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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

The Democratic Republic of São Tomé and Príncipe con-
sists of two archipelagos around two main islands in the 
Gulf of Guinea, off the western equatorial coast of Central 
Africa. 

As Africa’s second smallest country after the Seychelles, 
São Tomé and Príncipe remains one of the continent’s 
most stable democracies. The Portuguese legacy is visi-
ble in its culture and customs, which combine African and 
European influences. 

Under Article 8 of the Constitution, São Tome and Príncipe 
is a secular state. The state is separate “with respect to 
all religious institutions.”1 All citizens are equal before the 
law, regardless of their religious beliefs. Religious freedom 
is an “inviolable” right (Article 27, 1). Religious groups are 
“free in worship, in education and in their organisation” 
(Article 27, 4). No