islamic groups or those regarded as extre-
mist. In December 2014 a court in Khujand, the second city of Tajikistan, sentenced 11 
men for membership of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), which is banned in 
Tajikistan, to terms ranging from nine to 19 years imprisonment.21

On 8th December 2014 the Supreme Court declared Salafist Muslims to be “extremists”.22 
From the end of 2014 to the first few months of 2015, over 30 followers of Salafi Islam 
were sentenced to prison terms of two to 10 years, or fines equivalent to $US10,000, for 
having followed a banned branch of Islam.23

In May 2015 a court in the northern region of Sughd sentenced 10 men to eight and a 
half years in prison each for being members of Jamaat Ansarullah, another Islamic group 
banned in 2006. In February 2015, in the same region, in the town of Istaravshan, another 
13 men were sentenced to long prison terms (from nine to 12 years) for the same offence.24

In September 2015 14 men were arrested in the town of Nurek for having unfurled an 
ISIS flag; the previous month a group of adolescents were arrested in Shahrtuz for the 
same offence.25
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them was published on the website of the Tajik Interior Ministry.26 

For all religious groups in the country, international contacts are severely limited. Since 
the beginning of 2015, the CRA has constantly refused the requests from various regi-
stered groups for permission to invite their co-religionists from abroad to take part in 
religious events. In July 2015 the Russian Orthodox Church was refused permission to 
invite two Orthodox scholars from Uzbekistan to take part in a conference. No reasons 
were given for the refusal.27 Other religious communities have had similar problems.28 
Sadly, the approval of the CRA is necessary even to invite a foreign person as a guest to 
one’s own community, without this necessarily involving any kind of religious celebration. 
Otherwise their mere presence during the liturgy can be interpreted by the authorities 
as illegal religious activity.

Giving religious instruction without the relevant state licence is a prosecutable offence. 
In December 2014 two Muslims – Komiljon Akhrorov and Sayidmumin Rashidov – were 
arrested in Vahdat for having taught the Qur’an and Islam to school-aged children in 
their own homes.29 

In July 2015, in the region of Sogd, the police raided the apartment of a Jehovah’s Witness, 
Nazira Oripova, where 12 believers were gathered to pray and study the Bible. Eight of 
the 12 people involved were charged with the illegal teaching of religion in a private 
apartment. The Jehovah’s Witnesses, who were banned in 2007, have tried without suc-
cess to regain state registration. The CRA turned down their request for registration for 
the third time in September 2014. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

The last year has seen a progressive deterioration with regard to general liberties, inclu-
ding religious freedom, with ever-stricter controls imposed by the state.

Endnotes
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TANZANIA

 945.087km2 55.212.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Constitution of the United Republic of Tanzania dates from 1977. In 2011 and 2013 
it underwent three amendments and in 2014 a nation-wide consultation process was 
opened, for which religious groups were also asked to give their views. At the time of 
going to press, the text of the new constitution was completed. However, after a planned 
referendum was blocked by Parliament in April 2015, the text had not yet been officially 
approved and enacted into law. Furthermore, the text of the new constitution is only 
available in Swahili and it awaits translation into English.

The 1977 constitution proclaimed the principle of the secular character of the State. Article 
19 stated that “every person has the right to the freedom to have conscience, or faith, 
and choice in matters of religion, including the freedom to change his religion or faith.”1 
It further states that no one shall be discriminated against on the grounds of religious 
convictions, and that every person has the right to practise their faith in association with 
others and to change religion if they wish to do so. It prohibits political parties whose 
programme involves the promotion of the interests of a definite religious group.

The Constitution of Zanzibar – which since 1964 has been a part of the United Republic 
of Tanzania, but which is self-governing, with its own president and parliament – likewise 
contains these same guarantees of religious freedom.2

Practically, all principles concerning the right to freedom of worship present in the 1977 
constitution are to be found in the new fundamental law. Article 41, on freedom of faith 
and religion, contains seven paragraphs, stating the following: 1) every person has the 
right to freedom of conscience and faith, 2) every person has the right to celebrate and 
propagate their religion freely so long as it does not trespass the law of the country, 3) 
the task of organising religious communities is outside the competence of the govern-
ment, 4) the protection of the right to freedom of worship shall be regulated by the law, 
5) the state shall ban any misuse of the freedom of worship for purposes of disrupting 
the country´s peace, spreading hatred or stirring social confusion, 6) faith and religion 
shall never be used to foster hostility or division among the citizens.3

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



683

TA
NZ

AN
IA

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

All religious organisations are required to register with the Interior Ministry on mainland 
Tanzania and with the principal government General Register Office on Zanzibar. For 
registration, the names of members are required, together with written statutes, CVs of 
the leaders and a letter of recommendation from the prefect of their district of origin. In 
addition, Muslim organisations are required to produce proof of authorisation from the 
National Muslim Council of Tanzania (Bakwata), or a similar authorisation from the local 
mufti if they are based on Zanzibar.

The Zanzibar government appoints a mufti, a professional jurist who interprets Shari‘a 
(Islamic law), to oversee Muslim organisations. Some Muslims have argued that this 
practice represents excessive government interference.

The teaching of religion in State schools is permitted, however only as an extra-curricular 
subject. Lessons must be approved by the school management or teachers associations 
and by the parents, and are offered free of charge by parents or other volunteers. Religious 
schools and universities are legal, and there are many of them, whether Christian (both 
Catholic and Protestant) or Islamic. Christian organisations are required to present the 
Interior Ministry with a letter of accreditation from the hierarchy of their own denomination.

The recognised national religious festivals include the Christian feasts of Good Friday, Easter 
Monday and Christmas Day, and the Muslim feasts of Maulid, Eid al-Fitr, and Eid al-Hajj.

Incidents

Tanzania has a long tradition of peaceful coexistence between different religious denomi-
nations, particularly between Christians and Muslims, and freedom of religion is generally 
respected. However, Christians in Tanzania – and to a lesser extent, moderate Muslims 
– are witnessing escalating Islamist violence. Since 2013 there have been an increasing 
number of attacks on churches as well as on security forces and any moderate Muslims 
who oppose the Islamists.

The first serious incidents started in 2013. In February that year, a Catholic priest was shot 
dead and a church was set on fire on the Muslim-dominated archipelago of Zanzibar. 
Another priest was beheaded by unknown assailants in Buseresere, next to Lake Victoria, 
during the same month. On 3rd May that year, a bomb blast outside a church in Arusha – 
which was being consecrated by the Nuncio and the archbishop of that diocese – killed 
two people and injured 30 others. On 13th September 2013, an elderly Catholic priest, Fr 
Anselmo Mwagambwa, was seriously injured after attackers threw acid at him on a street 
in the capital of Zanzibar. In September 2014, attackers assaulted Pastor Prince Simon 
and his wife in their home in Zamzibar, declaring that they did not want Christians on 
the island and calling on them to return to the mainland.4

On 14th June 2014, a bomb explosion near a mosque in Zanzibar left at least one person 
dead and several others injured. The incident coincided with the opening of Zanzibar’s 
International Film Festival, which every year attracts scores of foreign tourists.
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–Muslim assailants wielding machetes attacked a Bible study group, leaving one man 
dead and another seriously injured.

One of the strongest points of friction between Christians and Muslims is the issue of 
slaughtering animals for human consumption. Many Muslim leaders have argued that 
they are the only ones who are qualified to perform this task. This has taken the form 
of a public heated debate. A prominent Muslim cleric was quoted as saying: “This is our 
custom. We will not allow Christians to engage in this business, as we feel that it will create 
violence in society. Christians are allowed to sell meat, including to their own butchers; 
the only problem is around slaughtering the animal.”5 This conflict got to the point that 
in February 2013 the President’s Office issued a statement that the task of slaughtering 
animals for public consumption should only be done by Muslims.

Sporadic attacks on Christian churches continued to be reported in 2015 and 2016. In 
December 2015, the secretary of the local Bukoba Pastors’ Fellowship said that since 2013 
they had over 13 churches torched in Kagera, and that no one had been held accountable.6 
On 2nd May, a Catholic church in Nyarwele, also in the Kagera region, was burned to the 
ground in a suspected arson attack. No group claimed responsibility for this attack. It was 
the third church in four months to be burnt down, after the Tanzania Assemblies of God 
and Pentecostal Assemblies of God churches.

Muslim leaders known for their moderate stances have also been targeted by presumed 
extremists linked to Islamic radical groups. In the early hours of 5th July 2014, it is thought 
that Islamic militants threw a hand grenade into a residential house in Majengo area where 
Muslim leaders were taking a pre-fast Ramadhan meal called Suhoor.7 Two of them were 
seriously injured, including a Muslim Cleric, Sheikh Sudi Ally Sudi, director of an Islamic 
group called Answar Sunni, and also the Imam of the Kilombero Sunni Mosque.

On 19th May 2016 a moderate mosque in the Mwanza region of north-west Tanzania 
was attacked by a group of around 20 people armed with axes, swords and a gun and 
carrying a black flag similar to that used by Daesh (ISIS). They ordered all the people to 
lie on the ground and asked for the mosque leader, Imam Feruz, before killing him and 
two others.8 Witnesses said the attackers asked worshippers why they were praying while 
“our comrades are in prison” before attacking them. No group claimed responsibility for 
the attack, which occurred days after a video emerged of masked people alleging they 
were the East African branch of Daesh.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Tanzania´s long-standing tradition of respect for the right to religious freedom and of 
religious coexistence has been seriously damaged at least since 2013. The cause of this 
deterioration is the spread of violent Islamic extremist groups, which target not only 
Christian churches but also moderate Muslim clerics. Despite the efforts of the last two 
governments to ensure the practice of religious freedom, and public opinion’s openness to 
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religious pluralism and respect for one another´s beliefs, repeated attacks against church 
buildings and religious ministers remains a grave cause of concern.

Endnotes
1 http://www.judiciary.go.tz/downloads/constitution.pdf
2 The provisions of the new Constitution concerning the freedom of religion have been provided by an 

expatriate missionary who is knowledgeable with Swahili.
3 The new Constitution, in its original Swahili language, uses the word “dini” to refer to faith, religion deno-

mination, sects or to refer to the followers of any religious group. In Swahili, “dini” means what we may 
call “religions of the book”, and does not include traditional religious beliefs.

4 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2015/tanzania
5 https://voiceofthepersecuted.wordpress.com/category/christian-persecution-news/africa/tanzania/
6 http://dailynews.co.tz/index.php/features/44998-year-of-nasty-incidents-of-burning-churches
7 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-22425364
8 http://allafrica.com/stories/201407072108.html
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 zChristian: 0,7%
(Christian: 0,3% – Protestant: 0,4%)

 zBuddhist: 94%

 zMuslim: 4,6%

 zOthers: 0,7%1

THAILAND

  514.000km2 67.200.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In the wake of the coup d’état of 22nd May 2014, during which the army seized power, the 
situation for religious freedom in Thailand remains somewhat paradoxical. The pre-exi-
ting constitution was suspended by the junta, who promulgated an interim alternative. 
Religious freedom was fully enshrined in the original constitution but the new one is seen 
as failing to provide adequate protection of civil liberties.2 In this profoundly Buddhist 
country, the religion’s place in society has been the subject of much debate, and pressure 
has been growing for the committee charged with promulgating the new constitution 
to enshrine Buddhism as “the national religion of the country”. Pressure for Buddhism to 
be recognised as the state religion began well before the junta came to power. Moves in 
this direction date back to earlier re-drafting of the consitution in 1997 and 2007. 

In 2007 the pressure was particularly strong.3 Groups of Buddhist lay people and monks 
– organised into associations, such as the National Centre for the Protection of Thai Bud-
dhism and the Council of Buddhist Volunteers of Civil Society –demonstrated in front of 
Parliament after the authors of the constitution refused to insert a clause giving Buddhism 
the recognition they felt it deserved. 

Nearly a decade later, on 10th January 2016, a demand to enshrine Buddhism in natio-
nal life was rejected by the editorial committee charged with drafting the constitution. 
Leading the committee is Meechai Ruchupan, a specialist in civil law and a habitué of 
constitutions drafted under military regimes. He said that for the country such a clause 
would be “dangerous in the long term”. He added however, that specific wording would 
be inserted “to protect and support Buddhism”.

This recurring debate attests to the strongly nationalistic character of Thai Buddhism.4 

Indeed, the vast majority of Buddhist monks and a significant proportion of the populous 
want to see Buddhim recognised as the national religion. Each time such a campaign is 
launched, the nationalist preaching is proclaimed loudly in temples around the country 
and supportive petitions begin to circulate.
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The principal argument put forward for inserting such a clause is, first of all, that more than 
90 percent of the country’s 67 million people are Buddhists. The examples of Myanmar 
(Burma) - in relation to Buddhism - and Malaysia - in relation to Islam - are cited in support 
of this. Such comparisons are not without irony given the nature of Burma’s ‘nationalist 
Buddhism’ and, to a lesser extent, the nationalism of Malaysian Islam. A second supporting 
argument is that Buddhism is threatened from within as a result of the bad conduct of a 
growing number of monks. A further factor frequently cited is the conflict between the 
rebels and the security forces in the south of Thailand, where the population is 80 per-
cent Malay in culture and Islamic in religion.5 Sometimes, proponents of state Buddhism 
in Thailand argue that the move would help stop the alleged influence of Christianity, a 
surprising claim given the faithful number less than one percent of the population. 

Since 1997 the constitutions of the country have always contained provisions aimed at 
promoting Buddhism. Foremost among them is that the king, the head of state, must be 
a Buddhist. Buddhism is taught in all state schools, and laws governing the consumption 
of alcohol and banning abortion have been passed under pressure from Buddhist groups. 
Khemthong Tonsakulrungruan, an expert in constitutional law, points out that during the 
debate on the constitution of 2007 a decision was made to use the term nititharm (tharm 
relating to dhamma, the teaching of the Buddha) – which has religious connotations – 
instead of the normal term nitirat to indicate the ‘rule of law’.6

The idea that the country should be led by “virtuous men” – virtuous because they have 
accumulated merits in their present life and in their former existences – is deeply rooted in 
Buddhism. This idea has been reinforced in recent years since a section of the population 
has denounced what is regards as the “corruption” of elected politicians. Certain terms 
with a specifically Buddhist connotation, such as silatharm (moral sense) and jariyatharm 
(ethical), were used repeatedly during demonstrations held by the Popular Democratic 
Reform Committee (PDRC) – representing the Yellow Shirts of the royalist camp in 2013 
and 2014. The protestors called for the sacking of the Prime Minister, Yingluck Shinawatra, 
who held power from 2011 to 2014.

Incidents

In an October 2015 interview with the Bangkok Post, Korn Meedee, secretary of the 
committee campaigning to have Buddhism enshrined in the constitution, claimed that 
Buddhism was in decline.7 Mr Meedee said that if Buddhism became the national religion, 
it would strengthen the faith. He gave examples inclduing imposing heavy fines and 
prison sentences for monks who dishonour Buddhism and passing legal statues making 
it possible to destroy “images that represent Buddhism in an inappropriate manner”.8

He said: “We want to eradicate the impure forms of Buddhism, such as the use of religion 
for commercial ends and likewise the use of Brahmanic statues in the interior of Buddhist 
temples.”9 Hence, what is envisaged is the state’s capacity to monopolise the Buddhist 
outlook – an elitist purging of the religion which has little in common with the faith in 
the way it is practised by the majority of the faithful.
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In reaction, Vichak Panich, an expert on Buddhism, has explained at length in his Face-
book page what in his eyes are the dangers of enshrining Buddhism in the constitution.10 
He wrote: “Buddhism as [the] state religion would be a purely state-imposed version of 
Buddhism, tied to the ideology of ‘Nation, Religion, Monarchy’, and one that would not 
open the door to other interpretations of Buddhism…What is more, the Buddhism that 
touches people’s hearts is a diversified, imaginative Buddhism that has little to do with 
the National Buddhism envisaged by these groups.”11 His remark echoes the explanations 
of some historians for the decline of Buddhism in India after the eighth century, when 
the religion was abandoned by the ordinary people and practised only by a narrow elite. 

Other commentators, such as the journalist Prasit Preuksajansiri, writing in the weekly 
newspaper Matichon, think that such a ‘nationalisation’ of Buddhism would inevitably 
result in a further increase in tensions in the South by giving the Malay Muslims the sense 
of being rejected from the national community. A proposal for a Buddhist park, covering 
an area of 16 hectares in the southern province of Pattani, close to the Malaysian frontier, 
prompted a wave of opposition on the part of local Muslims in January 2016, an illustra-
tion of the sensitivity of the subject.

Duncan McCargo, an expert on Thailand, notes two Buddhist groups who have united in 
the campaign for Buddhism to be recognised in the constitution as the state religion but 
who are otherwise on opposite extremes of the political spectrum. These are the Buddhist 
monks linked to the Red Shirts (the supporters of the Shinawatra political clan) and the 
ultra-royalist monks allied to the opposite camp, that of the Yellow Shirts. “They were 
defeated in 2007 by an alliance between civil society and the liberal royalists (though 
they too were aligned with the movement of the Yellow Shirts), for whom proclaiming 
Buddhism as the national religion was going too far,” he wrote in the Critical Asia Studies 
review in 2012. He added: “In other words, over this issue, many royalists are progressives 
and the majority of the red shirts are reactionaries.” 12

Despite the fact that this religious clause has again been rejected in the constitution, 
it is nonetheless clear that on each occasion the campaign for a “national Buddhism” is 
gaining ground. Tens of millions of ordinary citizens are signing petitions, galvanised by 
the preaching of the monks who are sounding the alarm about a “future eradication” of 
Buddhism in the south of the country.

Such concerns come at a time of apparent Government failure to resolve conflict in the 
south of Thailand. In the three war-torn southern provinces on the frontier with Malaysia 
(Pattani, Narathiwat and Yala), the seizure of power by the Army in Bangkok has not tran-
slated into progress in the field of peace negotiations to bring an end to this particularly 
bloody conflict. With an average of three serious incidents each day, nearly 6,000 people 
have now died there since 2004.

This conflict is a bitter struggle between the central power and the majority Malay Muslim 
population in these three provinces, who are demanding recognition of their distincti-
veness within what until 1939 was known as Siam and what was subsequently renamed 
Thailand. The background to this conflict is not strictly speaking a religious one. Instead 
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it is about whether Bangkok will recognise the existence of a community resistant to 
assimulation into the dominant culture which is seen as Thai and Buddhist. This minority 
is demanding the right to speak a different language, a Malay dialect, to have a different 
religion, Islam, and to be rooted in a different culture, one of Malay origin.

The security response implemented for years now by Bangkok is revealing its limitations. 
A force of more than 60,000 soldiers and police is not sufficient to control a population of 
around two million people, nor to eradicate the violent militants. Retaliating to the mur-
der of Thai teachers and Buddhist monks, government forces have used violence which 
it claims is legitimised by the use of emergency powers in place in these three troubled 
powers. The negotiations currently being conducted through Malaysian mediation seem 
unlikely to bear fruit in the near future.13

As far as the tiny native Christian minority is concerned, there are no difficulties of particular 
note. The Christian communities, and in particular the Catholic Church, continue to use 
the country as an accessible base for organising meetings and conferences for Church 
personnel working in different Asian countries. Moreover, the legislation for obtaining 
visas continues to allow a large number of foreign missionaries to exercise their activities 
freely in the country.

Finally, there are two points worth noting in relation to the contemporary religious situation 
within Thailand, yet connected to the country’s external relations. First, the attack on 17th 
August 2015 in Bangkok when a bomb explosion in the heart of the capital left 20 people 
dead and more than 120 injured. It took place very close to the temple of Erawan, visited 
by thousands of people every day. Of the 20 victims, 14 were foreigners.14 Six months 
later, in mid-February 2016, two Chinese of Uighur origin, Bilal Mohammed and Yusufu 
Mieraili, were brought before a Thai military tribunal. They denied all the charges against 
them. According to the police, the two men had admitted taking part in the explosion 
of 17th August – for which no group has yet claimed responsibility. The lawyer for Bilal 
Mohammed maintained that his client had denied any involvement, claiming that he had 
been submitted to interrogations that amounted to “torture”, a charge the police deny. 
Although the motive for the attack remains unknown, it is significant that it took place 
after Thailand’s forced repatriation to China of 100 Uighur refugees – Chinese Muslims.15

The other question concerns up to 250 Pakistani Christians who fled persecution in their 
country and who are now in prison in Thailand.16 They are among about 6,500 Pakistani 
Christians who took refuge in the country. After their tourist visas expired, they were 
arrested and detained by Thai police. The United Nations High Commission for Refugees 
(UNHCR) has been criticised for alleged slow processing of their asylum applications. This 
makes the situation extremely difficult for these refugees.17 In 2015 two Pakistani Christian 
women, aged 30 and 40 respectively, died of illness in an immigration detention centre.18 
In another case, the parents of four children aged between eight and 13 were placed in 
detention while the children were left to fend for themselves outside.
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Prospects for freedom of religion

Thailand’s military rule, while undoubtedly characterised by severe restrictions on freedom 
of expression, has not translated into direct assaults on religious freedom. As to the future, 
the royal succession is very uncertain, a factor of increasing concern given 88-year-old King 
Bhumibol Adulyadej’s age and illness. It is no secret that within the trilogy of monarchy, 
religion (Buddhism) and nation – established by the kings of Siam at the beginning of the 
twentieth century and remaining officially to this day as the foundation of Thai national 
identity – the first of these two pillars will be considerably weakened by the coming royal 
succession. From that point onwards, the weight of national identity will tend to rest on 
Buddhism. Will it be sufficiently strong to compensate for the loss of a sovereign who is 
considered by the Thai people as “goodness incarnate” and still maintain a strong sense 
of social cohesion in the country? It is a question that remains to be answered.19 

Endnotes
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Research continues to show that roughly one third of the population follow traditional 
African beliefs (such as voodoo), while almost 30 percent belong to the Catholic Church 
and 14 percent to Sunni Islam. Some 10 percent are Protestant and a further 10 percent 
belong to a variety of smaller faith communities.3

As with many other countries of Africa, the boundaries between the different religious 
practices are frequently somewhat fluid, with Christian and Muslim believers often also 
following traditional African rituals and customs.

The Republic of Togo is strictly secular in character and run on authoritarian lines. Its con-
stitution bans the formation of political parties based on a particular religious identity.4 
However, the constitution broadly upholds religious freedom, which is also generally 
respected by the authorities. The government recognises Catholicism, Islam and Prote-
stantism as state religions, but other religions are required to register.5

As in many other countries in West Africa, the north of the country is generally more Muslim 
in character and the south predominantly Christian. Registration for non-state religions is 
mandatory and is necessary to obtain benefits including fiscal relief. Each religious associa-
tion must submit its statutes, together with a declaration about its teachings, the names 
and addresses of its leading personnel, the religious credentials and qualifications of its 
clerics, a map detailing the location of its headquarters and a declaration of its financial 
situation. Registration is temporary until the government is satisfied that the group meets 
ethical and public order expectations. Public celebrations likely to cause disturbance or 
annoyance, for example loud night-time celebrations, require special permission from 
the directorate of religious affairs.6

There is no formal religious instruction in state schools. However, there are many Catholic, 
Protestant and Islamic schools in Togo for which the government provides additional 
paid staff.7 
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Incidents

There were no institutional changes in regard to religious freedom during the period 
of the report. Nor were there any reports of note-worthy incidents to the detriment of 
religious freedom in Togo.

The Catholic Church in Togo is very much engaged in the work of peace and reconci-
liation. During the ad limina visit of the Catholic bishops of Togo to Rome on 11th May 
2015, Pope Francis told them that the country had made “notable progress in the political 
and social field”, and that the Catholic Church had contributed in many ways to this, “not 
only through her work of evangelisation and human advancement, but also through 
her commitment for justice and peace”. Pope Francis in particular praised the work of 
the National Commission for Truth, Justice and Reconciliation, founded in 2009, which is 
assessing the mainly politically motivated acts of violence between 1958 and 2009 and 
is making proposals to the government aimed at reconciliation. Referring to the political 
work of the Church, the Pope however warned the bishops against “entering directly into 
political debates or quarrels”.8

On 28th January 2016 Pope Francis also welcomed the President of the Republic of Togo, 
Faure Essozimna Gnassingbé, and spoke with him about relations between the Holy See 
and Togo.9 They also discussed the further consolidation of these already good relations 
and the contribution of the Catholic Church to the development of the country, especially 
in the field of education. Other topics covered included the particular challenges facing 
the countries of sub-Saharan West Africa and the need to work together for peace and 
security in the region.

Prospects for freedom of religion

Togo is one of 34 countries forming part of an alliance against Islamist terror, initiated 
by Saudi Arabia. What this means in practice in the fight against terrorism remains to 
be seen. However, the fact that Togo is one of only four countries in this alliance with a 
majority non-Muslim population is seen by many analysts as a sign of just how seriously 
the threat of jihadist terrorism in West Africa is now being taken in all parts of the region.10

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_221_1.asp
2 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-14106781
3 U.S. State Department 2016: International Religious Freedom Report for 2014.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/05/11/papst_an_togos_bisch%C3%B6fe_politisch_sein_ja,_mit-

mischen_nein/1143137
9 https://de.zenit.org/articles/praesident-der-republik-togos-in-audienz-bei-papst-franziskus/
10 http://www.welt.de/politik/ausland/article150009806/Wenn-der-Saudi-mit-dem-Somalier-paktiert.html
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Kingdom of Tonga is a Polynesian sovereign state and an island nation comprising 
of 177 islands. Around 52 of the islands in the southern Pacific Ocean are inhabited by its 
106,000 people, the majority of which live on the main island of Tongatapu. An estimated 
98 percent of the population are Tongans, 1.5 percent are mixed Tongans and a small 
number are European. The number of Chinese citizens decreased dramatically after the 
anti-Chinese riots in 2006, which caused many people to migrate. In 2010, Tonga became 
a constitutional monarchy, having never given up its sovereignty to a foreign power. Fol-
lowing this, legislative reforms allowed for Tonga’s first partial representative elections.

The Free Wesleyan Church of Tonga is the established religion in the country although 
only a third of the population adhere to it. The Tongan King, Tupou VI, is a member of the 
Wesleyan Methodist Church and Christianity deeply affects the everyday lives of the Ton-
gan people and is incorporated into elements of local culture. The constitution declares 
the Sabbath a sacred day and all trade and entertainment ceases on a Sunday regardless 
of a business owner’s religion. According to the constitution, “The Sabbath Day shall be 
kept holy in Tonga and no person shall practise his trade or profession or conduct any 
commercial undertaking on the Sabbath Day except according to law; and any agreement 
made or witnessed on that day shall be null and void and of no legal effect.”2

A third of the population adhere to Roman Catholicism and The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter Day Saints while the remainder form the Free Church of Tonga and the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church of Tonga. According to Every Culture, while many people in Tonga con-
sider themselves to be Christians, they may also observe some aspects of earlier Tongan 
beliefs and practice.3 Seers and mediums still exist in society to perform rituals and drive 
out evil spirits and many people still respect ancient cultural taboos such as banning the 
hunting of certain animals associated with local clans or tribes.

The government continued to recommend that Church groups register for tax purposes 
but did not require them to do so. The government permitted all registered religious 
groups to import goods intended for religious purposes duty-free but did not subsidise 
any religious group or grant them tax-exempt status. All religious groups are permitted 
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to participate in a free hour of broadcasting church services on the radio each Sunday 
through the government-owned Tonga Broadcasting Commission (TBC). Guidelines for 
the TBC state that due to “the character of the listening public,” those who preach on TV 
Tonga and Radio Tonga must confine their preaching “within the limits of the mainstream 
Christian tradition.” However, there were no reports of TBC denying any request by a 
religious group to broadcast on public channels and notices of activities for all churches 
were broadcast on Radio Tonga, TV Tonga, and on private stations.

Foreign missionaries are active in Tonga and are able to operate without registration. 

Incidents

No incidents were reported during the period under review.

Prospects for freedom of religion

During the time under review, there were no reports of government actions affecting pro-
visions made by the constitution for religious freedom and no reports of societal actions 
affecting the freedom of religious practice.4 The constitution does not forbid individuals 
from changing their faith and religious groups may operate their own schools.

Endnotes
1 Free Wesleyan Church of Tonga: 41%, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons): 14%, Free 

Church of Tonga: 12%.
2 http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/text.jsp?file_id=200829 Part 1:6
3 http://www.everyculture.com/To-Z/Tonga.html
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
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 zChristian: 63,43%
(Christian: 26% – Protestant: 28,6%2– 
Others: 8,83%)

 zHindus: 24,33%

 zMuslim: 6,44%

 zOthers: 5,8%

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO

    5.128km² 1.300.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution prohibits discrimination on grounds of religion and enshrines, as funda-
mental freedoms, the freedom of conscience and religious belief (article 4, h).4

The law prohibits acts that promote hostility towards any group, including religious 
groups. Anyone engaging in hate speech especially against others on religious grounds 
shall be fined.

Religious groups are registered by the government. They must show that they have been 
active in the last year, and register as a charity, which allows them, among other things, 
to benefit from tax breaks, receive donations, and perform civil marriages. Missionaries 
belonging to registered religious groups are allowed entry to the country.

Religious education is authorised in private and public schools, with a timetable set 
aside for any religious group if parents request it. Attendance in such courses is volun-
tary. Discrimination on religious grounds is prohibited in terms of student admission or 
presence in school.

The government financially supports activities of the Inter-Religious Organisation (IRO), 
which represents most major religious groups. There is also direct funding for religious 
organisations, mainly Christian churches. Public and religious public schools receive state 
subsidies.

Government representatives regularly participate in the religious ceremonies and festivals 
of various faiths.5

Incidents

In January 2015, the Prime Minister took part in a forum organised by Seventh-day 
Adventists, recognising the importance of religious organisations and ensuring respect 
and support for them.6
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In February 2016, Njemile Webb, a Muslim woman, accused Wonderful World, a chain 
selling lingerie and accessories, of refusing to hire her because she is a Muslim and wears 
a hijab. The company strongly denied the charge.7

In March 2016, a teacher at Naparima College was embroiled in a controversy because of 
a recording in which she is heard talking with her students, and calling for the shooting 
of atheists and homosexuals. The authorities are investigating the case.8

Given the country’s ethical background and African heritage, the Catholic Church has a 
relative impact on the population, but it can exercise its religious activities with relative 
tranquillity.

Prospects for freedom of religion

The legal system of Trinidad and Tobago is favourable to religion, as something necessary 
and positive. The authorities are open to different faiths, and participate in celebrations. 
However, international media noted certain favouritism in government support for some 
religions over others.9

With respect to the period under consideration, there have been some cases of intolerance 
by individuals. Compared to the 2014 report, religious freedom has come under greater 
threat, and has thus suffered.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_224_2.asp accessed on 7 March 2016.
2 Seventh-day Adventists: 4%
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-20072231 accessed on 4 May 2016.
4 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_224_6.asp accessed on 7 March 2016.
5 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238788.pdf accessed on 7 March 2016.
6 http://www.news.gov.tt/content/prime-ministers-address-sda-rally#.Vujn1n3hBCA accessed on 7 March 

2016.
7 http://www.guardian.co.tt/news/2016-02-27/wonderful-world-finalising-probe-hijab-case accessed on 

7 March 2016.
8 http://www.trinidadexpress.com/20160315/news/naps-8216gay-rant8217-teacher-still-at-school acces-

sed on 15 March 2016.
9 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_224_3.asp accessed on 7 March 2016.
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TUNISIA

   163.000km2 11.037.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The preamble to the post-revolutionary constitution promulgated in January 2014 stresses 
the Tunisian people’s commitment “to the teachings of Islam”, to their “cultural heritage 
and to the universal accomplishments of human civilization”. According to Article 1, Islam 
is the religion of the state: “Tunisia is a free, independent and sovereign state. Islam is its 
religion, Arabic its language and the Republic its government.”3 However, Article 2 states: 
“Tunisia has the character of a civil state, based on citizenship, the will of the people and 
the primacy of the law.” 

Article 6 reads as follows: “The State is the guardian of religion. It guarantees liberty 
of conscience and of belief, the free exercise of religious worship and the neutrality of 
the mosques and of places of worship from all partisan instrumentalisation. The State 
commits itself to the dissemination of the values of moderation and tolerance and to 
the protection of the sacred and the prohibition of any offence thereto. It commits itself, 
equally, to the prohibition of, and the fight against, appeals to Takfir [charges of apostasy] 
and incitement to violence and hatred.”4 Critics see this article as contradictory. Although 
the current government is emphasising the importance of religious liberty, the article 
allows also more restrictive interpretations that could harm that very liberty. 

The President has to be Muslim. However, the constitution guarantees the freedom of 
belief and conscience. Attempts by Islamists in the constitutional assembly to criminalise 
apostasy from Islam have failed. Conversion from Islam to another religion is not illegal 
under the constitution. 

Islamic Shari‘a is not mentioned as a source of legislation but it is partly incorporated into 
personal status law when it comes to marriage and inheritance issues. 

According to an agreement between the Holy See and Tunisia, from 1964 the Catholic 
Church is officially recognised and allowed to operate churches and social institutions. A 
local Catholic source commented on the agreement: “It gives us legal certainty, but also 
brings restrictions. According to this modus vivendi, we are not allowed to make public 
expressions of the Catholic faith such as processions or the like. On the whole, this agre-
ement prohibits any form of proselytising.” 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



699

TU
NI

SI
A

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

Religious composition

The vast majority of Tunisian citizens are Sunni Muslims but a number have converted to 
Christianity, with some putting the figure as high as 12,000. According to local Catholic 
sources, around 25,000 foreign Christians live in Tunisia. Others give a much lower figure. 
The majority of foreign Christians are Catholic with local sources suggesting there may 
be as many as 20,000. There are in addition Orthodox and Protestant communities. 
Most Christians from abroad work or study in Tunisia or are migrants. Many of them are 
Sub-Saharan Africans.

Many Christians worked as clerks in the African Development Bank and their numbers in 
parishes dwindled after the ADB left Tunis. They had temporarily settled in Tunisia after 
being forced to leave the Ivory Coast in 2003 for reasons of safety. The bank employed 
several hundred Christians and their families have now returned to the Ivory Coast.

There is an ancient Jewish community of around 1,500 Jews living in Tunisia. Most Jews 
left Tunisia after the establishment of the State of Israel. Today’s Tunisian Jews are mainly 
in Tunis and on the island of Djerba. The Chief Rabbi is paid by the Tunisian government.

Incidents

Western cultural influence is considered to be high as a legacy of the French protectorate. 
Traditional Islam in Tunisia is considered to be moderate but radical Islam is active.5 Many 
Tunisian Muslims joined Jihadi groups such as Daesh (ISIS) fighting in Syria and other 
countries. Jihadi groups also perpetrated attacks within Tunisia. The bloodiest to date 
was an attack on tourists in July 2015 when 38 people died. In response, local Christians 
expressed their fears but stressed that so far they had not been targeted by Muslim 
extremists. Islamist threats are directed more towards Tunisians who are considered too 
liberal. According to local sources, measures have been taken to protect sites including 
the Catholic cathedral of Tunis.6

The government has taken steps against radical preachers and activists. Anti-terrorism 
operations have been undertaken and suspects arrested. Religious radio stations and more 
than 150 associations have closed because of their links with terrorism and incitement. 
Some human rights groups deemed the measures arbitrary.7 Some non-violent conser-
vative Muslims complain that the police generally view them with suspicion because of 
their appearance.8 The government however argued that the measures were necessary 
to protect the liberties guaranteed in the constitution.9

Prospects for freedom of religion

Local Catholics consider the country’s new constitution as progress. A Catholic priest told 
ACN: “It not only guarantees freedom of worship, but also real freedom of conscience. 
This includes religious conversions, such as those from Islam to Christianity. This would 
be inconceivable in many Islamic countries. We will have to see how things develop. 
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stianity might be placed under strong social pressure.” According to local sources, there 
are reports that some Muslim converts to Christianity have been harassed or ostracised 
by their own families.

A worrying development is the high number of violent Jihadists in the country.

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
2 Christians, Jews, Shi‘a Muslims, Baha‘is.
3 See full text in English: https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Tunisia_2014.pdf
4 https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/02/03/problem-tunisias-new-constitution
5 https://www.wilsoncenter.org/tunisia-the-best-bet
6 ACN News 10/30/2014.
7 https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2015/country-chapters/tunisia
8 http://www.alaraby.co.uk/english/politics/2015/4/30/lifting-the-veil-on-religious-freedom-in-tunisia-1
See also: http://www.reuters.com/article/us-tunisia-security-rights-idUSKBN0MZ1G620150408
9 http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/tunisia-passes-anti-terror-law-despite-personal-freedom-con-

cerns-1.3167624
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TURQUÍA 

 

 

  AREA POPULATION3

 zChristian: 0,27%1

 zMuslim: 98,3%
(Sunni: 70,62% – Shia: 2,94% – 
Alauitas: 24,52%2 – Others: 0,22%)

 zOthers: 1,43%

TURKEY

    769.295km² 79.588.850

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Founded in 1923, the Turkish Republic incorporates the principle of secularism in its con-
stitution. However, modern Turkish nation-building is premised on the notion that “Turk” 
equals “Muslim”.4 This means that non-Muslims, whether Christians or Jews, can never 
be fully considered to be Turkish citizens. In everyday language, they are referred to as 
“giaours”, i.e. “infidels”. Churches in Turkey, be they Catholic, Orthodox or Protestant, are 
often perceived as missionary institutions. Since the attacks of 2003, Istanbul synagogues 
are under special protection.

Since 2002 when the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP)) 
took power, the secularisation of society has been challenged. The process of moving 
away from a “secular” Republic seems inevitable, but the exact meaning of the term must 
be agreed upon. The AKP restored Sunni Islam’s place in the public sphere. In fact, this 
process had begun in 1983 when Turgut Özal founded a reformist party. The army has 
long been seen as the guardian of Turkish-style secularism, but that is no longer the case 
today. The Republic itself was established as a bulwark against the influence of Islam in 
Turkish politics.

Paradoxically, the comeback of religion under the AKP has allowed non-Muslim communities 
to have their voices better heard. “At least the government now answers our letters,” said 
Bartholomew II, Ecumenical Patriarch, in an interview.5 Recently, a 2008 law has allowed 
the return of assets taken from minorities during the dark decades of post-Kemalism 
(1940-1970). However, this remains a long, difficult and expensive process.

Since the summer of 2015, following the offensive launched by President Tayyip Erdoğan 
against the Kurdish Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê, PKK), most likely for 
electoral purposes (before the 1st November 2015 election6), the destabilisation of south-e-
astern Turkey has harmed local minorities (mainly Christians and Yazidis). Syriac villages 
in Tur Abdin are in the eye of the storm, caught between the PKK and the Turkish army. 
Local Syriac monasteries are the last of their kind that are still active in Turkey.

Although freedom of religion is respected in Turkey, groups such as the Alevis, Protestants 
and other denominations have complained of discrimination. Turkey’s legal framework is 
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of the Treaty of Lausanne on 24th July 1923 to the laws on associations and foundations 
(Vakif laws), as well as the 1936 law on assets belonging to minorities, such as historical 
monuments.7

The Republic of Turkey is secular and there is no reference to Islam in its constitution. 
However, although conversion from Islam to other religions is not formally banned, it 
is frowned upon in society. Religion is indicated on identity papers but, that said, the 
law does allow people to refrain from indicating their religion, an option popular with 
young people. Neither the army nor the government administration has a Christian or 
high-ranking Alevi officer.

Incidents 

Related to religious minorities in Turkey8

Several issues continue to play a prominent role in Turkish politics, most notably: the 
intractable situation of the Greek Orthodox theological school on Halki Island; the unfair 
action over a few acres of land undertaken by the State against the Syriac Orthodox mona-
stery of Mor Gabriel in southeastern Turkey; the Turkish Government’s ambivalence on 
the Armenian question (unlike civil society); the non-recognition of the special position 
of Turkey’s Alevis; and the regular association of Turkish Jews with Israel’s foreign policy. 
The Catholic Church, the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Armenian Patriarchate in Turkey 
have no legal standing under Turkish law (the same is true for certain Islamic institutions 
such as the confraternities). In church, sermons are sometimes delivered in Turkish, as well 
as in the congregations’ language of origin, such as Greek, Armenian, Italian, or French. 
Christians and Jews can have their own schools and hospitals, but subject to Turkish law 
on foundations (Vakif ). Christian prelates have demanded for years that their Churches 
be granted legal personality.

Early 2015: After several years of litigation in which the Forestry and Waterworks Directorate 
and the Treasury Department challenged the title of the Syriac Mor Gabriel monastery 
to important parcels of land (some inside the monastery), President Erdoğan suspended 
the legal action. This is not the victory of the rule of law, but that of the prince exercising 
his power.

January 2016: The Public Policy and Democracy Studies (PODEM), a centre founded in 
Istanbul in 2015, published for the first time this year a study about how Armenians see 
themselves in Turkish society. Among the most striking findings is the fact that Turkish 
Armenians are constantly worried. They believe that they are not treated as equal citi-
zens and that they are disliked by the rest of society. Although they would like to see the 
‘genocide’ recognised, they do not see it as a priority. Equal rights and the opening of the 
border with Armenia are more important.9 

28th January 2016: Yusuf Akbulut, a Syriac priest in Diyarbakir, was forced to leave the 
Church of the Virgin Mary after it was hit by a shell during fighting between the Turkish 
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army and the PKK. Caught in between the warring parties, Christians are being forced 
to choose a side.

February 2016: During the curfew imposed by the army on Āza/Idil (south-eastern 
Turkey), local Syriac families were brutalised. The doors of the Church of the Virgin were 
forced open.

10th February 2016: In response to critics who accused her of being Christian, Selin Sayek 
Böke, a Member of the Turkish Parliament for the opposition Republican People’s Party 
(Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP), said: “Part of my family is Christian and the other is Muslim. 
Both are children of Anatolia, heirs to a rich culture. I have nothing to hide.” She also said: 
“We are going to win this fight. We shall not allow the country to fall back into darkness.”10

12th February 2016: Trabzon’s Church of St Sophia, until now classified as a “museum”, 
thus falling under the jurisdiction of the Culture Ministry, was transferred to the Diyanet, 
i.e. the Religious Affairs Directorate. One can expect this historically important Byzantine 
church to be turned into a mosque in the coming months.

27th March 2016: Police issued an alert about possible attacks by Daesh (ISIS) on chur-
ches over Easter in the country. Another alert was issued about possible provocations by 
members of the terrorist organisation Turkish Hezbollah.11

April 2016: A trial began in Diyarbakir to challenge the expropriation proceedings of 
several churches, namely a Syriac Orthodox church, a Protestant Syriac church, an Arme-
nian church and a Chaldean church. Since a curfew was imposed in the area, the Turkish 
government seized 6,300 parcels of land in Sur, Diyarbakir’s historic centre, home to these 
historically important religious buildings.12

1st April 2016: The Protestant community, which lacks places of worship, was denied the 
right to use the historical Taşbaşı Orthodox Church in Ordu. There are plans to turn the 
church into an archaeological museum.13

3rd April 2016: The Christos Greek monastery, on Heybeliada Island, was emptied because 
it is built on forest land. The Ecumenical Patriarchate expressed its regret and said that 
meetings are planned with officials in Ankara.14 

8th April 2016: The Church of Surp Minas in the abandoned village of Kez near Erzurum 
came under threat of demolition even though it was classified as a historic building in 
2010. If the church is destroyed, its owner Sabri Ergin is prepared to take the case to the 
European Court of Human Rights.15 

15th April 2015: Syriacs in Midyat (south-eastern Turkey) began a hundred-day hunger 
strike to make the world aware of “the genocide of their people” along with that of the 
Armenians. They call their genocide Seyfo, ‘sword’ in Syriac.

19th April 2016: Start of the lawsuit by the State against the Ecumenical Patriarchate 
to cancel the title deed to land returned to the Patriarchate four years ago. One large 
piece of land is in Göksu and the other in Ümit Tepesi, on Halki Island. The State Forestry 
Department wants the property returned to the Government Treasury.16
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eyes in Dink’s death.” The murder of the journalist by Ogün Samast outside the offices 
of the Agos newspaper dates back to 19th January 2007. One of the policemen on trial, 
Muhittin Zenit, defended himself by saying that he had warned the relevant services of 
an assassination plot.17 

29th April 2016: Laki Vingas, after two terms as an official in the Minority Foundations, 
published a book titled Yok Hükmünde (No provisions), in which he looks at the legal 
problems faced by minority communities in the Republican era, human rights violations 
included.18 This is an important book.

29th May 2016: Members of the Nationalist Anatolian Youth Association prayed in front 
of Saint Sophia on the anniversary of Istanbul’s conquest, demanding that it be “recon-
verted” into a mosque.19 

31st May 2016: Ali Atalan, a Member of the Turkish Parliament for the pro-Kurdish People’s 
Democratic Party (Halkların Demokratik Partisi, HDP), filed a complaint against President 
Erdoğan if he does not apologise for insulting Zoroastrian believers in his speech in Diyar-
bakır, where he described Kurdish rebels as “atheists” and “Zoroastrians”.20

2nd June 2016: Bülent Aral, the last of the accused still in detention for the murder of three 
Christians – two Turks and a German – killed in Malatya on 18th April 2007, was released.21

7th June 2016: After Germany recognised the Armenian Genocide, President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan strongly condemned the vote. “We can deport Armenians who do not have 
Turkish citizenship,” he said, referring to the tens of thousands of Armenians living Turkey 
without Turkish citizenship. Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yıldırım said, “It is an absurd vote. 
These events took place during the First World War in 1915 and are ordinary acts of war 
experienced in all countries and all communities.”22

8th June 2016: The Armenian Patriarchate of Turkey criticised the decision of the German 
parliament and wrote a letter to President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan to apologise. “[I]t is 
unacceptable that a parliament [. . .] expressed its opinion, though it has no right to do 
so. [. . .] As we stated on a number of occasions, using this tragedy that traumatized the 
Armenian nation in international politics causes sorrow and pain. [. . .] And because of 
this ugly mind-set, the [. . .] identities of Turkish Armenians are harmed.”23

9th June 2016: Greece issued a protest against the reading of the Qur’an inside the ancient 
basilica of Hagia Sophia. On 7th June, Mehmet Görmez, head of the Religious Affairs 
Directorate (Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı, commonly known as the Diyanet), performed 
his first Ramadan prayer in the building. The Greek Foreign Ministry said it would file a 
complaint with UNESCO.24 The return of Hagia Sophia to Muslim worship could become 
a major issue in coming years.

13th June 2016: Eleven German MPs of Turkish origin received death threats after they 
voted in favour of a resolution recognising the Armenian Genocide of 1915. The German 
Foreign Affairs Ministry advised them to avoid travelling to Turkey for the time being 
because their security could not be guaranteed.25
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15th June 2016: The Francis of Assisi Foundation filed a lawsuit against the Kuveyt Türk 
Bank and the Kuwait Finance House on behalf of Syriac Christians from Syria and Iraq, 
accusing the two financial institutions of crimes against humanity for aiding the Islamic 
State group.26

Positive actions

Since 2005: Conferences and exhibitions remember the September 1955 anti-Greek 
pogroms in Istanbul.27 

Since 2010: On 24th April, public commemorations of the 1915 Armenian Genocide are 
held in several Turkish cities, mainly Istanbul. The event attracts a large crowd.

Since 2011, yearly Masses are celebrated at the Greek Orthodox Sumela monastery in 
the hills above Trabzon and at the Akhtamar Armenian Church, on the historic island in 
Lake Van.

The Dink Foundation and the bilingual (Turkish and Armenian) Agos newspaper are ste-
adfast defenders of the present and the past of Turkey’s non-Muslim minorities.

2014: After Fethiye Çetin published Anneannem (My Grandmother: A Memoir), some 
20 books have been published in Turkey by people rediscovering the Christian past of 
their family.

2014: Turkish journalist Hasan Cemal, grandson of Djemal Pasha (connected with the 
1915 genocide), published 1915: Ermeni Soykırımı (1915: Armenian Genocide), a book 
available in bookstores. Even though the term ‘Armenian genocide’ is still punishable by 
law, it is no longer taboo.

2015: Joint opening of two Byzantine Studies departments in Istanbul’s major universities.

2015: The Greek school on Gökçeada/Imvros Island, near the Dardanelles, reopened. It 
was closed in 1964.28 

February 2015: An ancient Syriac village in Mardin Province regained its original Syriac 
name.29

November 2015: Four Christian candidates were elected on the AKP, CHP and HDP tickets.

April 2016: In Muş, work to restore the Surb Karapet monastery began under the super-
vision of the Armenian Association of Sason, Bitlis and Batman. An application was also 
made to restore the Armenian cemetery in the city centre.30 

2016: The Syriac community in Istanbul was authorised to open a school and build a church 
in Yesilköy.31 This is a first in Turkey since the end of the Ottoman Empire. Forty-eight 
children attend the kindergarten next to Mor Efrem and are taught in Syriac and Turkish.32

29th May 2016: For the first time in 41 years, a Jewish wedding was celebrated in Edirne’s 
synagogue.33 The synagogue was restored in 2015 with state funds.34

Related to Alevis
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About 25 publishing houses took part in the event. Discussions centred on Alevi philo-
sophy and theology, community history, visibility and demands.35 

In Turkey the Alevi community is very important. It is the backbone of the country’s repu-
blican tradition. Alevis are fierce defenders of secularism. They want the State to recognise 
them as different from the Muslim majority. They want their places of worship, Cem Evi 
(houses of prayer), to be recognised so as to be exempt from taxes, like mosques and 
churches are. Alevis are often of rural origin and are ostracised by Sunnis. They still mourn 
the 1993 Sivas massacre, when a mob set fire to a hotel that was holding an Alevi poetry 
festival. Erdoğan chose Yahuz Sultan Selim as the name for Istanbul’s third bridge on the 
Bosphorus. For Alevis, this is a provocation, because Selim I, known as “the implacable”, is 
famous in Ottoman history for his slaughter of Alevis in 1514 after his campaign against 
the Safavids of Iran.

Others

24th May 2016: In Strasbourg, the Jehovah’s Witnesses of Turkey won their case before 
the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR).36 The case concerns the Witnesses’ inability 
to have a suitable place of worship in Mersin and Izmir. In a unanimous ruling, the ECHR 
agreed with the Association for Solidarity with Jehovah’s Witnesses and Others that 
planning restrictions constituted a violation of freedom of religion since they prevented 
Jehovah’s Witnesses from gathering in a suitable location to celebrate their worship on 
a regular basis.

Prospects for freedom of religion

On the basis of the constitution of 1981, secularism remains a central principle that defines 
the relationship between the Turkish State and Islam, as well as non-Muslims. Although 
theoretically it provides protection, “Turkish-style secularism” has been very coercive vis-
à-vis non-Muslims. This kind of secularism has been destructive. Turkey’s ruling Islamist 
party wants to open up this concept in order to “free” Islam from Kemalism (the secularist 
ideas and principles of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founder and first president of the 
Turkish Republic). Paradoxically, minorities might benefit from this flexibility in terms of 
greater juridical recognition and protection for their assets. However, non-Muslims also 
know that they could be manipulated and used by Turkey’s current rulers as a showcase. 
Non-Muslims are not asking for any special favours; they just want the rule of law to be 
upheld.

Still, it is quite apparent that the country is moving towards autocracy, and that this will 
result in a rollback in the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms. The 
Islamisation of Turkish society is a fact. For Christians, it is already hard to express their 
faith in public. Churches and synagogues are regularly threatened. Already reduced to 
its barest expression, an untroubled future for Christians, Jews, and even Alevis (despite 
the latter’s size) is hardly imaginable. Discrimination is not directed at any one group – in 
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fact, there is no persecution – but rather it is something that is felt by all Turks who are 
not of the same mind as Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and his government.

Endnotes
1 (including: Armenians (mostly apostolic): 80,000 (Istanbul), Syriac (Orthodox majority): 25,000 (of which 

fewer than 2,000 in Tur Abdin, south-east of the country), Greek Orthodox: 1,500 people (Istanbul), Ca-
tholics (Latin rite): a few hundred in Istanbul, Izmir and Iskenderun)

2 Many Alevis do not see themselves as “Muslim” as defined by Sunni orthodoxy. Political opposition 
among them against political Islam is strong. Most are republican and Kemalist.

3 Turkish Statistical Institute, http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/Start.do.
4 “Foreign Policy as a Determinant in the Fate of Turkey’s Non-Muslim Minorities: A Dialectical Analysis,” 

Turkish Studies (2013).
5 S. de Courtois, Turquie Européenne, (European Turkey), May 2012.
6 Interview with Kadri Gürsel, Le Figaro, 21 February 2016.
7 S. de Courtois, “Réflexions sur l’état présent des communautés syriaques du sud-est de la Turquie,” 

(Reflections on the current state of Syriac communities in south-eastern Turkey) Territoires et conflits au 
Moyen-Orient et au Maghreb, Cahier du GREMAMO, n°21, Paris VII, Laboratoire Sociétés en Développem-
ent Études Transdisciplinaires, CNRS.

8 late 2015-first half of 2016
9 Agos, 29 April 2016, p. 3.
10 Habertürk, 10 February 2016, p. 20.
11 Vatan, 27 March 2016, p. 12.
12 Agos, 15 April 2016, p. 5.
13 Agos, 1 April 2016.
14 Agos, 8 April 2016, p. 4.
15 Agos, 8 April 2016, p. 4.
16 Yeni Yüzyıl, 19 April 2016, p. 13.
17 Milliyet, 20 April 2016, p. 16.
18 Agos, 29 April 2016, p. 7.
19 Milliyet, 29 May 2016, p. 13.
20 Posta, 31 May 2016, p. 14.
21 Cumhuriyet, 2 June 2016, p. 14.
22 Zaman, 7 June 2016, p. 9.
23 Sabah, 8 June 2016, p. 22; Agos, 7 June 2016, http://www.agos.com.tr/en/article/15576/atesyan-s-letter-

to-president-we-submit-our-regret-to-your-dignified-office, accessed on 21 June 2016.
24 Hürriyet, 9 June 2016 p. 24.
25 Taraf, 13 June 2016, p. 7.
26 Cumhuriyet, 15 June 2016, p. 6.
27 Cengiz Aktar, ibid.
28 Cengiz Aktar, Memory revisited in Turkey, in American Institute for Contemporary German Studies, Ger-

man-American issues, n. 18, p. 23-29.
29 Habertürk, 14 February 2015, p. 16.
30 Agos, 20 May 2016, p. 7.
31 Milliyet, 11 May 2016, p. 23.
32 Vatan, 5 October 2015, p. 6.
33 Milliyet, 29 May 2016, p. 4.
34 S. de Courtois, Le Figaro, 4 May 2015.
35 Cumhuriyet, 31 May 2016, p. 18.
36 La Croix, 24 May 2016.
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Concerning developments of a legal nature, one positive sign came in March 2015 when 
President Berdymukhammedov passed a law allowing individuals, groups and religious 
organisations to hold “peaceful” public demonstrations.3 The rules however state that 
these must take place at least 200 metres from any government buildings, including the 
residence of the President himself, and cannot be funded by lone individuals or foreign 
governments.

The law on religion, promulgated in 2003 and amended in 2007, bans all unregistered 
religious activity. In January 2014 new provisions in the administrative code increased 
the penalties for engaging in the majority of “illegal” religious activities.4

The country has more than 120 registered religious groups, 100 of which are Muslim, either 
Sunni or Shi‘a, 13 Russian Orthodox and another 10 or so representing various minority 
religious groups, including Catholics, Baha’i, Hare Krishna and Protestants.5

Private religious instruction is forbidden. Muslims are not permitted to travel abroad in 
order to study, while the Orthodox, who do not have any educational establishments in 
Turkmenistan for their own clergy, are permitted to study abroad. Religious literature is 
subjected to a regime of compulsory censorship by the Council for Religious Affairs (CRA), 
a government body made up of government officials and representatives of Sunni Islam 
and the Russian Orthodox Church; this supervises all religious matters. Conscientious 
objection to military service is a punishable offence.

Incidents

The Catholic community is small and made up for the most part of foreign diplomats and 
descendants of Polish emigres. It generally operates without any particular restrictions. 
Present in the country since 1997 as an office of the apostolic nunciature and with diplo-
matic status, the Catholic Church in Turkmenistan was granted formal legal recognition in 
2010 by the Justice Ministry. Today, there are around 160 baptised Catholics and roughly 
as many catechumens, and they are served by three priests and five religious brothers.6
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One positive development was the release, between October 2014 and February 2015, 
of all Jehovah’s Witnesses previously imprisoned for offences related to their religious 
beliefs. On 22nd October 2014, under a presidential amnesty issued to mark the 23rd 
anniversary of Turkmenistan’s independence from the Soviet Union, the authorities rele-
ased six Jehovah’s Witnesses, imprisoned for conscientious objection, together with two 
others, who had been arrested for offences related to the free exercise of their religious 
beliefs.7 Another member of the group, Ruslan Narkolayev, who had been sentenced in 
September 2014 to two years imprisonment, again for refusing to undertake military 
service, was released on 17th February 2015. He was released together with a Protestant, 
Umio Gojayev. He had been imprisoned in 2012 and sentenced to four years’ imprison-
ment on a charge of “hooliganism”, although this was evidently linked to some form of 
reprisal for his religious beliefs.8

Despite these prison releases and other positive signals, religious believers continue to 
suffer frequent raids, fines, imprisonments and confiscation of religious materials. These 
punitive measures are put in place in response to their attempts to express their faith 
freely or relate to their alleged violation of the law on religion. In recent years, many 
Muslims who follow versions of Islam not recognised by the state, as well as Protestants 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses, have been arrested, fined, imprisoned or sent into internal exile 
for their religious beliefs or activities. The majority of these prisoners of conscience are 
incarcerated in the labour camp of Seydi, in the Lebap region, where they are exposed 
to harsh conditions and frequently subjected to torture.

In May 2015 Bahram Hemdemov, a Jehovah’s Witness, was tortured and sentenced to four 
years’ imprisonment on the charge of “inciting inter-religious discord” for having hosted 
a religious meeting in his own home on 14th March of that year with 38 of his fellow 
believers. His property was confiscated, including his car. Many of the others were fined.9

The imprisonment of Hemdemov followed many other arrests of Jehovah’s Witnesses 
which took place in the early months of 2015. Hemdemov’s son had already been impri-
soned twice and sentenced to two weeks’ imprisonment on each occasion. Other Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses also received prison sentences of two weeks, often followed by further 
sentences and new terms of imprisonment, during which they were beaten and tortured. 
Among these were Emirjan Jumanazarov, Dovlet Kandymov and Konstantin Vlaskin. 
On 6th February 2015 Jehovah’s Witnesses Viktor Yarygin, Rustam Nazarov, Charygeldy 
Jumaev and Jamilya Adylova were arrested. They were all interrogated and beaten and 
one of them, Jumaev, was rendered senseless by the beatings he received. All four were 
sentenced for hooliganism. 

On 20th February 2015 the police in Turkmenabad carried out a raid on the house of 
Zeynep Huseynova and his son Tohtabay. They confiscated all the religious literature 
they found there.10 

In August 2014 Bibi Rahmanova, another Jehovah’s Witness, was sentenced to four years’ 
imprisonment on the charge – which she denied – of attacking a policeman. She was 
arrested, together with her husband, on her way to the railway station to collect a consi-
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suspended on appeal and commuted to house arrest, though not before Mrs Rahmanova 
had been subjected to “grave physical abuse” during her detention.11

In February 2015 Narmurad Mominov, a Protestant community leader in Galkynysh, in 
the eastern Lebap region, was fined. It happened after the police raided the community 
leader’s private home. At the time, the family was enjoying a meal to celebrate the return 
from holiday of a boy studying a considerable distance away. Those present were charged 
with having taken part in an illegal religious meeting, and many of them were put under 
pressure to renounce their faith.12 Mominov had already been fined for his religious acti-
vities, and his parents – who were not involved in his community’s activities – were put 
under pressure to force him out of his home, together with his wife and son.

In autumn 2014 a Protestant taxi driver in the northern city of Dashoguz, was fined and 
had his taxi confiscated, for speaking about his faith to his customers.13 In investigating 
his case, the MSS secret police also questioned another member of his church, Hemra 
Annayev. His apartment was raided by the police, leading to the confiscation of the 
religious texts found there and legal charges brought against him. Two months after the 
raid, the secret police began an investigation at the workplace of Annayev’s wife, claiming 
to have found irregularities there. She too was fined and was dismissed from her post.

In the field of education too, the families of minority religious communities had difficulties 
expressing their faith. There were incidents of bullying and other forms of discrimination 
against their children.

A number of parents complained that at the beginning of the 2014/2015 academic year, 
they were asked to sign declarations in some schools in Ashgabat stating that their chil-
dren did not belong to religious organisations. Those who refused to sign did not face 
direct repercussions but were nonetheless victims of the climate of suspicion and tension 
that this request was evidently intended to create. In another school, photographs of 
children from a local Protestant church were pinned up on the school noticeboard, with 
a message underneath stating: “These are the children of parents belonging to sects. 
Take notice and beware.”

Muslims face state interference and control in a more obvious way than is the case with 
other faiths. The government supervises all nominations, transfers and promotions of 
imams, both at the national and regional levels. Forms of Islam other than those approved 
and promoted by the state are frequently described as “Wahabi” and members of these 
groups face imprisonment as the price of their independence. The number of Muslim 
prisoners of conscience currently held in detention or in labour camps is unknown.14

Prospects for freedom of religion

Over the past year in Turkmenistan there have been small signs of improvement concer-
ning human rights and a slight opening up towards the West. However, the almost total 
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absence of alternatives to the official state sources of information makes it difficult to 
establish the actual scope of these changes and their consequences.

Turkmenistan is sometimes called the “hermit kingdom” because of the government’s appa-
rent desire to isolate the country from the rest of the world. Religious freedom violations 
in the country are “systematic” to the extent that the news agency Forum 18 described 
repression by the authorities as “almost scientific”.15 With the government enforcing strict 
information control, it requires religious groups to register under what the U.S. Interna-
tional Commission on Religious Freedom (USCIRF) calls “intrusive criteria”.16 The USCIRF 
2016 report states: “Police raids and harassment of registered and unregistered religious 
groups continued.”17 Advocates of human rights and other activists face the constant 
threat of detention, a frequently-used instrument of political reprisal by the government. 
The complete absence of independent information, together with the difficulty of access 
to the country for international observers and the frequent bans on residents wishing to 
travel abroad, makes it extremely difficult to obtain reliable information about the real 
situation in the country.

Today Turkmenistan is going through a period of great uncertainty. The steep fall in the 
price of natural gas, and the resulting reduction in revenues, have had severe repercus-
sions, with growing unemployment.18 The government is even considering abandoning 
the system of socio-economic subsidies which, for more than 20 years, has been a fun-
damental means of keeping the population under control.19 In addition, tension on the 
border with Afghanistan has continued to worsen; over the course of 2015, roughly 70 
percent of the armed forces and military hardware were occupied in patrolling this border.20

Supported by his family clan, President Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov, who has been in 
power since 2006, maintains what Human Rights Watch calls “unlimited power and total 
control over all aspects of public life” in Turkmenistan.21 Like his predecessor, this current 
president is also working to create a personality cult around himself.22 In May 2015 he 
had erected in his honour a 21-metre high statue, covered in 24 carat gold. It was funded 
by “donations” from all state employees.23 A constitutional commission, chaired by the 
president, is currently studying a revision of the constitution with a view to extending 
the presidential term of office from five to seven years and at the same time raising the 
current age limit of 70. These changes, if approved, will not only reinforce Berdymukham-
medov’s authoritarian grip on the country but they are also likely to pave the way to his 
becoming president for life.24 

Described as one of the 15 most corrupt nations on the planet,25 Turkmenistan always 
appears on the blacklist of the NGO Freedom House as one of the world’s most restrictive 
countries and one with the least respect for civil liberties.26 According to Reporters without 
Borders, it is also third from the bottom in the world with regard to press freedom.27 
Because of its grave violations of religious freedom,28 acting on the recommendation of 
the USCIRF, in July 2014 the U.S. State Department finally added Turkmenistan to its list 
of “Countries of Particular Concern”. The USCIRF renewed this same recommendation in 
its 2016 report.29
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electronic media. Many websites, including social media and messaging services, have 
been blocked.30 The authorities have repeatedly targeted Radio Azatlyk, the Turkmen 
service of Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL), which is the only alternative news 
source in the Turkmen language. In August 2015 a correspondent for RFE/RL, Saparmamed 
Nepeskuliev, was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment on a charge of drugs possession31 
and other independent journalists have been subjected to similar pressures in order to 
prevent them engaging in their investigative work.32 Since March 201533 the authorities 
in the city of Ashgabat have forced residents to take down their satellite dishes in order 
to prevent them from accessing any other form of alternative information, threatening 
those who refuse to remove them “voluntarily” with fines.34

With regard to positive developments, for the first time in 12 years, a Turkmen delegation 
was present at the annual Human Dimension Implementation Meeting of the Organi-
sation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE). 35 Also, perhaps as a result of the 
country’s economic difficulties, during 2015 there were increased relations with foreign 
governments and international organisations. Nonetheless, for the time being, it does 
not appear that this has had a significant impact with regard to human rights. 

In January 2015 the government announced its intention to introduce an ombudsman 
for human rights. Apart from some meetings and workshops that have been held in Tur-
kmenistan on this subject, the proposal remains under discussion for the time being.36

Endnotes
1 ARDA
2 BBC – same source for population, political system and languages.
3 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 12 March 2015.
4 United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, Annual Report, 2014.
5 United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, Annual Report, 2014.
6 Southworld web magazine, 1 November 2015. http://www.southworld.net/turkmenistan-a-small-com-

munity-moving-forward/
7 AsiaNews, 28 October 2014.
8 Forum 18 News Service, 18 February 2015.
9 Forum 18 News Service, 21 May 2015.
10 Forum 18 News Service, 21 May 2015.
11 Forum 18 News Service, 29 September 2014.
12 Forum 18 News Service, 12 March 2015.
13 Forum 18 News Service, 12 March 2015.
14 Forum 18 News Service, 28 October 2014 and 21 May 2015.
15 AsiaNews citing Forum 18 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Everyday-religious-repression-12973.html
16 http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF%202016%20Annual%20Report.pdf
17 Ibid
18 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 7 March 2016.
19 AsiaNews 2 October 2015.
20 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 7 March 2016.
21 Human Rights Watch – World Report 2013: Turkmenistan - https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2013/

country-chapters/turkmenistan
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22 Ibid.
23 Asia News 26 May 2015.
24 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 15 February 2016.
25 Eurasianet, 29 January 2016.
26 Eurasianet, 29 April 2015.
27 Asia News 26 May 2015.
28 The Diplomat, 24 September 2014.
29 http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/USCIRF%202016%20Annual%20Report.pdf
30 Human Rights Watch, Annual Report, 2016.
31 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 8 September 2015.
32 The Diplomat, 11 August 2015.
33 Human Rights Watch 19 May 2015.
34 100 manat is the equivalent of approximately 25 Euros. The average monthly salary in the country (in 

2013) was approximately 1300 manat. Source: http://www.nationmaster.com/country-info/profiles/Tur-
kmenistan/Cost-of-living

35 Human Rights Watch 23 September 2015.
36 Human Rights Watch, Annual Report, 2015.
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The independent state of Tuvalu is made up of nine coral atolls and land islands in the 
South Pacific. Formerly known as the Ellice Islands, the country won independence from the 
United Kingdom in 1978. The constitutional monarchy separated from the Gilbert Islands 
following a referendum in 1975 and ranks as the fourth smallest country in the world.

Of the estimated 10,800 citizens in Tuvalu, the Congregational Christian Church of Tuvalu 
has the most members with approximately 94 percent of the population. The Bureau of 
Democracy, Human Rights and Labour on International Religious Freedom Report in 
Tuvalu estimates that 1.4 percent of the population belong to the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, and one percent observes the Baha’i Faith. There are small populations of Bap-
tists, Muslims and members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.3 The nine 
islands’ chiefs follow the Congregational Christian Church of Tuvalu and the majority of 
members of other religious faiths reside in the capital, Funafuti.

Tuvalu’s constitution includes a Bill of Rights which protects the freedom of religion. There 
is no state religion but the state is largely based on Christian principles, the Rule of Law, 
and Tuvaluan traditions. The constitution does provide for a separation of Church and 
state but the influence of Christianity is clear. Prayers are said at the official opening of 
parliament and religious groups with more than 50 members are required to register and 
can be prosecuted for failing to do so. Traditional councils have also discouraged several 
minority religious groups from public meetings, yet the government resisted pressures 
from such traditional groups and adhered to constitutional commitments.

Under the Religious Organisation Restriction Act, passed in August 2010, religious groups 
must not only register their organisation but gain permission from traditional elder 
councils known as falekaupule to conduct services on any island4. The falekaupule are 
allowed by law to deny approval to religious groups should it be determined that they 
“directly threaten the values and culture of the island community.”5 The act states that 
any groups that gather for unauthorised religious meetings could be fined up to US $500, 
and any individual who participates in any unauthorised activities risks being fined up to 
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US $200. Some observers have noted that the law appears contrary to the constitution, 
though no-one has legally challenged the act yet.

The government maintained the people’s right to practise religion publically despite 
pressure from traditional groups. Jehovah’s Witnesses and other unapproved groups 
continued to meet at their places of worship without opposition. 

Incidents

Despite no reports of acts of oppression of religious groups made during the time under 
review, a history of discrimination against the Brethren Church exists. In 2009, the Tuvalu 
Court of Appeal ruled in favour of an appeal made by the Tuvalu Brethren Church against 
a 2005 High Court judgement. The judgement had upheld the ability of traditional island 
councils to limit the right of religious freedom if and when moral order was at risk. The 
court reversed the ruling and declared the banning of the Tuvalu Brethren Church to be 
unconstitutional. In spite of this ruling, Pastor Teonea, whom the ban was aimed at after 
he converted 40 of Nanumaga’s 800 citizens, has not been allowed to travel to the island.

Prospects for freedom of religion

No changes are foreseen for the near future. 

Endnotes
1 The Church of Tuvalu, which has historic ties to the Congregational Church and other churches in Samoa, 

has the largest number of followers.
2 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_229_1.asp
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
4 http://www.tuvalu-legislation.tv/cms/images/LEGISLATION/PRINCIPAL/2010/2010-0007/ReligiousOrga-

nisationsRestrictionAct_1.pdf
5 http://www.paclii.org/tv/legis/consol_act/cot277/
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Article 29(c) of Uganda’s constitution is dedicated to the freedom of worship. In the past, 
the country’s governments have had a generally tolerant attitude towards religious groups. 
The official calendar observes the main religious holidays of Christians and Muslims (Good 
Friday, Easter Monday, Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha and Christmas).

Islamic Khadi Courts operate informally, although they are recognised as subordinate 
courts in the Ugandan constitution (Article 129). Khadi Courts deal with matters of mar-
riage, divorce, property inheritance and guardianship. In 2010, several Muslim scholars 
drafted a bill which proposed giving these courts more powers, but it has not yet been 
passed despite continuous requests from the Muslim community.3

In the recent past, new religious groups were formed with minimal government involve-
ment. The official recognition by the Ministry of Internal Affairs of places of worship legally 
entitled to issue marriage certificates prompted the government to create a register of 
recognised denominations and religious groups. The Religious Affairs Department of the 
Directorate for Ethics and Integrity (under the Office of the President) has indicated its 
willingness to introduce a new policy framework to regulate faith-based organisations in 
the country. This would entail the government vetting the registration of religious groups.4 
Some religious groups, in particular the Catholic and Anglican Churches, have already 
expressed concern about the added bureaucracy and invasive nature of this process.5

Incidents 

Incidents relevant to religious freedom, or violations thereof, include: 

Murder on 27th June 2014 : An 18-year-old girl was murdered by machete-wielding Muslim 
radicals during an attack on a prayer meeting at Chali Born Victory Church in Kyegegwa 
District.6 
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Murder and attack on11th December 2014 : An Imam in the Kaliro area beat his 15-year-old 
daughter to death for converting to Christianity. Her 12-year-old sister barely survived 
the same beating. 

Murder on 8th March 2015: A 16-year-old girl in Iganga town was suspected of having 
been poisoned to death by relatives after she was beaten for converting to Christianity.7

Murder on 17th June 2015: Namumbeiza Swabura, a mother of 11 children, was poisoned 
by her Muslim In-laws in Nabuli village, Kibuku District. She and her husband, former 
Sheikh Mugoya Muhammad, converted to Christianity in August 2014.8

Murder on 30th June 2015: Sheikh Ibrahim Hassan Kirya was shot down on his way home 
in Bwoyegerere, one of the Kampala suburbs.9 He is the twelfth Muslim cleric killed in 
Uganda in a period of two years. 

Murder attempt on 2nd July 2015: The house of famous Christian convert Hassan Muwan-
guzi, an evangelist in Budaka District whose conversion and ministry to Muslims have 
had a significant impact in the region, was attacked and robbed. Last March, Muwanguzi 
survived a poisoning attempt. He previously lost his 12-year-old daughter who was poi-
soned by Muslim radicals because of his evangelising activities.10 

Murder on 23rd September 2015: Samson Nfunyeku, a Christian evangelist, was killed 
by unknown attackers and his mutilated body found close to his home in Kalampete 
village, Kibuku district. His death seems to be the result of his participation in different 
Muslim-Christian debates with Islamic scholars at various locations throughout the 
region.11 Mamwikomba Mwanika, the late evangelist’s sister-in-law and mother of eight 
whose husband converted from Islam to Christianity, was killed on 19th October by an 
angry mob in Kalampete village, Kibuku District.12 

Murder on 8th December 2015: Ismail Kuloba, a policeman who had recently converted 
to Christianity, was killed by several men in Kadama sub-county, Kibuku District. He was 
accused of converting other Muslims to Christianity. The killers were suspected to be 
Muslims extremists from the area.13

Murder on 18th December 2015: Five underground Christians belonging to a Bible Study 
Group in the predominantly Muslim Kachomo village, Budaka District, died after their 
food was poisoned with pesticide. The names of the dead are: Katooko Aisha Sajjabi, 22; 
Mwanje Husain Sajjabi, 24; Eric Ali Sajjabi, 29; Musa Namusongi Sajjabi, 26; and Mariam 
Kurumu, who was pregnant when she was murdered.14 

Murder on 23th December 2015: Pastor Bongo Martin of the Pentecostal Church Ministry 
in Nansololo village, eastern Uganda, was hacked to death, reportedly because of a land 
encroachment conflict with some Muslim leaders. The pastor’s corpse was thrown into 
a nearby river.15 

Murder on 28th January 2016: Christian convert Lawrence Maiso was murdered in his 
house in Numuseru village, Budaka District, after being threatened by Imam Kamulani 
Hussein. The imam reportedly threatened him in front of witnesses some days before he 
was murdered. Kamulani Hussein was subsequently arrested.16
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Violence on 12th April 2016: Muslims in Nalugongo Village, eastern Uganda destroyed the 
Nalugongo Church of Uganda, completely demolishing the building. Some days before 
the pigs belonging to Samuel Kijali, a lay leader, were slaughtered during a night attack.17 

Violence on 19th April 2016: One woman in Pallisa District, whose name was not released, 
was seriously beaten and raped by Muslims after she had testified that mosque leader 
Sheikh Musana Ibrahim had killed her father because on 28th January he had converted 
to Christianity. He was assisted by two other men.18 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Although collaboration between government and religious groups is generally good 
and the atmosphere tolerant, the executive has made a deliberate attempt to draw reli-
gious groups closer to the centre of power.19 These attempts are an integral part of the 
“patronage style” fostered by the president; he has tried to win over prominent members, 
groups, or institutions of civil society to his party or his personal cause by gifting them 
money, cars, cattle, or other items.20 Religious groups are tolerated and given freedom to 
carry out their activities provided they do not challenge the status quo laid down by the 
president and his party. The new NGO Act vaguely indicates that such groups could be 
declared illegal if, for instance, they “offend the dignity of the Ugandan people”; this is an 
open door for arbitrary decisions about groups working with marginalised individuals, 
persecuted citizens, or minorities of any kind. If the new policy adopts the same stance of 
controlling religious groups for the wrong reasons, it could indicate a change in the trend 
towards greater religious freedom shown by the Ugandan government in recent years. 

Although Uganda is, on the whole, a peaceful country, the number of violent incidents 
related to religious freedom over the past two years is worrying. There is a higher recur-
rence of such events in the eastern part of the country where Islam is more prevalent. 
Some of these serious incidents – mostly violence between Muslims and Christians – do 
not seem to be recorded in local (secular) printed or digital media, but mainly on websites 
focusing on religious persecution, civil liberties and human rights issues which provide 
detailed testimonies from the ground. The lack of consistent, objective news coverage 
makes it difficult to quantify or even verify many of the alleged cases.

Internal division within the Ugandan Muslim community mentioned in the last report21 
continues despite the appointment of a new Mufti for the Kibuli faction.22 The case of 
the murder of several Muslim clerics remains unsolved,23 but it may have involved rival-
ries within the Tabliq community compounded by the intervention of Islamic extremists 
allegedly in contact with the ADF24 armed group in DR Congo, near the Ugandan border. 
This volatile combination is the official explanation for such killings.25

The presence of Ugandan forces of African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) means 
that the country regularly receives security alerts on possible terrorist attacks against 
public places, such as shopping malls and churches. Extremist groups are still under close 
surveillance. Uganda’s counter-terrorism measures against Al-Shabaab, the killing of pro-
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minent Muslim leaders and the subsequent hunt for the perpetrators have polarised the 
followers of Islam and prompted some Muslim authorities to caution police and security 
agencies against indiscriminate arrests, overzealous security measures and irregular 
detention procedures for Muslim suspects.26 Some Muslims leaders feel that there is an 
anti-Islam bias in the country mainly because of police repression and unbalanced media 
reporting.27 However, charitable undertakings such as Ugandan Christians in the USA 
fundraising to build a mosque show that this atmosphere of distrust can be overturned 
by positive actions.28 
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Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In February 2014 Russian forces occupied Crimea and announced the following month 
that it had become part of Russia. Most states do not recognise the attempted annexation 
of Crimea by the Russian Federation and still consider Crimea to be a part of Ukraine.

The constitution provides for the freedom of religion and worship, a right that “may be 
restricted by law only in the interests of protecting public order, the health and morality of 
the population, or protecting the rights and freedoms of other persons”. The constitution 
declares the separation of Church and state.

According to the law, organisers must notify local authorities in advance of a planned 
religious gathering, and authorities have the option to challenge the legality of planned 
events. It is necessary by law for religious organisations to apply to local government 
authorities at least 10 days in advance for permission to hold religious services and cere-
monies in public spaces; such permission is not required for those holding services at 
religious or burial sites, private residences, homes for the elderly and disabled, medical 
and penal institutions, or premises of companies. 

In order to be recognised as a legal entity, the law requires religious groups to register 
with the State Registration Service (governed by the Ministry of Justice) and with the 
Ministry of Culture, the government’s lead agency on religious affairs, or regional gover-
nment authorities. To be eligible for registration, a religious group must have at least 10 
adult members. A legal entity status is necessary for the right to own property, conduct 
banking activities, or publish materials as a religious group. 

It is permitted by law for religious groups to establish theological schools to train clergy 
and other religious workers. The law states theological schools shall function on the basis 
of their own statutes, which are registered by the Ministry of Culture. The law restricts the 
teaching of religion as part of the public school curriculum; religious organisations are 
prohibited from activity in public schools. Public schools include ethics of faith courses 
as an optional part of the curriculum.
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The law restricts the activities of foreign-based religious groups and defines the permis-
sible activities of non-citizen clergy, preachers, teachers, and other representatives of 
foreign-based religious organisations. Under the law, foreign religious workers are per-
mitted to “preach, administer religious ordinances, or practise other canonical activities” 
but they may do so only for the religious organisation which invited them to Ukraine and 
with the approval of the government body that registered the statutes of the organisa-
tion. Missionary activity is included under permissible activities. There are no separate 
visa requirements for foreign clergy. The government states that it has not rejected any 
regular visa applications by foreign religious workers in recent years.

The Ministry of Culture set up a working group to settle inter-religious conflicts. Religious 
leaders and human rights activists continued to urge the government to simplify religious 
registration procedures and reconsider its commitment to a permission-based system 
for holding peaceful assemblies. They also encouraged the government to adopt the 
Concept of Church-State Relations, as drafted by religious groups and experts in 2004, 
to shape cooperation between the government and religious groups and provide the 
basis for legislation on religion issues. Church leaders and members of the All-Ukraine 
Council of Churches and Religious Organisations (AUCCRO), an independent inter-faith 
board representing more than 90 percent of the country’s religious organisations, warned 
about an escalation of inter-religious violence in the wake of the conflict. 

In certain regions of the country, smaller religious groups continued to report unequal 
treatment by local authorities. In the central and southern regions, Roman Catholics, Ukrai-
nian Orthodox Church- Kievan Patriarchate (UOC-KP) members, Ukrainian Greek Catholic 
Church (UGCC) members, and Muslims reported similar experiences. According to UGCC 
representatives, local authorities in Odessa remained unwilling to allocate land for UGCC 
churches. Ukrainian Orthodox Church- Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) representatives 
reported a continued refusal by local governments in the Lviv and Ivano-Frankivsk regions 
to allocate land for UOC-MP churches. 

The AUCCRO urged the government to grant state accreditation to the religious schools 
that provide theological education. The AUCCRO asked the government to allow religious 
groups to own and operate private educational institutions where, in addition to the 
secular curriculum, students would be taught according to the religious values of the 
founding religious organisation.

For Crimean Tatars, religious and ethnic identities remained closely intertwined, making it 
difficult to categorise mistreatment as religious or ethnic intolerance. Before the Russian 
occupation of Crimea, members of the Mejlis, the central executive body of the Crimean 
Tatars, and Crimea-based human rights groups continued to criticise the government of 
the Autonomous Republic of Crimea for permitting schools to use textbooks that contained 
allegedly inflammatory and historically inaccurate material about Crimean Tatar Muslims.3

 The Russian authorities raided homes, churches, mosques and schools in Crimea, forcing 
religious leaders to flee. With the annexation in March 2014, the much harsher Russian 
laws concerning religious freedom were implemented, with a need for religious commu-
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in Ukraine, including the Armenian Apostolic (Church) Parishes or the Ukrainian Greek 
Catholic Church – banned by the Kremlin more than 70 years ago – remain unregistered 
in Crimea. They may not open bank accounts, own property, invite foreign missionaries 
or publish literature.4

Incidents

The following chronicle of incidents can only give a general idea of the many instances of 
abuses against religious freedom, which occurred after the conflict broke out in eastern 
Ukraine and Crimea. The list is only exemplary, not complete.

 In April 2014 Russian-backed separatists proclaimed the so-called Donetsk and Luhansk 
People’s Republics (DPR and LPR) in the region known as the “Donbas.” The separatists 
kidnapped, beat, and threatened Protestants, Catholics, and members of the Ukrainian 
Orthodox Church of the Kyiv Patriarchate (UOC-KP) and participated in anti-Semitic 
acts. In other parts of the country, the Ukrainian Orthodox Church in communion with 
the Moscow Patriarchate (UOC-MP) complained that local government officials at times 
provided assistance to UOC-KP members trying to take control over UOC-MP churches. 
On 14th May the DPR adopted its “constitution” declaring the “Christian Orthodox faith…
practised by the Russian Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate)” as the “primary and 
dominant” faith in the DPR.

On 9th May 2014, pro-Russian separatists killed UOC-MP priest Pavlo Zhuchenko in 
Kostyantynivka, Donetsk Oblast. According to a local journalist, Zhuchenko was shot 
while attempting to talk to individuals manning a separatist checkpoint. In a 15th May 
statement, the UOC-KP cited multiple threats to the lives of its clergy and laity and efforts 
to hinder UOC-KP activities in Luhansk and Donetsk Oblasts by “terrorist and separatist 
forces controlled and inspired from Russia.” The UOC-KP called on the UOC-MP leadership 
to condemn publicly the “frequent instances” in which Moscow Patriarchate represen-
tatives had supported the “criminal activity” of armed separatists, and to punish those 
responsible. According to the UOC-MP, one of its priests was detained on 25th May by 
Ukrainian forces as an alleged member of an armed separatist group in Luhansk Oblast. 
In addition several other clerics who allegedly had acted in support of separatists were 
banned from exercising all clerical functions. The UOC-MP said many Orthodox clerics, 
including those who came from Russia, expressing support for pro-Russian militants in 
Donbas, had been either suspended or expelled from the priesthood. Some individuals 
in clerical garb who had been seen accompanying the separatists, were impostors. On 
15th May masked men with Russian flags posted anti-Semitic leaflets near the Donetsk 
synagogue, purportedly on behalf of “People’s Governor of the DPR” Denis Pushilin. The 
leaflets contained an alleged DPR order to all local Jews over the age of 16 to register with 
the “acting commissioner for nationalities” and pay a $50 registration fee in dollars. The 
leaflets justified the registration on the grounds that leaders of Ukraine’s Jewish commu-
nity supported the new Ukrainian government and were “hostile toward the Orthodox 
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Donetsk Republic”. The DPR denied responsibility for the leaflets and no registration took 
place. Local observers thought a rival pro-Russian group may have been responsible for 
the leaflets. On 27th May Roman Catholic Bishop Jan Sobilo stated on Vatican Radio that 
separatists in Kramatorsk, Donetsk Oblast, had opened fire on a Roman Catholic chapel 
and damaged the building. As a result, he said, local parishioners were afraid to pray 
there. Their priest was unable to come to the chapel because gunmen surrounded that 
part of the city. The bishop said Roman Catholics in Donetsk, Slovyansk, Horlivka, and 
Luhansk faced similar problems.

On 2nd June UOC-MP Metropolitan Olexandr stated that the separatist group describing 
itself as the Orthodox Militia of Donbas had “nothing in common” with the Orthodox 
faith. The UOC-MP rejected an offer by LPR representatives to hand over the Luhansk 
UOC-KP cathedral and diocesan office to the UOC-MP. On 8th June pro-Russian militants 
seized the evangelical Church of the Transfiguration of the Lord and detained Volodymyr 
Velychko and Victor Bradarsky, deacons of the church, and two sons of the church’s pastor 
Oleksandr Pavenko, Ruvim and Albert, in Slovyansk, Donetsk Oblast. According to the 
Ministry of Interior, the detainees were beaten and shot to death. The ministry also said 
that after the killing the militants burned the victims’ bodies in a car in an attempt to 
blame the Ukrainian forces for shelling the civilians. In July the victims’ bodies were found 
in an unmarked grave in Slovyansk after the Ukrainian government restored control over 
the town. On 16th June armed DPR representatives seized the building of the Protestant 
Word of Life church in Horlivka. On 19th June armed gunmen captured the Word of Life 
church in Torez, Donetsk Oblast, threatening its members with the destruction of Prote-
stant “sects.” On 21st June militants seized the Word of Life church in Shakhtarsk, Donetsk 
Oblast. They detained the church’s pastor, Mykola Kulinichenko, and threatened to shoot 
him if he continued pastoral work. On 26th June militants seized an evangelical church in 
Druzhkivka, Donetsk Oblast, and kidnapped Protestant pastor Pavlo Lis’ko and his wife. 
The two were released after several days. 

On 3rd July DPR gunmen describing themselves as the Russian Orthodox Army kidnapped 
UGCC priest Tykhon Kulbaka. His captors reportedly subjected him to repeated mock 
executions and took away his medication, threatening him with a “slow death” unless he 
joined the Russian Orthodox Church. He also sustained physical injuries before his release 
on 14th July. On 3rd July UOC-KP leader, Patriarch Filaret, told the media that the separa-
tists had banned its religious services in Luhansk Oblast. He gave details of an assault on 
Bishop Afanasiy, head of UOC-KP Luhansk and Starobilsk Diocese. Pro-Russian militants 
had taken control of the bishop’s home in Luhansk, blindfolded him, and threatened to 
kill him. They released the bishop outside the city, damaged his car’s brakes, and ordered 
him to drive away from Luhansk. On 8th July pro-Russian militants in Donetsk kidnapped 
UOC-KP priest Yuriy Ivanov. They released him on 40th July. On 8th July leaders of Evange-
lical Protestant Churches of Ukraine issued a statement saying that “targeted attacks by 
armed DPR and LPR militants” against evangelical believers involved abduction, beating, 
torture, murder threats, and damage to houses of worship, seizure of religious buildings, 
and damage to health and private property of the clergy. On 9th July DPR gunmen seized 
the campus of the Donetsk Christian University, which had been run by the Baptists Union, 
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separatists detained Roman Catholic priest Viktor Vonsovych, rector of the parish of the 
Most Holy Heart of Jesus Christ in Horlivka, Donetsk Oblast. Before his release on 25th 
July, the militants threatened to kill him if he returned to the city.

On 16th August, a Baptist church was destroyed by an arson attack in Pervomaysk, Luhansk 
Oblast. On 13th August DPR representatives seized the building of Ukrainian Evangelical 
Word of Life Christian Church in Donetsk. On 8th September LPR representatives seized 
a Baptist church in Antratsyt, Luhansk Oblast. According to Jehovah’s Witnesses, on 
12th September in Sekretarka, Mykolaiv Region, Vyacheslav Zavadskyi, the village head, 
ordered Jehovah’s Witnesses to obtain a permit if they want to “share…spiritual thoughts 
with the inhabitants” of the village. Those who failed to do so would be charged with an 
administrative offense. Also on 12th September the Administrative Council of the village 
of Kosivshchyna found Jehovah’s Witness Liudmyla Panova guilty of propagating religious 
beliefs using a mobile literature cart. The council said Panova had violated the Code on 
Administrative Offenses. Panova appealed the decision. On 27th September DPR gunmen 
dispersed participants in a religious service at the house of prayer of the Seventh-day 
Adventists in Horlivka, saying that “there is no place for sects on the Orthodox soil.” The 
attackers detained its pastor, Serhiy Lytovchenko. He was released 16th October. On 
4th October self-described Russian “Cossacks” seized UOC-KP Holy Trinity Cathedral in 
Luhansk. According to the media, on 12th November armed men seized the building of 
the Protestant Church of Christ the Savior in Donetsk. On 17th October police stopped 
two Jehovah’s Witnesses, Inna Lutskova and Anna Bocharova, in Kharkiv while practicing 
their public ministry. Bocharova showed the authorities her passport, but the police still 
arrested them. While they were at the police station, police reportedly interrogated and 
verbally abused them. A police officer photographed the women with his private mobile 
phone and made a photocopy of Bocharova’s passport before releasing them.

The UGCC reported that in April it had 30 operating congregations in Donetsk and Luhansk 
Oblasts, but at the end of the year, only four existed. The church could not operate openly 
and members had to worship as an underground church. Church buildings, including 
houses of worship, the bishop’s residence, schools, and a monastery, were all occupied 
by pro-Russian separatists.

Worship services could no longer be held in December at the OUC-MP Convent of the 
Iveron Icon of the Mother of God near the Donetsk airport, reportedly because DPR sol-
diers were using the convent’s bell tower.

According to Jehovah’s Witnesses, between June and November armed groups seized 
10 Kingdom Halls in the Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts, saying the municipalities had 
ordered them to seize the buildings, although these orders were never produced in front 
of the owners. Following the loss of the Kingdom Halls, Jehovah’s Witnesses in the region 
conducted their worship in private homes.5 

Violations of religious freedom continued throughout 2015 and 2016. During the period 
from January to July 2015 the Jehovah’s Witnesses reported 30 hate crimes and 13 acts of 
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vandalism. The perpetrators were mostly unpunished. Compared to former years, though, 
there was some improvement with the police investigating such cases.6

In February 2016 twelve Crimean Tatars, accused by the Russian authorities of belonging 
to banned terrorist organisations, were arrested after speaking with international human 
rights monitors about the repressions of the Muslim community.7

Prospects for freedom of religion

During a meeting with the AUCCRO on 9th October2014, Prime Minister Arseniy Yatsenyuk 
vowed to prevent attempts to fuel religious hatred. He warned that those guilty of seizing 
church buildings and attacking clergy would be brought to justice. On 13th October he 
instructed the central and local governments to take “immediate measures” to prevent 
worsening of relations between religious groups, including seizure of church buildings. 
After an internationally-mediated ceasefire in February 2015 the situation became more 
stable, even though the ceasefire was broken frequently. Violations of freedom of religion 
by both rebels and Ukrainian forces continued especially in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine. 
The occasional eruptions of violence threaten both life and freedom of the local popu-
lace and endanger members of aid organisations like Caritas, seeking to bring relief and 
religious comfort.8

An ongoing problem is the difficulty for priests being unable to return to their parishes 
in the East or Crimea. Many religious communities are without priests or other religious 
personnel. There is now a de facto regionalisation as the conflict became frozen and the 
“need” to “purge” what all sides see mutually as “hostile religious elements” in the wake of 
military actions diminished. Incidents which followed military conquests or reconquests 
decreased. Threats to religious freedom became somewhat institutionalised. In Crimea 
many religious communities were de-legalised because of the much stricter Russian laws. 
The situation for non UOC-MP clergy is especially difficult in Crimea.

In recent months there has been less meda coverage on Ukraine and the conflict than 
in 2014 and 2015. There is a significant decrease in obtainable information about more 
recent events, as the ceasefire was signed and as the interest of the world community 
shifted to other parts of the world.9 Many articles about Ukraine are more likely to mention 
Syria and Putin’s involvement there than the actual situation in Ukraine. 

Endnotes
1 According to an April 2014 national survey by the Razumkov Center, an independent public policy think 

tank, 70.2 percent of respondents self-identify as Christian Orthodox, broken down into 22.4 percent 
identifying with the UOC-KP, 17.4 percent with the UOC-MP, 28.1 percent with neither Orthodox church 
and self-identifying as “just an Orthodox believer,” 0.7 percent with the Ukrainian Autocephalous Ortho-
dox Church (UAOC), and 1.4 percent undecided about any affiliation. UOC-KP followers are located most-
ly in the western oblasts (regions) of the country, with some in the central oblasts. The UOC-MP is present 
in all regions of the country, but has a smaller presence in the Ivano-Frankivsk, Lviv, and Ternopil Oblasts. 
The UAOC has most of its adherents in the western part of the country. The Razumkov Center survey also 
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E estimates 7.8 percent of the population self-identifies as Greek Catholic, 1 percent as Roman Catholic, 1 

percent as Protestant.
2 Greek Catholic: 9%, Roman Catholic 2.3
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238444#wrapper
4 http://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/press-releases/crimea-religious-freedom-abuses-must-stop
5 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238444#wrapper
6 http://www.osce.org/odihr/187481?download=true
7 http://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/press-releases/crimea-religious-freedom-abuses-must-stop
8 http://www.cruxnow.com/church/2016/04/19/pope-reminds-world-of-suffering-in-war-torn-ukraine/
9 For further informations concerning war crimes and religious freedom abuses in 2014 please refer to 

the following report, presented to the International Tribunal in Den Hague: http://www.donbasswar-
crimes.org/report/ Very detailed informations can also be obtained on http://static1.1.sqspcdn.com/
static/f/1671274/25949565/1423755477087/Religious+Persecution+in+Eastern+Ukraine+and+Cri-
mea+2014_Redacted.pdf

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



729

UN
IT

ED
 A

RA
B 

EM
IR

AT
ES

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

EMIRATOS ÁRABES UNIDOS 

 

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

  AREA POPULATION2

 zChristian: 12,57%

 zHindus: 6,55%

 zBuddhist: 1,99%

 zMuslim: 76,47%
(Sunni: 65% – Shia: 11,47%)

 zOthers: 2,42%

RELIGION1

    77.700km2 8.100.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Around 89 per cent of the UAE’s inhabitants are not citizens. An estimated 85 per cent of 
Muslims are Sunni Muslims. Up to 15 percept are Shi‘a Muslims.3 

Non-citizen residents come mainly as guest workers from South and South East Asia, 
but also from the Middle East, Europe and North America. Although recent numbers are 
not available, the majority of residents are Muslims. According to a 2005 census, 76 per 
cent are Muslims, around nine per cent are Christians and around 15 percent are Hindu, 
Buddhists or of other faiths.4 

The Catholic Church is present through the Apostolic Vicariate of Southern Arabia with 
its seat in Abu Dhabi, currently occupied by Bishop Paul Hinder. Eight Catholic parishes 
and nine schools operate in the UAE. The number of Catholics is estimated to be around 
800,000.

There are also Protestant and Orthodox communities. In total, more than 35 churches 
operate as well as two Hindu temples. Given the large numbers of worshipers, they are 
often overcrowded.

The United Arab Emirates is a federation of seven emirates situated on the Persian Gulf. 

Dubai is the politically and economically most important of them.

According to the 1971 constitution, Islam is the official religion in the federation.5 Article 
7 reads: “Islam shall be the official religion of the Union. The Islamic Shari‘a shall be a 
principal source or legislation in the Union.” Article 25 excludes discrimination based on 
religion. It reads: “All persons shall be equal before the law. No discrimination shall be 
practised between citizens of the Union by reason of race, nationality, religious belief or 
social position.”

Article 32 reads: “The freedom to hold religious ceremonies in accordance with establi-
shed custom shall be safeguarded, provided such ceremonies are consistent with public 
order and with public morals.”
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Muslim citizens do not hold the right to change religion. Apostasy from Islam is punishable 
by death. Apostasy is criminalised through the incorporation of the concept of hudud 
crimes under Islamic Shari‘a into its Penal Code. Those crimes include adultery, apostasy, 
murder, theft, highway robbery that involves killing, and a false accusation of committing 
adultery. Article 1 of the Penal Code provides that Islamic law applies to hudud crimes, 
the acceptance of blood money and homicide. In addition, Article 66 states that among 
the “original punishments” under the law are the punishments of hudud crimes, including 
the imposition of the death penalty. However, “there have been no known prosecutions 
or legal punishments for apostasy in court.”6

The law criminalizes blasphemy and punishes it through fines and imprisonment. Insulting 
any religion is also forbidden by law. Non-citizens face deportation in case of blasphemy. 

While Muslims may proselytize, penalties are in place for those caught proselytizing 
Muslims. Non-citizens may have their residency revoked and face deportation. 

Shari‘a law is applied in personal status affairs of Muslim citizens and residents. Muslim 
men may marry non-Muslim women “of the book”, i.e. Christians or Jews. Muslim women 
can only marry Muslim men. In the case of a mixed marriage between a Muslim man and 
a non-Muslim woman child, custody is granted to the father. Non-Muslim wives are not 
eligible for naturalization.

Muslims and non-Muslims are required by law to respect fasting hours during Ramadan.

The government controls content in nearly all Sunni mosques.7

Christian churches may not be adorned with bell towers or have crosses on them.

Incidents

In December 2014 the first Armenian Apostolic church was opened in Abu Dhabi on land 
donated by the Crown Prince.8 

In July 2015, the United Arab Emirates announced new legislation for crimes related to 
religious hatred and extremism. These included the death penalty.9 A presidential decree 
criminalizes any act that stirs up religious hatred and also prohibits discrimination “on the 
basis of religion, caste, creed, doctrine, race, colour or ethnic origin”. Offenders risk up to 
10 years in prison or the death penalty if convicted of “takfirism” (declaring other Muslims 
infidels) or Sunni Muslim extremism, according to the text of the decree distributed by an 
official news agency. Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid, Vice President and Ruler of Dubai, 
said the law “guarantees the freedom of individuals from religious intolerance … and 
underpins the UAE’s policy of inclusiveness”. Jesuit Father Samir Khalil commented: “By 
doing this, the UAE has taken a step forward with regard to religious freedom, still the 
exception to the rule in Muslim countries.”10

In 2014, the oil-rich Gulf state brought in strict new legislation and listed 83 groups clas-
sified as “terrorist”, including the Muslim Brotherhood. UAE warplanes are taking part in 
the US-led international coalition waging a campaign of air raids against the Daesh (ISIS) 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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group in Syria and Iraq.11 The UAE is also concerned about efforts by Sunni extremists to 
stoke sectarian tensions in the Gulf with recent blasts at Shi‘a mosques in Saudi Arabia 
and Kuwait. Militant violence is rare in the UAE, but Daesh has urged Muslims in Gulf 
countries to target Western expatriates in retaliation for attacks against it.12

In February 2016, Bishop Hinder ordained two deacons as priests – the first such ordina-
tion to take place in Abu Dhabi.13 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Local Church leaders describe the atmosphere as friendly and praise the open atmosphere 
in the country.14 George15, a Maronite Christian born to Lebanese parents, told ACN: “The 
UAE is a good place for Christians to live in. There are limits, of course, but respecting them 
[means] one has a good life there.” The new law against religious hatred is a hopeful sign.

Endnotes
1 http://thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_232_1.asp
2 According to the United Nations 9.4 million people live in the UAE. The United States government estima-

tes the number of inhabitants to be 5.65 million only.
3 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
4 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm#wrapper
5 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/United_Arab_Emirates_2004.pdf
6 http://www.loc.gov/law/help/apostasy/index.php#uae
7 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2013/united-arab-emirates
8 http://gulfnews.com/news/uae/society/first-armenian-church-opens-in-abu-dhabi-1.1426120
9 http://gulfnews.com/news/uae/government/new-uae-anti-hate-law-in-detail-1.1553188
10 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/A-new-anti-discrimination-law-is-a-step-forward-in-terms-of-reli-

gious-freedom-34863.html; http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/07/23/uae_passes_law_to_criminali-
ze_religious_discrimination/1160399

11 http://wwrn.org/articles/44742/
12 http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2015/07/23/uae_passes_law_to_criminalize_religious_discrimina-

tion/1160399
13 http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Indian-priest-in-Arabia:-In-Abu-Dhabi-many-non-Catholics-worship-

Christ!-36691.html
14 http://gulfnews.com/news/uae/society/churches-praise-uae-s-religious-freedom-and-toleran-

ce-1.1420738
15 Name intentionally not given in full.
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  AREA POPULATION1

 zChristian: 59,3%

 zHindus: 1,4%

 zSikhs: 0,7%

 z Jewish: 0,5%

 zMuslim: 4,8%

 zOthers: 33,3%

UNITED KINGDOM OF GREAT BRITAIN 
AND NORTHERN IRELAND

  242.514km2 64.500.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The United Kingdom is signatory to a number of international conventions on human 
rights which hold it to commitments regarding religious freedom and belief, such as the 
European Convention on Human Rights. The convention, which outlines the right to 
freedom of thought, conscience, and religion (Article 9), was incorporated into UK law in 
the Human Rights Act (1988), which came into full force in 2000. 

The Church of England, as the established church, was central to public religious life for 
more than 450 years and still retains some of its constitutional privileges, e.g. 26 bishops 
sit in the UK parliament’s House of Lords. Although the majority of the UK population 
still identify with Christianity, research indicates that regular Church attendance fell 
dramatically during the late 20th century. Immigration and demographic changes have 
contributed to the growth of other faiths, most notably Islam. 2

According to the Pew Forum’s last assessment, while government restrictions of religious 
freedom remained low, social hostilities were high. The examples given below suggest 
that social hostilities have remained high throughout the period 2014-15.3 Additionally 
religious believers tend to be discriminated against when their own beliefs conflict with 
societal norms. For example, medical staff with conscientious objections to providing 
abortifacient forms of contraception because of their religious beliefs are “ineligible” 
for Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists Diploma course, as the syllabus 
involves “willingness during training to prescribe all forms of hormonal contraception”.4

Incidents

Related to Islam

According to Greater London’s Metropolitan Police Service, 1,052 Islamophobic offences 
were recorded across the capital in 2015 – compared to 623 the previous year.5 In some 
boroughs there was a dramatic increase, e.g. in Merton, south-west London, the number 
of offences rose from eight to 29.6 On Saturday, 26th September 2015 Morden’s Baitul 
Fatah Mosque – in the London Borough of Merton – was the target of an arson attack by 
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two teenagers. The blaze left an administration building badly damaged but the mosque 
itself was not harmed. One man was taken to hospital suffering from smoke inhalation.7 
The complex belongs to the Ahmadiyaa branch of Islam which is considered heterodox 
by many mainstream Muslims. Despite the religious nature of the target, police claimed 
there was “nothing to suggest this was a hate crime”. The cost of repairing the damage 
was estimated to be at least £2million. 8 

Hate crimes against Muslims in London tripled following the Daesh (ISIS) attacks in Paris,9 
and a number of mosques and Islamic institutions were targeted across the country. A 
man was arrested after two pig heads were placed outside the gates of Markazul Uloom, 
an Islamic girls’ boarding school in Lancashire, at the end of December 2015. The incident 
followed a backlash by the local community after the school submitted plans to convert 
a building on site into a school mosque, which would have involved adding a dome and 
minarets. An online protest petition against the change of use generated almost 2,000 
signatures and graffiti reading “no mosque” was daubed on one of the school’s walls. 
Christopher Armstrong, the Anglican Dean of Blackburn, said the attacker “could not 
have tried harder to insult followers of the Muslim faith. This comes at a time after the 
Paris attacks when some people feel particularly vulnerable.”10

A report analysing data from Tell Mama, an organisation which monitors Islamophobic 
incidents, found that for 2014-15 60 percent of reported victims were women who wear 
a headscarf or hijab.11 Fiyaz Mughal, from Tell Mama, reported that around 60 per cent of 
victims are women who wear a headscarf or hijab: “We also realised quite early on that 
women who wear niqab, the face veil, suffered more aggressive incidents – there was 
something about the face veil that in a way brought out the worst in the perpetrator.”12 
This was reflected in incidents in early 2016. In March students running a stall outside 
King’s College London’s buildings in the Strand as part of its Discover Islam week were 
confronted by two men. According to Issa Ruhani of the university’s Islamic Society: “two 
men approached the stall, acting aggressively and being verbally abusive. This escalated 
when one of the men reached out and violently pulled the face veil of one of our members’ 
face.” Questions were raised over the time that university security took to respond to the 
incident, apparently not arriving until a quarter of an hour after the event was reported.13

Against Judaism

The Community Security Trust, which provides security advice and training for Jewish 
community organisations, schools and synagogues, recorded 934 anti-Semitic incidents 
nationwide in 2015. The highest number of incidents occurred in January and February 
2015, the months that Jewish communities in France and Denmark suffered terrorist 
attacks.14 2014 saw a similarly high figure of 1,168 incidents, a sharp rise from 535 recorded 
in 2013. The charity said this increase was linked to reactions to the conflict in Gaza in July 
and August 2014. On 18th November 2014, the day five rabbis were killed at a synagogue 
in Jerusalem’s Har Nof neighbourhood, 11 incidents were recorded, including a rabbi 
driving in London reportedly having “slaughter the Jews” shouted at him in Arabic by a 
man, who then ran a finger across his own throat in a cutting action.15 The government’s 
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Jews, but an attack on all of us and our shared values.”16

On 7th August 2014, shadow health minister Luciana Berger, received a tweet from a 
21-year-old Garron Helm, that showed her with the Star of David on her head and called 
her a “communist Jewess”. Mr Helm used the hashtag #Hitlerwasright. He was jailed for 
four weeks in October 2015. More than 2,500 messages tagged #filthyjewbitch were 
subsequently sent to Ms Berger.17

The connections between global incidents and aggression against the community in 
the UK continued in 2015. In January a Jewish school in London received a threatening 
phone call. The school was told by the call “Who are you, f**k you, up the Palestinians, 
we’re going to blow up the school.” In July, a Jewish man was in a London shop when 
three men – one of whom was black, the others were of Arabic appearance – entered 
and harassed him. One of the men said “He is from Israel” and another said “Why do you 
keep bombing us? I am Muslim and I don’t like what you’re doing to my people. I don’t 
have a problem with you but I hate you if you are a Zionist.” One of them then said “Stupid 
Jews. You don’t belong here. Get out of this shop you Jew”, while knocking the victim’s 
kippah off his head. A Hanukkah card sent to a woman directly from Amazon had “F*ck 
Israel”, “#free Gaza” and “#free Palestine” handwritten on it.18 More than 70 percent of the 
incidents recorded in 2015 occurred in Greater London and Greater Manchester, home 
to the UK’s two largest Jewish communities. 19 

Incidents continued in 2016. Gas canisters were thrown at Jewish shoppers walking through 
Tottenham Hale Retail Park in north London. Their attackers shouted “Hitler is on the way 
to you” and “Heil Hitler” during the attack on the evening of Wednesday 7th January.20

A political row erupted in April 2016 after it emerged that before Labour MP Naz Shah 
was elected to parliament she had shared a graphic on Facebook suggesting Israel should 
be relocated to the United States to resolve Israeli-Palestinian tensions. The graphic was 
apparently intended to be humorous.21 Ms Shah apologised for her actions, but was 
suspended from the party after calls for her to be removed came from various quarters 
including Prime Minister David Cameron. On BBC Radio London, Ken Livingstone defended 
Ms Shah. He said the reaction had been “over the top” and stated that her actions were 
not anti-semitic but rather about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. However, Mr Livingstone 
controversially added: “When Hitler won his election in 1932 his policy then was that Jews 
should be moved to Israel. He was supporting Zionism before he went mad and ended up 
killing six million Jews.”22 Labour subsequently suspended Mr Livingstone “for bringing 
the party into disrepute”.23 These events apparently disturbed the Jewish community. In 
a poll of 1,000 British Jews, only 85 said they would vote Labour if there was a general 
election tomorrow, a fall from the 180 polled who voted Labour under former leader Ed 
Miliband. Furthermore 38.5 percent of those asked rated the party’s members and elected 
representatives with the highest possible score for antisemitism: 5 out of 5.24 

Related to Christianity

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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There have been sporadic and apparently isolated cases of harassment and violence 
against Christians. Nissar Hussain, who converted in 1996, was brutally beaten by two 
masked unknown assailants around 5pm on 17th November 2015, causing fractures to 
his left knee and left hand. The incident followed months of harassment – including his 
car being damaged, his house in Bradford being pelted with eggs, and a mob of around 
40 Muslim young men of Pakistani descent gathering outside his home in August 2015.25

Churches have also been attacked. At St Mary’s Catholic Church, Sunderland, vandals 
smashed a window, tried to break down a door and urinated in to the holy water stoup 
in September 2015.26 Meanwhile in July 2014, an attempted arson attack on the church of 
St Mary, Star of the Sea, in Newtownabbey, on the outskirts of north Belfast, was believed 
to be sectarian.27

In a study published in early 2016, young Anglican, Baptist, and Catholic worshippers 
aged 11-19 reported incidents of anti-Christian name-calling, bullying and aggressive 
questioning about their faith by their non-Christian peers. The young people believed 
negative presentations of Christianity in the media, which showed it as unfashionable, 
reinforced such attitudes. With Church attendance declining among the age group, the 
study stated: “It is more acceptable to criticise Christianity than other religions.” One 
interviewee said that “peers were not hostile to Islam or Muslim students in school on 
account of their beliefs because that would be perceived to be racist. Christianity, on the 
other hand, could be criticised because, while there were religious boundaries between 
him and his ‘white’ peers as a practising Catholic, these were not racial boundaries”.28

Incidents involving conflict between religious believers and equality legislation

There are continuing difficulties trying to provide on one hand freedom of speech and 
expression for Christians, and on the other side attempts to uphold the rights of members 
of the LGBT+ community. Pentecostal pastor Barry Trayhorn was employed as a gardener 
at HMP Littlehey and volunteered at the institution as a chaplain. During a chapel service 
in May 2014, Mr Trayhorn was “moved by the Spirit” to urge the congregation to repent 
and quoted 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 from memory. The passage castigates various things, 
including adultery, homosexual acts, idolatry, greed, slander and drunkenness. He was 
suspended from helping at the chapel four days later, following a complaint. He was 
informed his comments were “homophobic”, breached national prison policy, and that 
there would be a disciplinary hearing. After the stress of the affair led him to be signed 
off work in August with stress-related conditions he was visited at home by his manager 
and a senior prison official on three occasions. In November he resigned, claiming he had 
been harassed because of his faith. Mr Trayhorn said: “All I was doing was preaching the 
Bible and repeating the same message of repentance that was heard in many services.’29

Ashers, a bakery in Belfast (which takes its name from the phrase “Asher’s bread is rich” in 
the biblical book of Genesis), was taken to court over a dispute about a cake promoting 
same-sex marriage. Gareth Lee went in to the bakery’s Belfast Branch and requested a cake 
decorated with the words “support Gay marriage”, the logo of LGBT+ group Queerspace, 
and Sesame Street characters Ernie and Bert. A shop worker accepted the order, but 
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would violate their Christian beliefs by advocating something they believed to be wrong. 
One of the directors phoned Mr Lee, explained their position, apologised, and offered a 
full refund, which he accepted. About six weeks later, Ashers received a letter from the 
Equality Commission alleging they had refused the order on the grounds of Mr Lee’s sexual 
orientation and therefore directly discriminated against him.30 Karen McArthur of Ashers 
stated: “I wish to emphasise that this in no way related to Mr Lee’s sexual orientation. We 
have many gay customers whom we serve regularly without any difficulty.”31 

Mr Lee claimed he was discriminated against on grounds of his sexual orientation and 
because of his political opinion, i.e. his support of gay marriage.32 According to Judge 
Isobel Brownlie, Ashers had “the knowledge or perception that the Plaintiff was gay and/
or associated with others who are gay… [as] the plaintiff supported gay marriage and/ 
or associated with others who supported gay marriage”.33 Her assertion that support for 
same-sex marriage “is indissociable from sexual orientation” was used as the criterion 
for establishing that “less favourable treatment on the ground of sexual orientation” had 
occurred.34 Ashers were found guilty of both direct discrimination and discrimination 
on grounds of political opinion. 35 The bakery appealed after the Belfast County Court 
ordered them to pay £500 in damages.36

Northern Ireland First Minister Peter Robinson commented: “The issue here is where there 
are competing rights, ensuring that there is reasonable accommodation. That is what the 
Equality Commission have missed in all of this.” He added that spending £33,000 on this 
court case when only £500 in damages was sought from Ashers was not a good use of 
public money.37 Gay-rights and equality campaigner Peter Tatchell wrote: “This finding of 
political discrimination against Lee sets a worrying precedent… This raises the question: 
should Muslim printers be obliged to publish cartoons of Mohammed? Or Jewish ones 
publish the words of a Holocaust denier? Or gay bakers accept orders for cakes with 
homophobic slurs? If the Ashers verdict stands it… would leave businesses unable to 
refuse to decorate cakes or print posters with bigoted messages.”38

Incidents involving education

In 2014 a number of faith schools – Islamic, Jewish and Christian – raised concerns about 
aspects of Ofsted inspections. At Olive Tree Primary School, an independent Islamic insti-
tution in Luton, inspectors quizzed children about LGBT+ issues. School inspectors ended 
their inspection a day early after parents voiced concerns at a scheduled meeting with 
inspectors. Ghulam Shah said his 10-year-old son was upset after being interviewed by 
an inspector about his knowledge of “gay people” and homosexuality. According to Mr 
Shah, the inspector told his son: “It’s just a part of the law we have to ask you.” No teacher 
or parent was present at the interviews with the young pupils. Parents told inspectors 
that the interviews raised safeguarding issues and several parents said they would take 
their children out of school if they continued. Farasat Latif, who chairs the school trust 
said: “This is about sexualising young children.”39

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need
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Similar objections followed unannounced inspections of three Orthodox Jewish schools 
in Salford. All three were downgraded and criticised. Beis Yaakov School, an all-female 
institute, formally complained to Ofsted after pupils were allegedly “traumatised” and 
“bullied” by inspectors’ questions about gay marriage, sexual reproduction and whether 
they had non-Jewish friends. Although the report described teaching and achievement 
as good it said: “The school does not promote adequately students’ awareness and tole-
rance of communities which are different to their own” but gave no specific details about 
how the institution fell short in this regard.40 The questions on gay marriage apparently 
assumed a socially constructed model of marriage, which is not the accepted Orthodox 
Jewish model, raising questions about the religious literacy of the inspectors. Jonathan 
Rabson, director of the National Association of Jewish Orthodox Schools, said: “Jewish 
values and ethos are being questioned by inspectors in a climate of hostility designed to 
unsettle the pupils at member schools”. The school was subsequently placed in special 
measures.41 There are concerns that schools previously rated as good for education are 
being downgraded in inspections because of new guidelines which focus on “British 
values” rather than learning.42

Prospects for freedom of religion

Based on the above evidence it appears that social hostilities have remained high, as 
illustrated by cases of hate crimes against members of all main religious groups, although 
the specific context of these offences must be considered. Not that this mitigates the hate 
crimes, merely that they are often linked to specific, sometimes extrinsic, factors. These 
extrinsic factors make it hard to anticipate future trends. 

Despite a number of growing problems concerning freedom of expression government, 
legal restrictions are still relatively low. The letter of the law may not always be well 
understood within the broader society, which may assume religious rights are less valid 
than those of other groups. With the challenge of traditional norms by parts of the LGBT+ 
community gaining wider societal traction, it is likely there will be more legal cases exa-
mining the limits of freedom of expression for religious groups with different views of 
relationships and sexual practice.

Endnotes
1 Population and religious affiliation from UK Office of National Statistics. Population is an estimate.
2 Alasdair Crockett and David Voas, “Generations of Decline: Religious Change in 20th-Century Britain” in 

Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 45 (2006), pp. 567-584.
3 Latest Trends in Religious Restrictions and Hostilities, Pew Research Centre, 2015 (covering situation in 

2013).
4 “Doctors who oppose morning-after pill on conscience grounds face qualifications bar” Daily Telegraph, 

29th April 2014 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/news/10794194/Doctors-who-oppose-mor-
ning-after-pill-on-conscience-grounds-face-qualifications-bar.html

5 Official Met Crime Figures. http://www.met.police.uk/crimefigures/#
6 N.B. Assessment on a mid-year 2014 to mid-year 2015 (August to July) basis rather than the year-end 
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official figures show” Evening Standard , 7th September 2015 www.standard.co.uk/news/crime/hate-cri-
me-against-muslims-up-70-per-cent-shocking-new-figures-show-a2928071.html [accessed 09 Nov 15]
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ESTADOS UNIDOS DE 
AMÉRICA 

	

 zChristian: 70,6%
(Christian: 14,6% – Protestant: 33% – 
Others: 23%)

 zHindus: 0,7%

 z Jewish: 5,9%

 zBuddhist: 0,7%

 zMuslim: 1,9%

 zOthers: 20,2%

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

 9.857.306km² 318.900.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Constitutional and statutory law relating to religious freedom

The law governing the guarantee of religious liberty in the United States is best under-
stood as a framework in which “the People of the United States” have divided the power 
and responsibility to protect religious freedom between the individual states and the 
federal government. In order to understand that framework, and the dynamic nature of 
the political relationships it creates, one must begin with state constitutions, statutes, 
administrative policies and state court decisions governing freedom of religion. Every 
state protects religious liberty, but the constitutional, statute, and case law of each state 
reflect its own unique history and demographics.

The structure of the United States constitution reflects this political dynamic. Ratified in 
1787, it contains several important measures for the protection of religious liberty, but 
only one of them is explicit. The Delegates to the Constitutional Convention were well 
acquainted with state laws that limited religious freedom. They wanted a federal gover-
nment whose offices and programmes were open to all American citizens, regardless of 
their religious beliefs. They therefore omitted religion as a qualification for Members of 
Congress, Senators and the President. They also added two explicit provisions to Article 
VI to ensure that “no religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any office or 
public trust under the United States”; and ensured that individuals whose religious beliefs 
forbid the taking of oaths would have the option to “be bound by oath or affirmation, to 
support this Constitution.”

Two additional provisions in the United States constitution provide protection for reli-
gious liberty. Read together, the First Amendment and the Fourteenth Amendment give 
Congress the power to legislate with respect to religious liberty in individual states. It 
has done so repeatedly, in both general and specific terms. Among the most important 
of these legislations are:

The general civil rights statute, 42 U.S.C. §1983, which permits the bringing of a lawsuit 
by any person who alleges that “any State or Territory or the District of Columbia,” enacts 
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Constitution and laws”;

The Religious Freedom Restoration Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 2000(bb) 1-4, (RFRA), which provides 
that the “Government shall not substantially burden a person’s exercise of religion even if 
the burden results from a rule of general applicability” unless the government can prove 
that the burden on religious liberty: 1) “is in furtherance of a compelling governmental 
interest;” and 2) “is the least restrictive means of furthering that compelling governmental 
interest;”

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which makes it “an unlawful employment practice 
for an employer” to discriminate on the basis of (among other things) “religion;”

The Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 2000cc, protects 
individuals, houses of worship and other religious institutions from discrimination when 
they are institutionalized, and in property cases; and 

The American Indian Religious Freedom Act, 42 U.S.C. §1996, which provides that “it shall 
be the policy of the United States to protect and preserve for American Indians their 
inherent right of freedom to believe, express, and exercise the[ir] traditional religions …, 
including but not limited to access to sites, use and possession of sacred objects, and the 
freedom to worship through ceremonials and traditional rites.”

Incidents

The State of Religious Freedom – U.S.A. 2015-2016

Religious freedom cases in the United States tend to reflect three broad social indicators: 
1) Immigration trends; 2) The cultural demographics of American political communities; 
and 3) The opinions and practices of America’s cultural, academic and political elites.

Because the religious and cultural demographics of a community shape both the number 
and nature of cases concerning religious freedom that arise there, two reports published 
in 2015 by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life provide a demographic context for 
the information available online.1

The overall conclusion is that the Christian faithful are declining in number, for example 
between 2007 and 2014 there was a decline of 7.8 percent, while non-Christian faiths are 
growing (up 1.2 percent), as are “unaffiliated” (up 6.7 percent). According to this research, 
citizens identifying themselves as Christian represent 70.6 percent of the population, 
“unaffiliated” are 22.8 percent and other non-Christians (including Jews, Muslims and 
Buddhists) are 5.9 percent. Over the seven years reviewed, the Muslim population incre-
ased by 0.5 percent and Hindus by 0.3 percent.

By the same token of increase of the “unaffiliated” category, the second report, published 
in November 2015, notes that, “by some key measures of what it means to be a religious 
person”, the American public is becoming “less religious.”2 

ACN - Aid to the Church in Need



743

UN
IT

ED
 ST

AT
ES

 O
F A

M
ER

IC
A

Religious Freedom in the World - Report 2016 

Immigration Data

The United States is a nation of immigrants. Much of the history of religious liberty in 
America tells the story of the challenges faced by successive waves of immigrants as they 
sought to defend that religious freedom, while seeking to live their lives and raise their 
children as citizens with equal rights and opportunities. 

There is no evidence that the United States Government has any form of religious test 
for immigration status. The Pew Forum on Religion in Public Life’s May 2013 report, The 
Religious Affiliation of U.S. Immigrants: Majority Christian, Rising Share of Other Faiths 
observes that “all of the estimated change in the religious makeup of legal immigrants 
reported in this study is a result of shifts in their geographic origins.”

While the number of immigrants from the Americas and Europe declined in the period 
under review (1992-2012), others increased their share within the “legal permanent resi-
dents belonging to non-Christian faiths”,3 particularly those coming from Asia (from 36 
percent to 38 percent), the Middle East and Africa (from 5 percent to 15 percent).

Statistics on Religious Discrimination Cases 

Reliable statistics on the number of religious freedom cases in the United States are not 
easy to find. The statistics summarised in this section are informative, but do not provide 
a solid basis from which general conclusions can be drawn. The available data deals with 
reported incidents, rather than concluded cases. The Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI), for example, qualifies its statistics with the following caveat: “Because motivation 
is subjective, it is sometimes difficult to know with certainty whether a crime resulted 
from the offender’s bias.”4

Hate Crimes

Federal law requires that the Attorney General of the United States should “acquire data, 
for each calendar year, about crimes that manifest evidence of prejudice based on race, 
gender and gender identity, religion, disability, sexual orientation, or ethnicity, including 
where appropriate the crimes of murder, non-negligent manslaughter; forcible rape; 
aggravated assault, simple assault, intimidation; arson; and destruction, damage or 
vandalism of property.” (28 U.S.C. §534) Under the FBI’s survey methodology, “the victim 
of a hate crime can be an individual, a business, an institution, or society as a whole.”5

The most recent year for which statistics are available is 2014. The available data show 
that there was a total of 1,092 incidents in which there was sufficient evidence for law 
enforcement officials to classify and report them as religiously motivated crimes. More 
than half (62.2 percent) of the alleged crimes were directed at property; the remainder 
included assaults, intimidation, and robbery.

Targeted Religious Group1 Number Percentage
Anti-Jewish 635 62.3
Anti-Islamic (Muslim) 178 17.5
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Anti-Catholic 67 6.6
Anti-Multiple Religions, Group 51 5.0
Anti-Protestant 28 2.7

Anti-Atheism/Agnosticism/etc. 13 1.3

Total 1,092 100

These aggregate data are revealing in several respects. The first is that racial bias, not 
religion, remains the single greatest motivation for alleged hate crimes. 

Race: 3,081
Sexual Orientation: 1,178
Religion: 1,092

The second is that crimes aimed at Jews or Jewish-owned property occur at nearly four 
times the rate as crimes aimed at the second-highest targeted group: Muslims. 

Employment Statistics

Like crime data, information on religious discrimination in the American workplace is based 
largely on alleged incidents (charges) filed with the federal Equal Employment Oppor-
tunity Commission (EEOC) and its state counterparts. EEOC data are readily accessible, 
and show that religious discrimination claims comprise between two and four percent 
of all employment discrimination cases filed with the agency between 1997 and 2015.6 
State-level data must be extracted on a state-by-state basis. Data for the four largest 
states are presented below:

Basis of Discrimination Claim
State Population2 Religion Total Filed Percentage
California 37,253,956 878 66,289 1.33

Texas 25,145,561 346 9,668 44

New York 19,378,102 258 5,102 6.95

Florida 18,801,310 53 2,545 2.086

Religious 

Freedom Issues Linked to Cultural Demographics 

The second key indicator is related to the cultural demographics of American political 
communities – from small towns in rural parts of the country to the composition of the 
U.S. Congress. These are the venues in which religious minorities and religious communi-
ties (including NGOs) must seek redress for their grievances or accommodations for their 
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beliefs and practices from public authorities or private parties (usually employers) who 
may not be inclined to make exceptions from what they consider to be “neutral rules of 
general applicability”.

Three cases decided in the Supreme Court of the United States since 2013 illustrate that 
the court is willing to intervene in cases that raise barriers to the assimilation or equal 
treatment of religious minorities.

In Equal Employment Opportunity Commission v. Abercrombie & Fitch Stores, Inc., 135 
S.Ct. 2028 (2015), the court held that a young Muslim woman who, in accordance with 
her religious beliefs, wears a headscarf (hijab) had stated a claim of intentional religious 
discrimination under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and reaffirmed the principle 
that “[a]n employer may not make an applicant’s religious practice, confirmed or otherwise, 
a factor in employment decisions.”

The court also required North Carolina state prison officials to accommodate for the reli-
gious grooming requirements of a Muslim prisoner, who argued that his religious beliefs 
required him to grow a one-half inch (1.27 cm) beard. Holding that the Religious Land 
Use and Institutionalized Persons Act (RLUIPA) requires accommodation of the religious 
beliefs of prisoners, the Court rejected the prison’s argument that a beard of this length 
posed a realistic threat of smuggling. Holt v. Hobbs, 134 S.Ct. 1811 (2015).

Jewish prisoners were not as successful. In Ben Levi v. Brown, 2014 WL 7239858 (E.D.N.C. 
2014), aff’d mem.600 Fed. Appx. 899 (4th Cir., 2015, cert. denied 136 S.Ct. 930 (2016), 
Justice Samuel Alito dissented from the court’s refusal to review a lower court decision 
upholding a prison warden’s decision to refuse “to authorize [the Jewish prisoner’s] access 
to a quiet room for a Jewish Bible study, despite inmates practicing other faiths being 
afforded similar privileges” because “no orthodox Rabbi currently serves as volunteer [at 
the prison].” Since the prison officials did not question Ben Levi’s sincerity, and based their 
decision on their own understanding of the commands of the Jewish faith, Justice Alito 
wrote, the onus was on the State of North Carolina to “demonstrate[] that the burden on 
Ben–Levi’s religious exercise was reasonably related to legitimate penological interests.” 
(Id., 136 S.Ct. at 935)

Religious Freedom Issues Linked to the Opinions and Practices of America’s Cultural, 
Academic and Political Elites.

The third key indicator in religious freedom cases is the evolution of attitudes and beliefs 
among America’s cultural, academic and business elites about religion, religious teachings 
and the role of religion in a pluralistic society. Two examples illustrate the breadth and 
depth of the threat that arises when a majority refuses to tolerate, or reject outright, the 
teachings or beliefs of religious groups and institutions. 

Religious Speech in Official Settings

Religious speech in official settings has long been a target for advocates of religious 
freedom, who contend that the government must not solemnize official occasions with 
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and is, therefore, a violation of the Establishment Clause.

In Town of Greece, New York v. Galloway, 134 S.Ct. 1811 (2014), the Supreme Court upheld 
the town board’s practice of opening its monthly meetings with a roll call, recitation of the 
Pledge of Allegiance to the flag, and a prayer by a local clergy member. The lead plaintiff, 
Galloway, told the board that “she found the prayers ‘offensive,’ ‘intolerable,’ and an affront 
to a ‘diverse community.’” The court was asked to require the town to “limit all prayers to 
‘inclusive and ecumenical’ prayers that referred only to a ‘generic God’ and would not 
associate the government with any one faith or belief.” (134 S.Ct. at 1817) The court held 
that the government has no authority “to hold that invocations must be nonsectarian … 
[or] to act as supervisors and censors of religious speech ….” (134 S.Ct. at 1818)

Compulsory Participation in Activities Religious Groups Hold to be Immoral: Prior U.S. country 
reports have discussed the ongoing dispute between the Obama Administration and a 
large number of organisations claiming that compulsory payments for contraceptive 
drugs and devices violates their religious freedom. That dispute is ongoing.7 

The same issue appears in Chamorro v. Dignity Health, San Francisco Superior Court # 
CGC 15-549626, a case filed late in 2015 by the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), 
a major Washington, DC law firm; an NGO called “Physicians for Reproductive Health”; 
and the California Medical Association. Their goal is a judicial decree ordering Dignity 
Health-Mercy Medical Center in Redding, California to permit the use of its facilities to 
perform a postpartum tubal ligation (sterilisation). Dignity Health is a Catholic organi-
sation founded by the Sisters of Mercy. Now that California has become the fourth and 
largest state to legalise physician-assisted suicide, similar attempts will be made to require 
religiously affiliated hospitals to permit that practice as well.

Similar challenges to the mission and identity of religiously affiliated schools are taking 
place across the country. In these cases, the issues are same-sex marriage and equal access 
to restroom and sports locker rooms for transgender students. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

Americans of all religious faiths – or none – enjoy broad-based legal and political respect 
for their right to religious freedom. Both Houses of Congress have passed resolutions 
condemning the genocide and persecution of minority religious groups in the Middle 
East, Africa and South Asia. In the United States, religious “persecution” is non-existent, 
and claims of religious discrimination and intolerance are consistently low. Individuals 
and religious associations are free to run every sort of evangelistic endeavour – from 
churches and schools to charities and humanitarian organisations. Religious tests for 
public office are forbidden by the United States Constitution and the constitutions of all 
50 states. Employment discrimination laws at the state and federal level forbid religious 
discrimination in employment and require employers to make “reasonable accommoda-
tions” for their employees’ religious practices. Similar laws prohibit religious discrimination 
in housing and public accommodation.
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In summary, the situation is improving. In a clear sign that the integration of American 
Muslims into the framework of religious liberty is proceeding on many levels, the Supreme 
Court of the United States has reaffirmed not only its commitment to protect the reli-
gious liberty of minority faith traditions, but also the religious freedom of much larger 
organisations like the Catholic Church. 

The challenges facing religious believers in the United States at the time of writing are 
largely demographic and political. With the legalisation of same-sex marriage and phy-
sician-assisted suicide, Americans have witnessed a new challenge to religious liberty, 
and multiple overt attempts to compel religious organisations to conform to the state’s 
moral code, rather than to their own. It is safe to predict that there will be an increase in 
both laws and litigation framed by organisations that reject traditional religious views 
on bioethics, sexual behaviour and the role of religion in public life.

(Footnotes)

1 Federal Bureau of Investigation, Criminal Justice Information Services Division, 
2014 Hate Crime Statistics at https://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/hate-crime/2014/
tables/table-4 (accessed 10th June 2016).

2 US Census Bureau American Fact Finder at: 
http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk 
(accessed 30th May 2016)

3 California Department of Fair Employment & Housing, 2015 Annual Report (2016) p. 7 at 
http://www.dfeh.ca.gov/res/docs/Annual%20Report/DFEH%202015%20Annual%20
Report.pdf (accessed 30th May 2016)

4 Texas Workforce Commission, Commission on Human Rights Annual Report, Fiscal Year 2014 (2015) p 13 at 
http://www.twc.state.tx.us/files/twc/annual-human-rights-report-2014-twc.pdf (accessed 30th May 2016)

5 New York State Division of Human Rights, Annual Report FY 2014-2015 (2016) p. 5 at: (accessed 30th May 
2016)

6 Florida Commission on Human Relations, Annual Report 2014-2015: A Fiscal Year in Review (2016) p. 11 at 
http://fchr.state.fl.us/fchr/content/download/9870/55740/file/FCHR_annual%20report%20FINAL%20redu-
ced%20size.pdf (accessed 30th May 2016 May 30, 2016).

Endnotes
1 See Alan Cooperman, Gregory Smith, Katherine Ritchey, America’s Changing Religious Landscape: Chri-

stians Decline Sharply as Share of Population; Unaffiliated and Other Faiths Continue to Grow (May 12, 2015) 
at: http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/ (accessed May 30, 
2016).

2 See Alan Cooperman, Gregory A. Smith, Stefan S. Cornibert, U.S. Public Becoming Less Religious: Modest 
Drop in Overall Rates of Belief and Practice, but Religiously Affiliated Americans Are as Observant as Before (3rd 
November 2015) at http://www.pewforum.org/files/2015/11/201.11.03_RLS_II_full_report.pdf (accessed 
10th June 2016)

3 http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/americas-changing-religious-landscape/
4 Federal Bureau of Investigation, Criminal Justice Information Services Division, 2014 Hate Crime Stati-

stics at https://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/hate-crime/2014/resource-pages/methodology_final (ac-
cessed 10th June 2016). See also Federal Bureau of Investigation, Criminal Justice Information Services 
Division, 2014, Crime in the United States at 
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al-crime-data/federal-crime-data.pdf (accessed 10th June 2016)
5 Ibid.
6 See U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, Charge Statistics FY 1997 through FY 2015 at: 
https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/statistics/enforcement/charges.cfm (accessed 30th May 2016)
7 See Zubik v. Burwell , 136 S.Ct. 1557 (2016)
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URUGUAY 

 

 

  AREA POPULATION1

 zChristian: 63,86%
(Christian: 45,1% – Others: 18,76%)

 z Jewish: 1,23%

 zOthers: 34,91%

URUGUAY

  176.215km² 3.4 milhões

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The constitution enshrines the principle that all religions are free, and that the State does 
not support any of them, in the sense that it does not provide funding to any religious 
denomination. The State has recognised the ownership title of the Catholic Church to all 
its churches built with public funds. It has also declared the places of worship belonging 
to other religions as exempt from taxation (article 5). 2

Discrimination on religious grounds is prohibited, and abusing religious, ethnic and other 
minorities is a criminal offence.

Places of worship are exempt from the land tax if religious groups register with the Ministry 
of Education and Culture as non-profit entities, and their statutes have been approved 
by the authorities.

Religious education is not allowed in state schools, but Christian holy days are public 
holidays. As is the case for workers, students from religious minorities have the right to 
a leave of absence on the day of their religious observances.

A number of autonomous public bodies, in which various religious and civil society groups 
are represented, monitor government compliance with non-discrimination regulations. 
They also organise campaigns promoting greater inclusion of various groups, including 
the “Together against discrimination” campaign designed to promote religious tolerance.

The Jewish community has reported a rise in anti-Semitic acts in the wake of the conflict in 
Gaza. This included graffiti in public places as well as violent anti-Israel and Judeophobic 
statements on social media. The Uruguayan Senate publicly condemned these acts and 
made an appeal for tolerance. Police successfully investigated such incidents.

The Jewish-Christian Council promotes interfaith understanding, and also involves 
Afro-Umbandists and Muslims in their religious freedom activities. The government, NGOs 
and religious leaders are committed to promoting dialogue between different faiths and 
enhancing understanding and respect for different religious values.3
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In July 2015, Father Pedro Bonavía was attacked as he tried to enter his presbytery. He 
sustained injuries to his head, one hand and his face. His attackers forced him into his 
home and stole an envelope that contained money. This was the second attack against 
the clergyman. In May 2014 five men stormed his church at gunpoint.4 Members of the 
Catholic clergy are frequently targeted in criminal acts.

In August 2015, Senator Ivonne Passada said that contributions by the Catholic Church to 
free state schools – which are allowed to receive donations from the private sector – are 
totally unfair. Her views were echoed by politicians who would like to see an end to all 
private donations to schools.5

In September 2015, Senator Professor Carmen Asiaín, introduced a bill on freedom of 
conscience and ideology.6

In October 2015, nine non-governmental organisations called on the legislature to ask 
political Deputies belonging to Evangelical churches to retract a statement they signed 
pledging to respect the Constitution and laws of the land but only insofar as they did 
not contradict “the Word of God”.7

In December 2015, police detained a Brazilian nun because her presence upset residents 
of the city of Rivera. She was released once her identity and motive for staying in Uruguay 
were confirmed. There had been tensions between the Sister, who wanted to set up a 
school for underprivileged children, and the local bishop, who said the presence of the 
order did not fit with the diocesan pastoral plan.8

In February 2016, a draft by-law issued by Montevideo City Hall approved the Catholic 
Church’s plans to erect a four-metre high statue of the Virgin Mary near the capital city’s 
boardwalk. The capital already has public images of Lemanja (or Yemoja, an African 
goddess) and Confucius, as well as a small square dedicated to Uruguay’s first Ashkena-
zic Rabbi, Jaime Spector. This started a debate, including among lawmakers, with some 
coming out in favour of the monument and others expressing opposition.9

In March 2016, Gerardo Amarilla, a member of the Evangelical Baptist Church was chosen 
as Speaker of the House of Representatives. A number of Socialist Party Deputies, including 
Roberto Chiazzaro, said that the move does not inspire confidence that the state’s secular 
nature would be maintained and he warned the political sphere could become an arena 
for proselytising.10 Uruguay is home to a strong secularist movement which has discri-
minated against and verbally attacked the Catholic Church and other religious groups.

That same month, in the city of Paysandu, a convert to Islam killed Jewish businessman 
David Fremd Wulf, 55. Mr Wulf was stabbed in the back several times as he opened his 
shop. His son who was with him at the time sustained injuries when he tried to defend 
his father. The killer initially claimed that he was motivated by religious hatred, saying: “I 
did this because my religion told me to kill a Jew”.11
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Prospects for freedom of religion

Secularism is one of the characteristics of the Uruguayan State; however, how secular 
it actually is a topic of public debate. Religious intolerance can occur at a political level 
as some politicians interpret secularism to mean the total absence of religion from the 
public arena, leading to them to equate religious practice with proselytising, mistrust 
openly religious lawmakers, or oppose to religious symbols in public places. In any case, 
the discussion about the place of religion can also be seen as positive, as it shows religion 
still plays a vital role in society, whereas previously it was thought that it might disappear 
from public life.

Endnotes
1 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-20041847 accessed on 4th May 2016.
2 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_235_6.asp accessed on 8th March 2016.
3 http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/238790.pdf accessed on 8th March 2016.
4 http://www.elpais.com.uy/informacion/victimas-mandamiento-crecen-ladrones-iglesias.html accessed 

on 8th March 2016.
5 http://www.elpais.com.uy/informacion/sturla-no-cortar-patas-liceos-donaciones-iglesia.html accessed 

on 8th March 2016.
6 http://amicus-sponsi.blogspot.cl/2015/09/defensa-de-la-libertad-de-conciencia-y.html accessed on 18th 

March 2016.
7 http://www.elpais.com.uy/informacion/ong-laicas-exigen-diputados-evangelistas.html accessed on 8th 

March 2016.
8 http://www.elpais.com.uy/informacion/sor-presa-rivera-vino-evangelizar.html accessed on 8th March 

2016.
9 http://www.elpais.com.uy/informacion/debate-religion-imagen-virgen-maria.html accessed on 8th Mar-

ch 2016.
10 http://www.elpais.com.uy/informacion/dura-sesion-religion-nuevo-titular.html accessed on 8th March 

2016.
11 http://analisisdigital.com.ar/noticias.php?ed=1&di=0&no=232936 accessed on 18th March 16.
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 zChristian: 1,25%

 zMuslim: 93,86%
(Sunni: 93% – Shia: 0,86%)

 zOthers: 4,89%

  AREA2 POPULATION

RELIGION1

UZBEKISTAN

12 447.400km² 28.1 milhões 

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Uzbekistan is the most populous nation of Central Asia, and, to this day, it is one of the 
most “repressive”3 dictatorships in the world. Since 1990, after the country became inde-
pendent from the Soviet Union, Uzbekistan has been led by President Islam Karimov, 
who leading Western media describe as “presiding over a regime with one of the worst 
human rights records in the world.”4 The BBC states that Mr Karimov “takes a ruthlessly 
authoritarian approach to all forms of opposition using the danger of Islamic militancy 
to justify the absence of civil rights.”5 

Although the constitution prohibits the President of the Republic from standing for more 
than two terms, Karimov, aged 78, was re-elected in March 2015 for the fourth time, with 
over 90 percent of the vote.6 In December 2014, the President declared that he was working 
“on the establishment of a democratic and independent state … and on the creation of 
a civil society that gives priority to human interests, rights, freedoms, and a state of law”.7 

Since 2006, Uzbekistan has been included on the list of “Countries of Particular Concern” 
published by the U.S. State Department, in its report on religious freedom in the world. A 
report by the U.S.-based Freedom House ranked Uzbekistan, along with 10 other countries, 
as “the worst of the worst” with regard to political rights and civil liberties.8

In Uzbekistan, dissent is crushed with careful precision, and as a result, thousands of 
people,9 including journalists, human rights activists and religious believers, are in prison, 
where the use of torture is very frequent.10 An independent free press is non-existent, and 
the government systematically controls and blocks every form of media content critical 
of the regime. It is impossible to access external international sources such as Radio Free 
Europe/Radio Liberty, the Uzbek service of the BBC and the Voice of America, or indeed the 
websites of human rights groups abroad or opposition organisations in exile. In December 
2014, the website UzNews.net, a major source of independent information, shut down 
its activities after 10 years. This step was taken after the mailbox of the Germany-based 
editor-in-chief of UzNews.net was the victim of a hacking attack. Confidential information 
was disclosed, putting at risk the Uzbek journalists collaborating with the website.11 In 
September 2014, certain amendments were added to the law on information, which placed 
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further restrictions on bloggers, making them legally responsible, and obliging them to 
report only information that has been duly verified.12 These new amendments ban the 
publication of content that might be perceived either as “defamatory of the honour and 
dignity” of individual citizens, or which advocates the overthrow of the state order, or 
which disseminates religious extremism.

On 31st May 2015, Uzbekistan human rights activist Elena Urlaeva was conducting an 
investigation into the exploitation of labourers in cotton fields when she was arrested 
and imprisoned in the town of Chinaz. There, security forces reportedly carried out a 
physical and sexual attack.13

The law on religion, which came into force in 1998, limits the rights of religious organi-
sations. Unregistered religious activity is banned. The requirements for registration are 
not straight-forward, and there are strict government censorship regulations relating to 
religious publications.

On 15th August 2014, a new law came into force establishing a Preventative Register.14 
Inclusion of an individual on this register subjects the person concerned to “preventative 
measures”, which can include job loss. Names can be added to this register by a wide range 
of state organisations, from healthcare agencies through to environmental protection 
departments. The law grants the local governing committee, (the Mahalla), broad powers, 
including, under article 21, the possibility of collaborating with police and security forces, 
to adopt measures “to prevent the activity of nonregistered religious organisations”, and 
reporting any potential violations of the law on religion.

In August 2015, amendments to the law on citizenship were also approved, under which 
Uzbek citizens can lose their citizenship if judged guilty of mercenary activities, terrorism, 
incitement to racial, ethnic or interreligious hatred, and various other crimes “against 
peace and security”.15

Incidents

The Catholic Church comprises around 3,000 Catholic faithful and is divided into five 
parishes, located in the major cities.16 The Church faces no particular obstacles in its day-
to-day activities but clearly there can be no question of free practice of religion. Catholic 
charity Caritas, however, has encountered difficulties in its daily operations and, despite 
a number of attempts, has not been given official state registration.17

The Protestant denominations are regarded with suspicion, however, and are seen as an 
alien and destabilising factor in society.18 Over the past year, the police and other security 
forces have carried out numerous raids on these Church communities. Each of these raids 
has resulted in the confiscation of electronic devices such as computers, phones, iPads, 
which are usually not returned. There are many fines that also result from these raids, 
often for sums of more than 50 times the minimum monthly salary (MMS).19

In July 2015 the UN Human Rights Commission expressed concerns at the large number 
of “illegal arrests, detentions, tortures and mistreatment … of those practising their faith 
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outside the registered structures”, and called on Uzbekistan to take steps to “guarantee a 
genuine liberty of religion and belief”.20

In many cases, religious groups have been targeted for possession of Christian texts in 
their homes. Rustam Yegamberdiyev, the chief of police in the town of Fergana, explained 
that believers “can keep the Bible in their homes, but if they have more than one, this 
means they intend to meet together illegally to pray.”21 Raisa Kuznetsova and her son were 
fined a sum equivalent to five months MMS in December 2015 for possession of religious 
texts in their home.22 For the same reason, four members of a non-registered Protestant 
church in the region of Samarkand were fined the equivalent of up to 60 times the MMS.23 
Between February and March 2015, another nine Protestants belonging to three families 
from Tashkent and Navoi were fined sums of up to 10 times the MMS for possession of 
religious texts in their homes.24 On 5th September 2014, Artur Alpayev, a Protestant from 
Navoi, was forced to pay 50 times the MMS on the same charge. The same day, his wife 
Irina was fined 40 times the MMS for not having registered with the authorities foreign 
guests who were lodging with her – her mother-in-law and a Russian married couple who 
were friends. All three visitors were immediately expelled from the country.25 Earlier, on 
26th August of the same year, the very judge who sentenced Mr and Mrs Alpayev, wrote 
an article in the Uzbek newspaper Znamya Druzhby, describing Baptists as a “destructive 
sect”. The judge gave the names and addresses of the Baptists in question,26 writing: 
“Remember that frequently the activity of the non-traditional religions is destructive. Do 
not fall under the influence of these religious movements. Protect the immature minds 
of your children from their influence.”

Apart from the possession of religious texts in people’s homes, other frequent causes of 
penalties for Christians included the “unauthorised teaching of religion”, and the violation 
of the laws regarding religious meetings. In November 2015, security forces used violence 
as they interrogated 12 Protestants in Tashkent. They were then forced to pay fines of up to 
100 times the MMS. It followed a police raid during one of their prayer meetings at which 
they were accused of violating the law on religion. That September, another 10 members 
of a Baptist church in Karshi were fined sums of up to 50 times the MMS for having carried 
out religious worship without state permission.27 In November 2014, following a raid on 
an illegal meeting, 18 members of the Full Gospel Church in Tashkent were fined sums of 
up to 80 times the MMS.28 In addition, a court in Tashkent fined nine Jehovah’s Witnesses 
up to 30 times the MMS for having organised illegal religious meetings.29 

Sometimes even simple social gatherings have been interpreted by the police and the 
judiciary as illegal religious meetings. Nine Baptists in the region of Syrdarya were fined 
sums of up to 50 times the MMS on a charge of illegally teaching religion. This took place 
when one of the Baptists invited the others round to share a meal on Palm Sunday.30 In 
the same region, four Christians were fined sums of between 10 and 50 times the MMS 
for holding an “illegal” religious meeting. The fine came after the police raided the house 
of Denis Absattarov on 5th September 2014, when they were having tea.31 On 5th June 
Zokir Rajabov, a Protestant living in the region of Khorezm, was fined the equivalent of 
five times the MMS for illegal teaching of religion, after it was alleged that he had shared 
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his religious beliefs with two relatives, while the three were chatting together in a private 
home.32

In some cases, the fines are imposed without those concerned being told about the 
hearing. As such, they were unable to defend themselves. Such was the case with Sergei 
Rychagov, the pastor of the Presbyterian Church of Grace, who was sentenced to pay a 
fine equivalent to 80 times the MMS for unauthorised religious activities, proselytism, 
and illegal teaching of religion,33 and likewise with the Baptist, Nikolai Serin, in the Navoi 
region, who was sentenced to a fine of 50 times the MMS for violating the law on religion.34

The victims have often complained of violent police behaviour during interrogations. 
For example, Murot Turdiyev, a Protestant known to the local police for his religious acti-
vities, was locked up in a police station, interrogated and beaten to the point of losing 
consciousness.35

A Protestant friend of Turdiyev, Latipzhon Mamazhano, who lived in the region of Fer-
gana, was tortured during a 15-day spell in custody, which followed a police raid on his 
home.36 Other Protestants were also sentenced to short prison terms, with three such 
cases between March and April 2015 alone. Doniyor Akhmedo, a Baptist, was sentenced 
to 15 days imprisonment and fined the equivalent of more than three years of the mini-
mum monthly salary (MMS) for having offered a religious pamphlet to a passer-by.37 Igor 
Kulyada, a Baptist from Tashkent, was detained in custody for three days in July 2014, for 
having left flyers in a public place with short Bible verses on them.38

Use of the press to discredit members of minority religious groups is a frequent practice. 
On 30th November 2014, the state-owned newspaper called 12news published four sepa-
rate articles attacking Protestants and Jehovah’s Witnesses for exercising their freedom 
of religious belief, accusing some members – often identified by their name, surname 
and address – of “turning children into zombies, improperly associating with young girls 
and drug dealing”. One article stated that “a sudden death awaits every member of the 
religious community who owns any kind of property and lives alone.” It alleged that the 
religious group’s care of individuals was motivated by the “mercenary interests of the orga-
nisation”.39 Earlier, on 18th October, the daily newspaper, Oltin Vodiy, attacked Protestants 
in the region of Navoi, one of whom was dismissed from his job as a result of the article.40 

Non-Muslims, mostly from the Uzbek ethnic group, continue to have problems burying 
their loved ones in cemeteries. This is because of opposition from the police and local 
imams. In July 2015, for example, a family of Jehovah’s Witnesses from Karakalpakstan 
were forced to bury their relative in a cemetery over 12 miles away. The cemetery had 
been chosen by police officers. The police forbade friends and relatives to visit the family 
to offer condolences, posting police and the local imam outside the house and later 
installing a surveillance camera. They were told that anyone seen entering the house 
would face a fine equivalent to 8 times the MMS.41

The government has used the struggle against Islamic extremism to justify increased 
restrictions on religious activities and repression of political opposition. Many Muslims 
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have been imprisoned on charges of “extremism” for religious worship not in compliance 
with state regulations. 

Between the end of October and the beginning of November 2015, more than 200 alle-
ged sympathisers of ISIS (Daesh), most of them migrant workers returning from Russia, 
were arrested in Tashkent and environs.42 In September 2015, a regional court in Khorezm 
sentenced a group of young Muslims, accused of recruiting for Daesh, to prison terms 
ranging from three to 18 years.43 Another six people were sentenced by the regional court 
in Qashqadaryo, to terms ranging from nine to 15 years. They had been charged with 
being members of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU).44 A court in the eastern 
region of Jizzax also sentenced five men to prison terms ranging from five to 12 years, 
on charges of religious extremism, separatism and sabotage. Among the accused was a 
33-year-old Armenian citizen, Aramais Avakian, a Christian, accused by the authorities 
of sympathising with Daesh. His family said they suspected the arrest was prompted by 
the authorities’ wish to seize his flourishing fisheries business.45 

For women too, there have been a number of arrests. Two Uzbek women were sentenced 
in the region of Tashkent on the charge of having disseminated the ideas of the extremist 
Hizb ut-Tahrir movement.46 A few months earlier, eight women in the same region were 
jailed on an identical charge.47 In some cases, the long prison sentences have been extended 
at the last moment, shortly before the date of their release, for alleged violation of prison 
rules. This is what happened to two Muslim prisoners of conscience, Kamol Odilov, and 
Botir Tukhtamurodov, who, after having almost completed serving their six-year prison 
sentences, were then forced to stay in jail.48 

Nilufar Rahimjonova, sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment on alleged terrorism charges, 
died in prison in mysterious circumstances. The Muslim woman’s husband and her father, 
Islamic scholar Domullo Istaravshani, had both sought refuge in Iran after criticising the 
government.49

The security forces have closely monitored devout Muslims whom they suspect of invol-
vement with extremists. In particular, in 2015 there was a campaign of secularisation, 
leading to security services ordering women in a number of Uzbek cities to remove their 
hijabs. The men were told that wearing the “doppi”, the traditional black skullcap, would 
incur a fine.50 In some mosques in the Fergana region, signs were removed containing 
verses from the Qur’an, as were the electronic calendars giving the daily hours of prayer.51

An edict issued by the Education Ministry bans young people of 18 and under from taking 
part in Friday prayers and from other celebrations of Islamic feasts. Parents of children 
found inside a mosque on such occasions were told to face fines equivalent to 15 times 
the MMS.52 In August 2014, the Tashkent authorities called on doctors and teachers to 
collaborate with the police, by informing on boys known to have taken part in prayers 
in the mosques.53

The authorities also impose strict controls on religious material entering the country, 
including anything contained on electronic devices such as computers, telephones and 
iPads. Two Russian Muslim lorry drivers, Magomedsayid Khasayev and his nephew Alisul-
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tan Abakarov, were detained in Uzbekistan for more than two months after entering the 
country and being found in possession of Islamic texts and recordings on their mobile 
phones. The judge fined them the equivalent of 50 times the minimum monthly salary.54 
In December 2015, six Muslim men were fined for possession of religious material on their 
mobile phones.55 On 9th January 2015, the police arrested a Russian citizen, Bakhtiyor 
Khudaiberdiyev, at Tashkent airport, holding him in prison for more than three months. 
Religious material had been found on his mobile phone.56

Prospects for freedom of religion

The religious freedom outlook in Uzbekistan does not give cause for hope, not least as 
it is unlikely that President Karimov’s successor would take a different approach to que-
stions of civil liberty. At the time of writing, there is no political alternative that exists in 
the country, and there is no sign of the emergence of a model of government that is more 
respectful of civil and human rights, be it that of the individual or of society as a whole. 
All in all, the situation has remained unchanged.
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RELIGION1

VANUATU 

 

 zChristian: 93,46%
(Christian: 13% – Protestant: 43%2 – 
Others: 37,46%)

 zBahá'ís: 1,37%

 zEthnoreligionist: 4,51%

 zBuddhist: 2%

 zOthers: 0,46%

VANUATU

   12.189km2 246.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Republic of Vanuatu in the South Pacific Ocean is an archipelago of volcanic origin. 
The island nation was first inhabited by Melanesian people until it was claimed by Spain 
in 1606. In 1906, an agreement was made between France and Britain to jointly manage 
the islands as the New Hebrides through a British–French Condominium. Vanuatu even-
tually achieved independence in 1980.

Of the estimated 267,000 total population, it was reported that approximately 82 percent 
are Christians – Presbyterians, Roman Catholics, Anglicans and Seventh-day Adventists. 
There is a comparatively small number of Jewish while the remaining population consists 
of other religious groups including Baha’is and Muslims.

Vanuatu’s constitution provides for the freedom of religious practice and freedom of 
belief. Though Christian values are mentioned in the preface to the constitution, there is 
no state religion. The law requires religious groups to register their organisation or face 
a fine,fine; however the government does not enforce this. There were no reports of 
significant actions affecting religious freedom.

Formed as an umbrella organisation by the three largest church groups, the National 
Christian Council is supported by the government. Minority religious groups have been 
excluded and so do not receive government support. The government also interacts 
with religious organisations through the Ministry of Internal Affairs and provides grants 
to church-run schools, paying the salaries of teachers in schools that have existed since 
independence in 1980. Religious education conducted by representatives of churches 
in the council are given time each week to give lessons using their own material. The 
standard curriculum requires schools to provide students in years seven to 12 with one 
hour of religious instruction per week but parents have the right to remove their children 
from such classes if they wish. The government finances Christian schools only, however 
all faiths may give religious education in schools run by them.

Traditional Melanesian communities in more rural areas of Vanuatu operate a more 
communal decision-making process. Together, the chief and the community decide if 
new denominations or independent churches should be established. Significant chan-
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Religious representation at national events is organised by the Vanuatu Christian Council.

Incidents

In April 2013, Prime Minister Moana Carcasses was criticised after a Radio New Zealand 
International report stated his government would start paying an annual 10 % tithe to the 
Vanuatu Christian Council from the national budget, which could amount to as much as 
US$ 21 million.3 However, after a public backlash, the Prime Minister reportedly said he 
felt it was the duty of a worker to pay a ten percent tithe to God and that the government 
did not have the money to pay its tithe. Vice chairman of Vanuatu’s Christian Council, 
Bishop John Bosco, then clarified that the government would work with the Council to 
find ways to help the country’s churches.4

Prospects for freedom of religion

According to the Freedom House report, it was stated that overall the government gene-
rally respected freedom of religion in the predominantly Christian country. 

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_237_2.asp
2 Including 11 per cent of Anglican
3 http://www.radionz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/211702/vanuatu-pm-promises-ten-percent-of-na-

tional-budget-annually-to-churches
4 http://pidp.eastwestcenter.org/pireport/2013/April/04-26-04.htm
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VENEZUELA 

 

  AREA3 POPULATION

 zChristian: 92,55%1

(Christian: 77,66%2 – Protestant: 14,95%)

 zSpiritist: 1,05%

 zOthers: 6,4%

VENEZUELA

    881.050km2  30 milhões

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In its preamble, the constitution of Venezuela invokes God’s protection with the supreme 
goal of remaking the Republic in order to establish a democratic society and, inter alia, 
to ensure the right to equality without discrimination or subordination.4

The constitution also states that everyone is equal before the law. Consequently, no discri-
mination is allowed on the basis of race, sex, creed, social status or other factors, or for 
the purpose of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment, and equal exercise of 
the rights and freedoms of people. It further states that everyone has the right to express 
their thoughts or opinions freely, openly and uncensored. Anonymity is not allowed, nor 
war propaganda or discriminatory messages or those promoting religious intolerance. 

The constitution guarantees the independence and autonomy of Churches and reli-
gious groups. Parents have the right for their children to receive religious education in 
accordance with their convictions. Individuals may not avoid complying with the law by 
invoking his or her religious beliefs nor prevent anyone else from exercising their rights.

Everyone has the right to freedom of conscience and the right to express it. No-one can 
invoke conscientious objection to avoid complying with law or prevent others from 
complying with it or exercising their rights.

With respect to labour protection, all forms of discrimination based on politics, age, race, 
sex, creed or any other condition are prohibited.

As for the rights of indigenous peoples, the State recognises their right to their own social, 
political and economic organisations, and to their own culture, customs, languages   and 
religions. Similarly, they have the right to maintain and foster their ethnic and cultural 
identities, worldviews, values and sacred places of worship.5
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In September 2014, during a workshop on designing a “Socialist educational system”, the 
Archdiocese of Caracas spoke out against the prayer “Chávez nuestro” (Our Chavez), as a 
new so-called version of the Lord’s Prayer.6

In October 2014, the former residents of the village of Carmen de Uria protested with 
banners and slogans when the regional government announced that their church, which 
was one of the few buildings left standing after the 1999 Vargas tragedy, would be turned 
into a homeless shelter and drug rehabilitation facility.7

In February 2015, the Venezuela Evangelical Council rejected espionage charges made 
by President Nicolás Maduro against four U.S. missionaries. The Council maintained that 
all they were doing was humanitarian work inspired by the highest Christian values.8

In June 2015, the Justice and Peace Commission of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
of Venezuela issued a statement expressing concern at the sudden transfer of Daniel 
Ceballos, former mayor of San Cristóbel, to another detention centre without informing 
his relatives and lawyers. Former mayor Ceballos and opposition leader Leopoldo Lopez 
went on a hunger strike in late May. The commission called on Venezuelan authorities to 
ensure that all detainees held for political reasons have access to a doctor of their choice 
as well as to their relatives, legal teams and humanitarian agencies like the Red Cross.9

In June 2015, on Father’s Day, Cardinal Jorge Urosa Savino, Archbishop of Caracas, sent 
a letter to opposition leader Leopoldo Lopez asking him to stop his hunger strike for the 
sake of his health and continue his struggle for freedom and democracy.10

In July 2015, the President of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference, Monsignor Diego Padron, 
called on citizens to participate in parliamentary elections, noting that elections provide 
an important opportunity to reshape the country’s economic and social life.11

Similarly, the following November, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference issued a statement 
regarding the elections to the Venezuelan National Assembly, saying that people had to 
be aware of the great responsibility that comes with voting.12

In August 2015, the Justice and Peace Commission of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
issued a statement expressing deep concern over various allegations of serious violations 
of human rights under the Decree of Suspension of Constitutional Guarantees in place 
in several municipalities along the Colombian-Venezuelan border. The commission had 
received reports that Colombian nationals were being deported en masse without prior 
notice, forced to leave suddenly without food or personal effects, that families were being 
separated, and that excessive and disproportionate force was being used. Their statement 
concluded with a reminder to the authorities that they had an obligation to guarantee 
everyone’s human rights, including those of foreigners under their jurisdiction.13

In September 2015, the bishops of Colombia and Venezuela issued a joint statement of 
fraternity, calling for peace between the two nations, and unity and solidarity in relation 
to their countries’ border dispute.14
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In October 2015, the United States expressed strong concern over the widespread per-
secution of religious groups in the Middle East, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. The State 
Department, in its International Religious Freedom Report, noted that religious intole-
rance and hostility combined with other political, economic or social demands often 
led to violence. It mentioned Venezuela as one of the Latin American countries where 
leaders and activists have remained strong despite various restrictions, harassment and 
imprisonment.15

Prospects for freedom of religion

Venezuela is going through a deep political and social crisis. Its human rights record is 
constantly being reassessed. In this context, the Catholic Church is an active participant 
through public statements on relevant issues, appeals for respect of human rights and 
in its encouragement to citizens to exercise their civic duties.

Compared with the previous period, the years 2014-16 saw some developments that 
suggest an undercurrent of intolerance or religious discrimination. The country’s political, 
economic and social problems have monopolised attention. The Catholic Church has 
worked for peace and reconciliation. To some extent, prospects for freedom of religion 
appear to have improved.

Endnotes
1 http://www.thearda.com/internationalData/countries/Country_238_2.asp accessed on 9 May 2016.
2 http://www.pewforum.org/interactives/global-christianity/#/Venezuela,Catholic accessed on 9 May 

2016.
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-19649648 accessed on 9 May 2016.
4 http://www.cne.gob.ve/web/normativa_electoral/constitucion/preambulo.php accessed on 12 April 

2016.
5 http://www.cne.gob.ve/web/normativa_electoral/constitucion/titulo3.php accessed on 12 April 2016.
6 http://cnnespanol.cnn.com/2014/09/03/arzobispado-de-caracas-rechaza-el-chavez-nuestro-y-sugie-

re-que-es-pecado-de-idolatria/#0 accessed on 12 April 2016, cf. http://derechoyreligion.uc.cl/es/doc-
man/boletin-juridico/2014/34-bj-sept-2014/file accessed on 13 April 2016.

7 http://www.eluniversal.com/noticias/caracas/carmen-uria-luchan-por-preservar-iglesia_102394 acces-
sed on 13 April 2016.

8 http://consejoevangelico.org.ve/?p=2102 accessed on 12 April 2016.
9 http://www.cev.org.ve/index.php/noticias/121-comunicado-violacion-de-los-ddhh-de-ceballos-y-pre-

sos-politicos accessed on 14 April 2016.
10 http://www.arquidiocesisdecaracas.com/iglesia_comu/popup_noticias/noticias_210615.html accessed 

on 12 April 2016.
11 http://www.eluniversal.com/noticias/opinion/iglesia-politica_28861 accessed on 13 April 2016.
12 http://www.celam.org/noticelam/detalle.php?id=MTcwNQ accessed on 13 April 2016.
13 http://w w w.cev.org.ve/ index.php/notic ias/134- comunicado - de - la- comis ion- de - just i -

cia-y-paz-de-la-cev-sobre-la-actual-situacion-en-la-zona-fronteriza-colombo-venezolana accessed on 
13 April 2016.

14 http://redamazonica.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Mensaje-Obispos-Colombia-y-Venezuela.pdf 
accessed on 13 April 2016.

15 http://elvenezolanonews.com/old/?p=253172 accessed on 13 April 2016.
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 zChristian: 10%
(Christian: 8% – Protestant: 2%)

 zBuddhist: 53%

 zCaodaistas: 4%

 zOthers: 34%

VIETNAM

 331.000km² 89.7 milhões

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

In its 16th report on religious freedom in the world, published on 2nd May 2016, the U.S. 
State Department once again made a recommendation to the U.S. government to put 
Vietnam on the list of Countries of Particular Concern (CPC) with regards to religious 
freedom. Vietnam had previously been placed on this list in 2004 and 2005. It was then 
removed in 2006, shortly before the country was admitted to the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO). What does it mean, then, for Vietnam to be ranked alongside countries such as 
Saudi Arabia, North Korea, and Pakistan, on this “list of shame”, at the very time when U.S. 
President Barack Obama was making a state visit to Vietnam on 26th and 27th May 2016? 

As with nearly all communist regimes, Vietnam has a series of laws and regulations which 
on paper appear to respect the basic principles of religious freedom. However, the reality 
for people on the ground in Vietnam is very different. For some time now, the secretariat 
for the National Assembly has been preparing a proposed law “on beliefs and religion”. It 
was due to be debated from September 2016 onwards by the new parliamentary deputies 
chosen in the May 2016 elections. However, in a consultation in 2015, representatives 
of various religions voiced their disapproval.1 The country’s Catholic Bishops’ conference 
has rejected most of the document.

The “political report” of the 12th Congress of the Vietnamese Communist Party

It is therefore interesting to consider what lies behind the thinking of the Vietnamese 
leaders with regards to religion and religious freedom. At its meeting from 20th–28th 
January 2016, held just before the feast of Tet (the lunar New Year), the 12th Congress 
of the Vietnamese Communist Party adopted a “political report”. This document sheds 
some light on the thinking of the country’s most senior leaders and the party apparatus. 
One short paragraph is devoted to government policy on religion: “[We will] continue to 
complete policies and laws on beliefs, religions in line with the Party’s positions, uphold 
the moral and cultural values of religions; encourage religious organisations, dignitaries 
and followers to “have a good social life and a good religious life”, actively contributing to 
national construction and defence. Pay attention to, and facilitate, religious organisations 
in practising their religions in accordance with the charters, regulations of the respective 
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organisations, as recognised by the State and in accordance with the laws. At the same 
time, take initiatives in preventing – and be determined in fighting against – acts of abusing 
beliefs, religions to delude, cause separation and damage to the great national unity bloc.”

This short summary of the Party’s approach towards religion for the new five-year plan 
contains nothing new. In the first section, it confirms that the Vietnamese Communist 
Party have abandoned the strict doctrine of Marxism-Leninism in regard to religion. 
Since 1990 religion has no longer been treated as if it is destined to perish and disappear. 
Rather, it is seen as a positive element of traditional culture. Nonetheless, it is also viewed 
as a double-edged sword which, while capable of contributing to the enhancement of 
society, also has the potential to cause trouble and sabotage national unity. The section 
on religion is brief; no doubt, the authorities did not wish to anticipate the debates that 
will be held from September 2016 onwards by the National Assembly during the vote on 
the future law on beliefs and religion.

The role of the religions: “to edify and defend the fatherland”

We find a more detailed article on this religious question published in a military journal. 
An article in the 27th February 2016 edition of the Journal of National Defence assesses 
the role of religious communities in national life.2 The title of the article is significant: “The 
religions in Vietnam and their mission – to edify and defend the fatherland.” 

The article begins by assessing the importance of the Vietnamese religious world in the 
context of the political strategy for the defence of the country, with some fairly transpa-
rent allusions to the threat from China. It quotes statistics that do not in fact correspond 
to the official statistics for the religions in question. According to the Journal of National 
Defence, there are 30 million Vietnamese believers in a total population of almost 90 
million, in other words a third of the population. According to these figures, Buddhism 
has over 10 million adherents, Catholicism over six million, Protestantism one million, the 
Cao Dai religion three million, Hoa Hao Buddhism four million, etc. Clearly, these statistics 
are difficult to verify.

According to the author of the article, the smooth functioning of this disparate gathering 
of religious communities and their integration within society are down to the good mana-
gement of the Party. The article enumerates the various resolutions and directives of the 
central committee with regard to religion from 1990 onwards. The most recent directives 
are extracts from the political report drawn up for the 12th Party Congress.

In its final section, the article reviews the various educational, social and charitable services 
rendered to society by the religious organisations. It provides a long list of institutions 
run by the religious communities. For example, in the educational field, in October 2014 
there were 270 private primary schools and several hundred infant school classes. These 
private institutions took in around 125,000 young children, or in other words about three 
percent of the young children of this age.

The close links between the public security forces and the office of religious affairs 
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more or less ideal. Yet the truth is that the authorities continue to exercise close surveil-
lance over religion in Vietnam. One recent appointment is very significant in this respect. 
In the wake of the 12th Party Congress, a number of appointments and promotions were 
announced. On 10th February 2016 the Prime Minister promoted (two-star) Lieutenant-Ge-
neral Pham Dung, the current director of the government’s religious affairs bureau, to 
the post of Secretary of State for Public Security.3 The police apparatus of the public 
security service confirms the important role it plays in the management of the country’s 
religious life. The appointment of General Pham Dung once again underlines the close 
links between the office of religious affairs and the public security forces. It also indicates 
the central role played by the office of religious affairs, a body founded in 1955. At that 
time, the objective of the office was to exercise control over the religions throughout the 
country. More recently, and somewhat paradoxically, this office has assumed still more 
importance since the 1990s, when the authorities abandoned the strict Marxist policy of 
the repression of religion in order to adopt a policy of strict control over religion.

Some practical difficulties 

In practice, in the face of interventions by the state authorities – which are occasionally 
violent but at the same time subject to wide variations across the country – one can discern 
four different categories of difficulties experienced by religious communities in Vietnam.4 

1) Individuals and religious organisations are at greater risk if they are viewed by the 
authorities as a threat to the government or the Communist Party. As a result, religious 
organisations are often forced to renounce their mission if they want to survive in Vietnam. 
This means abandoning their support for anything that might be perceived as contrary 
to the Party’s political line, for example, on democracy and human rights. Activists, 
including Catholics and Protestants, who openly defend basic liberties, are likely to face 
imprisonment.

In 1980 the conference of the Catholic bishops of Vietnam published a pastoral letter 
stating that good Catholics should also be good citizens. This letter pleased government 
representatives and opened the way to a less restrictive state policy. In the same way, 
Muslim leaders have emphasised that their religion requires believers to respect the laws 
of their country, insofar as they do not mitigate against their belief in one God and do 
not interfere with their duty to pray.

The Catholic Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer (Redemptorists) has had to endure 
police harassment for having organised meetings with dissidents within their convent 
walls. The Redemptorists are also involved in a land conflict over a plot of land that was 
confiscated by the state. In 2015 a new provincial superior was appointed for the con-
gregation, who has taken a less confrontational stance which, it is hoped, will also soften 
government scrutiny of the congregation.

2) The state’s determination to maintain public order at all costs takes precedence over 
religious freedom and over many other kinds of freedom. This attitude inevitably involves 
severe restrictions on evangelisation. Door-to-door evangelising or handing out leaflets 
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in the street or public parks can result in police interference. The Buddhists and the adhe-
rents of Cao Dai who refuse to join the state-sponsored organisations, face real dangers. 

But, above all, it is those who engage in evangelisation among the ethnic minorities of 
the high plateaux who face inevitable difficulties. To cite just one example, in the Catholic 
diocese of Kontum, in the central highlands of Vietnam, some members of the ethnic 
minorities who had recently converted to Christianity built a rudimentary chapel made 
from tree trunks and corrugated sheeting. But they did not ask permission from the 
civil authorities, and since then the authorities have made various attempts to have the 
structure demolished. On 5th October 2015 the local bishop, Monsignor Michel Hoang 
Duc Oanh, wrote an open letter to the president of the People’s committee of one of the 
districts that make up the area of his diocese. In it he writes, among other things, “When 
people do request permission, it is not granted. The people no longer have any confidence 
in the words of the authorities.”

Other groups, such as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the Muslims, 
adapt to the restrictions by limiting the conversions to those who come to ask them for 
instruction within their own places of worship. In this way, they avoid provoking a response 
from the government by engaging in vigorous proselytism.

3) We should further note the broad latitude granted to local authorities in interpreting 
and applying the religious policy in accordance with their own interests. This is a source 
of unpredictability and inconsistency. Some religious communities have the good fortune 
to conduct their religious activities in provinces where the authorities do not display any 
particular antipathy towards religion or towards the ethnic minorities. But almost all the 
religious groups report facing more problems in some provinces than in others. Many 
of them indicate the region of the high central plateaux as one of the most problematic 
areas, as it seems that any kind of activity among the ethnic minorities raises concerns 
among the government authorities, frequently provoking severe repression. In many 
cases, these ethnic groups aspire to independence, and some of them sided with the 
Americans against the communists in the past.

In these provinces it is difficult to obtain government approval for a new church or certain 
religious activities. Some local authorities are concerned that the religious leaders often 
enjoy greater authority among the people than they do themselves. Others simply have 
a more retrograde, authoritarian attitude, believing it necessary to use a heavy hand in 
order to better control matters. This attitude sometimes leads to acts of police brutality 
which, instead of easing conflicts, only exacerbates them. And it is very rare for the cen-
tral government to intervene to protect the religious communities against the abuses 
committed by the provincial authorities. The local authorities are rarely held to account 
for their actions.

4) Given that a spirit of trust can sometimes be a decisive factor in overcoming problems 
with the local authorities, some religious leaders are trying hard to establish personal 
relations with government representatives. One Church leader explained how, thanks to 
a friend in the police force, he was introduced to the police official responsible for religion 
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way seeking to establish a climate of trust, through transparency and dialogue. The more 
hierarchical organisations such as the Catholic Church are better equipped for this kind 
of relationship, the more Church leaders can speak to the authorities on behalf of their 
flock. Trust and understanding on both sides can help to dispel suspicions and ultimately 
lead local officials to change their attitude. Unfortunately, however, this is more often 
than not a long and time-consuming process.

Incidents

A civil society increasingly active in denouncing attacks on religious freedom

In this somewhat difficult context, it is interesting to note that information about attacks 
on religious freedom is increasingly being publicised within the country. A few years ago, 
such information was relayed back discreetly via the Vietnamese diaspora abroad. But 
now it is noticeable that it is the Vietnamese within the country who are highlighting the 
attacks on their religious freedom.

This is certainly the case with the Association for the Defence of Religious Freedom, a 
group that has emerged from within Vietnamese civil society. It was founded initially in 
Catholic circles in north Vietnam in 2014, and its aim, as outlined in the statutes of the 
group, is to help every individual citizen to exercise his freedom of religion, and oppose 
all those who seek to restrict or obstruct it. One of the principal activities of this group is 
the production of a detailed and exhaustive quarterly account of infringements by the 
authorities against religious freedom.

The most recent report by this association was published on 5th February 2016.5 It begins 
by recalling the particular situation for religious liberty within Vietnam, a nation that is 
home to numerous ethnic groups, practising many different religions. In 2013, a consti-
tution was adopted that obliges the authorities and the citizens to respect freedom of 
religion as well as the freedom of each individual to believe, or not believe, in a religion. 
In recognising the international conventions on human rights and in signing new agre-
ements, those in power have committed themselves to respecting human rights and 
religious freedom. This was the case once again in February 2016, on the occasion of the 
signing of the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPP) by 12 countries on the Pacific 
rim, whereby Vietnam also committed to respect a certain number of fundamental rights.

The report authors then list the principal infringements on religious freedom that have 
occurred in Vietnam in 2014 and 2015. It is noted that, according to the religious stati-
stics compiled and disseminated by government sources in the area of religious policy, 
there are 14 religions in Vietnam, 38 religious organisations, over 24 million believers (in 
a total population of 90 million) and some 78,000 “dignitaries” (or members of the clergy) 
officiating in more than 23,000 religious establishments. In 2014, the Association for the 
Defence of Religious Freedom published four reports. The number of reported violations 
was 11 in the first quarter, 14 in the second, 14 in the third and 11 in the fourth quarter. 
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In 2015 the Vietnamese civil authorities committed 50 violations of religious freedom. 
The majority of the victims were Protestants, in particular those working among the 
ethnic minorities and the smaller communities which had not been granted permission 
to conduct religious activities. The authorities prevented adherents from participating in 
religious worship, threatened them and did not allow them to gather together.

Threats to seize property belonging to religious groups and the recovery of properties 
confiscated by the authorities remain among the most contentious issues for religious 
communities. In 2015 Catholic religious congregations faced constraints, open threats 
and had their properties seized and confiscated. For example, the Redemptorists lost the 
property belonging to their monastery in Thai Ha, in Hanoi; the Benedictine monks lost 
the land belonging to their monastery of Thiên An, near Huê;6 the Congregation of the 
Amantes de la Croix in Thu Thiêm, Saigon had their school buildings requisitioned.7 The 
Buddhists too were victims of similar spoliations, notably the pagoda of Liên Tri.

In conclusion the report by the Association for the Defence of Religious Freedom details 
the planned law on religion, which, as we have seen, has been unanimously rejected by 
the country’s religious communities. The report notes that 35 organisations within civil 
society have signed a joint declaration, calling on the Vietnamese government to amend 
the proposed law to make it conform to international human rights agreements. The 
joint letter also calls for the independent religious communities to be consulted, as well 
as international specialists including the UN special rapporteur on freedom of religion 
and belief.

Other associations in Vietnam have also joined with them in denouncing attacks on 
freedom of religion. This is the case with the association Federation of Religions, which 
was founded several years ago independently of the various religious hierarchies. It com-
prises members of the clergy and other representatives of the various different religions, 
including Catholicism, Protestantism, Caodaism, original Hoa Hao Buddhism and Unified 
Buddhism. On several occasions since its foundation, the group has published online texts, 
denouncing the attitude of the government authorities towards the religions.

On 9th January 2016 a letter signed by 23 Protestant pastors, Catholic priests, religious 
and other dignitaries of the religions listed above reported a number of serious religious 
freedom violations committed by the police during early 2016. Three specific incidents 
were reported, and the association called on the authorities to immediately put a stop 
to such actions.8

The first of these developments was the ban on the followers of “original Hoa Hao Bud-
dhism”, preventing them from celebrating the 96th anniversary of the birth of their founder, 
the Venerable Huynh Phu So, who was born in 1919 in the village Hoa Hao in the province 
of Châu Dôc. The main ceremony was due to have taken place on 1st January in the com-
mune of Long Giang, in An Giang Province, but the police blocked all the roads leading 
to the temple and also the network of canals by which people could also gain access. 
In the three provinces of Vinh Long, An Guang and Dông Thâp, the local police told the 
various leaders and followers of the movement that they were forbidden to organise any 
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number of elderly people. Every year, the police repeat this same ban on the anniversary 
celebrations of the founder of Hoa Hao Buddhism.

On 2nd January 2016 Catholic Benedictine monks from the monastery of Thiên An, close 
to Huê, were targeted in an incident organised by the local authorities. A group of 200 
people, consisting of public security agents, local militia and members of the local section 
of the Federation of Women from a local commune, invaded the monastery grounds. They 
got as far as an orange grove. There, they removed some pine trees that had recently been 
felled by the monks to give the orange trees a better chance to grow. When the monks 
protested, the attackers hurled violent abuse and threw stones at them, and snatched 
the camera being used to photograph their activities. The intruders remained there until 
evening. It was the latest in a series of trespasses by the police on this property since the 
year 2000. The local authorities have made repeated attempts to seize the monastery 
grounds. A substantial part of the property has already been appropriated and turned 
into a leisure centre. 

The third attack on religious freedom recorded by the Federation of Religions took place 
in the Catholic diocese of Vinh, in the province of Nghê An on 31st December 2015. The 
local parish priest, Father Dang Huu Nam, was returning by car from a medical consul-
tation, when he was stopped by about 20 hooligans who then savagely beat him. The 
incident took place in front of the local police chief, who was standing on the roadside. 
He reportedly made no attempt to intervene. The priest is known for his public support of 
particular causes. For example, he has protested against the seizure of Church property. 
When 14 young Catholics were arrested in 2011 in his diocese,9 he immediately demanded 
their release. He received death threats by telephone.

Prospects for freedom of religion

If the government does not put a stop to acts of violence against, and maltreatment of, 
independent religious organisations – both registered and unregistered – no-one can 
pretend that this country has achieved the standards of religious freedom expected of 
a state under international law.

Endnotes
1 Eglises d’Asie, 8th May 2015: “Un projet de loi sur la religion est très mal accueilli par les évêques et le cler-

gé catholiques du Vietnam,” (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/vietnam/2015-05-08-un-projet-
de-loi-sur-la-religion-est-tres-mal-accueilli-par-les-eveques-et-le-clerge-catholiques-du-vietnam)

2 Quôc Phong Toan Dân (Journal of National Defence), 25th February 2016: “Các tôn giáo ở Việt Nam với sự 
nghiệp xây dựng và bảo vệ Tổ quốc,” http://tapchiqptd.vn/vi/bao-ve-to-quoc/cac-ton-giao-o-viet-nam-
voi-su-nghiep-xay-dung-va-bao-ve-to-quoc/8666.html

3 Eglises d’Asie, 12th February 2016: “Le directeur du Bureau des Affaires religieuses est nommé secrétaire 
d’Etat à la Sécurité publique,” (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/vietnam/2016-02-12-le-di-
recteur-du-bureau-des-affaires-religieuses-est-nomme-secretaire-d2019etat-a-la-securite-publique)

4 This section borrows heavily from the article below by Father Thomas J. Reese, SJ, and Mary Ann Glendon, 
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in the Jesuit weekly magazine America: America, 29th February 2016: “Report from Vietnam: The Struggle 
between Government and Religion,” (http://americamagazine.org/issue/report-vietnam)

5 Tin Mung Cho Nguoi Ngheo, 5 February 2016: “Báo cáo tổng kết về tình hình Tự do Tôn giáo ở VN năm 
2015,” (http://www.tinmungchonguoingheo.com/blog/2016/02/05/bao-cao-tong-ket-ve-tinh-hinh-tu-
do-ton-giao-o-vn-nam-2015)

6 Eglises d’Asie, 23rd February 2015: “Huê: incertitude sur l’avenir d’un monastère bénédictin me-
nacé par l’extension d’un parc touristique,” (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/vie-
tnam/2015-02-23-hue-incertitude-sur-l2019avenir-d2019un-monastere-benedictin-mena-
ce-par-l2019extension-d2019un-parc-touristique)

7 Eglises d’Asie, 6th November 2015: “Les Amantes de la Croix persistent dans leur résistance à l’expropria-
tion et portent plainte,” (http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/vietnam/2015-11-06-les-amantes-
de-la-croix-persistent-dans-leur-resistance-a-l2019expropriation-et-portent-plainte)

8 Eglises d’Asie, 14th January 2016: “Un début d’année marqué par de graves atteintes à la liberté religieuse,” 
(http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-sud-est/vietnam/2016-01-14-un-debut-d2019annee-marque-par-
de-graves-atteintes-a-la-liberte-religieuse)

9 Eglises d’Asie, 25th February 2012: “Les étudiants catholiques de Vinh condamnés,” (http://eglasie.mepasie.
org/asie-du-sud-est/vietnam/2012-05-25-les-etudiants-catholiques-de-vinh-condamnes)
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YEMEN 

 

 zChristian: 0,17%

 zHindus: 0,63%

 zMuslim: 99,08%
(Sunni: 65% – Shia: 34,08%)

 zOthers: 0,12%

YEMEN

 536.869km2 25.6 milhões

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Yemen is a republic with a constitution that provides for a president, a parliament, and an 
independent judiciary. The president is also commander-in-chief of the army. In recent 
years, different groups of society – Shi‘a, Sunni, Jihadists and tribal fighters – have enga-
ged frequently in conflict, leaving the poorest country in the Middle East permanently 
in a civil war situation.

The parliament, which has 301 seats, is elected for a six-year term. Since the unification 
of North Yemen and South Yemen in 1990, three elections for the parliament have taken 
place – 1993, 1997 and 2003. Planned elections in 2009 did not take place because of a 
dispute over a reform of the election law. Since 1999 the head of state has been elected in 
direct elections. Former president Ali Abdullah Saleh stepped down in 2012. In his place, 
Abd Rabbuh Mansur Hadi, the sole consensus candidate, was elected for a two-year tran-
sitional period to form a national unity government. Shi‘a Houthi rebels from the former 
North Yemen, backed by former president Saleh, staged an armed takeover against the 
government in 2014. Hadi resigned in January 2015 and fled to Aden. Consequently, the 
rebels took over the presidential palace.1 

In March 2015, a Saudi-led military coalition intervened in Yemen to stop the rebels, doing 
so with the support of the U.S., Egypt, the Emirates and France. Despite a cease-fire agre-
ement from April 2016, fighting between government troops and Houthi rebels continue 
with dozens killed.2 Abdulmalik Al-Houthi, the Houthi leader, and Ahmed Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, son of the former President, have been targeted by the EU with a travel ban and 
an asset freeze. It came in response to their actions, which were seen as harming Yemen’s 
peace and stability. Two other Houthi as well as former President Ali Abdullah Saleh have 
been under the same restrictions since December 2014.3

International Aid organisations described the situation in Yemen as critical and repeatedly 
called for peace. According to a joint report of 16 NGOs from April 2016, 6,610 Yemenite 
have been killed since the beginning of the military intervention and 2.75 million people 
have fled. 82 percent of the country’s population depends on humanitarian aid and about 
25 percent of the population is under the imminent threat of famine.4 Aid organisations 
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also report a deteriorating security situation, with several incidents including attacks on 
staff members and abductions.5

Five Salesian priests were in Yemen, but three left the country, and at the time of writing 
the Catholic Church is served by two priests, although one of them has been kidnapped 
without any news since March 2016. There are also two female congregations.

The constitution of 1994 declares the country as Arabic, Islamic and independent state 
(article 1) with Islam as the state religion (article 2). Article 3 states that “Islamic law is 
the source of all legislation”. Neither the constitution nor other laws protect freedom of 
religion, but freedom of thought is protected “within the limits of the law” and the consti-
tution declares adherence to international human rights law. Proselytism is prohibited as 
well as conversion from Islam to another religion. Mockery of religion is also prohibited. 
The building of mosques and other places of worship needs approval, but there are no 
reports of denial of approval for non-Muslim places of worship. Non-Muslim clerics are 
allowed to wear liturgical dress, and non-Muslim services and liturgies are allowed. Isla-
mic religious education is required for state-run schools, but not for private educational 
institutes. Other forms of religious education are not provided in public schools. Recently, 
the transitional government has eased some restrictions on various religious practices 
and on religious speech, including lifting a ban on public commemorations of the Shi‘a 
holy days of Ashura and Ghadir. Public commemoration of Shi‘a holy days occasionally 
resulted in clashes with Sunni groups.6 The internationally-recognised government-in-exile 
was weakened by the Houthi takeover and lacked the capacity to enforce laws against 
human rights abuses. According to the U.S. State Department’s 2015 human rights report, 
this resulted in a number of human rights abuses such as arbitrary killings, disappearan-
ces, kidnappings, and other violence committed by various groups. The report also lists 
infringements on citizens’ privacy rights and limits on freedom of speech, press, assembly, 
association, religion, and movement.7

Incidents

Three German Evangelical Christians, two development aid workers and their son, were 
reported killed in September 2014, five years after their abduction. 

In December 2015, unknown attackers blew up the Immaculate Conception Church in the 
Mualla district of Aden. The abandoned Catholic Church, built during the British colonial 
era in the 1960s, was already severely damaged after a Saudi-led coalition air strike in May.8 

In March 2016, Islamist fighters killed 16 people, including four Mother Teresa Sisters from 
Ruanda, India and Kenya, in an attack on a Christian home for the elderly. A kidnapped 
Salesian priest of Indian origin is also missing since this attack.9 Bishop Paul Hinder, Vicar 
Apostolic of Southern Arabia, warned in an interview with Austrian Catholic Church Bul-
letins, that soon one would be able to count the Christians remaining in Yemen “on the 
fingers of one hand”.10 Since the attack, the liturgical life in the four Catholic parishes in 
Yemen has almost come to a standstill. Following the Houthi takeover, representatives of 
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in order not to attract attention.11

Israel evacuated a group of 19 Jews in mid-March 2016 in a secret mission, leaving an 
estimated 50 Jews remaining in Yemen, mainly living in a closed compound in Sanaa, 
according to the Jewish Agency. Since the creation of Israel, some 51,000 Yemenite Jews 
have been brought to Israel, almost all of them in the years 1949-50.12

According to a Human Rights Watch report, a member of the Baha’i faith, detained since 
December 2013, faces the death penalty. In the indictment, the prosecutor charged 
Hamed Kamal Muhammad bin Haydara under Yemen’s penal code with, among other 
crimes, insulting Islam and committing apostasy.13

In 2015 Islamic extremists affiliated with Daesh (ISIS) claimed responsibility for a series 
of attacks on Houthi-affiliated Shi‘a mosques.14

Prospects for freedom of religion

Despite attempts of the transitional government to ease restrictions and provide for equal 
rights regardless of race, gender, language, belief, or disability, the government-in-exile 
was unable to enforce the rule of law in the country. Discrimination remained a serious 
problem. The Houthi refused to approve a draft constitution completed in January 2015.15 
The ongoing conflict is putting the cohesion of society at risk, making dialogue at a natio-
nal level very difficult. Yemen has also become a base for radical Islamic groups, adding 
to instability in the country.16 The continuous fighting and high tensions in the country 
remain a cause for concern with regard to religious freedom.

Endnotes
1 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252937#wrapper
2 http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2016-04/yemen_21.php
3 http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/06/08-yemen-un-sanctions/
4 http://oxf.am/Z7ZT; https://www.care.de/meldungen/meldung/News/detail/jemen-waffenstil-

lstand-muss-halten-oder-tausende-mehr-werden-sterben/
5 https://www.icrc.org/en/document/yemen-icrc-staff-abducted-sanaa; http://www.dahw.de/presse3/

aktuelle-pressemitteilungen/entfuehrte-aerzte-in-jemen-sind-wieder-frei
6 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238486
7 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252955
8 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-yemen-security-idUSKBN0TS1D220151209
9 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-35735947;
10 http://www.kirchenzeitung.at/newsdetail/rubrik/es-gibt-kaum-mehr-christen-im-jemen/
11 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238486
12 http://mfa.gov.il/mfa/israelexperience/people/pages/the-historic-end-of-aliyah-from-yemen-21-

mar-2016.aspx; http://www.jewishagency.org/blog/1/article/46201
13 https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/04/01/yemen-bahai-adherent-faces-death-penalty; http://www.state.

gov/j/drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=238486
14 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252955
15 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2015&dlid=252955
16 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-14704852
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ZAMBIA 

 

 zChristian: 82,1%
(Christian: 29,6% – Protestant: 52,5%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 14,6%1

 zMuslim: 0,15%

 zOthers: 3,15%

ZAMBIA

  752.618km2 15.021.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

Article 19 of the Constitution of Zambia enshrines the freedom of religion, the right to 
change one’s religious faith, to express publicly one’s faith and to make converts. An 
amendment introduced in 1996 in its preamble states that Zambia is a Christian nation 
which respects citizens’ right of freedom of conscience and worship. Although the Con-
stitution describes Zambia as a “Christian” confessional State, the document guarantees 
protection for non-Christians, who are given the right to follow their religion of choice. 
There are no other laws in the country, which curtail this religious freedom.

Religious groups are required to register with the Registrar of Societies. Churches can 
apply for a certificate of exemption from paying taxes, which is normally applicable to 
non-profit making organizations.

As guaranteed by the law, citizens are free to convert to the faith of their choice, churches 
are free to evangelize openly, to build places of worship, to carry out pastoral and cate-
chetical work and to fundraise, inside the country as well as to solicit and receive funds 
from abroad. No cases have been reported of deliberate discrimination in employment 
in government posts on religious grounds.

Incidents

Although no cases of direct discrimination on religious ground have been reported, there 
have been cases in which joint teams of police, immigration, and registrar of societies’ 
personnel interrupted prayer services of various religious groups in Lusaka and Copperbelt 
Provinces in search of illegal immigrants and to halt suspected illicit activities, such as 
drug smuggling. In August 2015 authorities raided 25 churches in Kitwe, apprehending 
several suspected illegal immigrants. In July another joint team interrupted Free Pentecost 
Assemblies in Kabwata while conducting investigations into suspected illegal activities, 
such as abduction and sexual abuse. Several weeks later, the government declared its 
support for the allegations and banned the church. The Independent Churches of Zambia, 
an association of religious groups, criticized the ban.
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tely 140,000 Muslims in the country, primarily concentrated in Lusaka and in the Eastern 
and Copperbelt Provinces and often divided along ethnic or national lines. Many are 
immigrants from South Asia, Somalia, and the Middle East who have acquired Zambian 
citizenship. The Somali immigrant population has increased significantly in recent years 
and is currently estimated at approximately 20,000. Other religious minorities include 
Sikhs, Hindus and Baha’is. 

During 2015, members of the Muslim community reported acts of intolerance and com-
plained of discriminatory treatment, particularly of being often branded as “terrorists” 
or/and “foreigners”. Two Muslim women were physically attacked in May 2015 when a 
group of young people mistakenly associated them with the Boko Haram terrorist group. 
Although the First Lady made a high-profile statement condemning the attack, no arrests 
were made in connection with this act of violence.2

Prospects for freedom of religion

Zambia has always upheld the right to religious freedom, and is likely to continue doing 
so. The incidents reported appear to be either isolated cases of intolerance or linked to 
immigration policies.

Endnotes
1 Animists.
2 http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2014/af/238276.htm
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 zChristian: 81,66%
(Christian: 10% – Protestant: 62,36% – 
Others: 8,4%)

 zEthnoreligionist: 15,86%

 zMuslim: 0,73%

 zOthers: 1,75%

ZIMBABWE

 390.759km2 14.600.000

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual application

The Constitution, in its preamble, acknowledges “the supremacy of Almighty God in 
whose hands our future lies” and “implores His guidance”, recognizes “the nation’s diverse 
religious values” and the people’s rights. It guarantees “the right to freedom of conscience, 
which includes freedom of thought, opinion, religion or belief; and freedom to practice 
and propagate and give expression to their thought, opinion, religion or belief, whether 
in public or in private and whether alone or together with others” (article 60). It also sta-
tes that “no person may be compelled to take an oath that is contrary to their religion or 
belief or to take an oath in a manner that is contrary to their religion or belief”.

It further states that “parents and guardians of minor children have the right to determine, 
in accordance with their beliefs, the moral and religious upbringing of their children, 
provided they do not prejudice the rights to which their children are entitled under 
this Constitution, including their rights to education, health, safety and welfare”. It also 
recognizes the right of religious communities to “establish institutions where religious 
instruction may be given, even if the institution receives a subsidy or other financial 
assistance from the State”.

The 2002 Public Order and Security Act (POSA) effectively restricts freedom of assembly 
and association, and it requires police permission for public meetings and demonstra-
tions, allows police to impose arbitrary curfews, and forbids criticism of the president. 
Although POSA exempts religious activities and events, in practice the government brands 
as “political” any kind of gatherings – including religious ones – potentially critical of 
ZANU-PF, the ruling party. The POSA has been invoked at different times to justify police 
disruption of religious meetings, alleging that the organizers had not sought permission 
from the authorities.

There is no law requiring religious groups to register. However, religious groups opera-
ting schools or health facilities must register with the appropriate ministry. Any religious 
denomination may apply for tax-exempt status and duty-free privileges from the customs’ 
department. Such requests are generally granted without much complication.

The government observes Easter and Christmas as national holidays.

ZIMBABUE 
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During the time covered by this report, no significant cases of discrimination on religious 
grounds or cases of restrictions to the right to religious freedom were signaled.

Nevertheless, while freedom of worship is generally respected in Zimbabwe, the prea-
ching and some activities from some religious institutions, such as Caritas and Justice and 
Peace (from the Catholic Church), are often regarded with suspicion by the authorities, 
particularly in times of crisis. 

Prospects for freedom of religion

No changes are foreseen for the near future. 
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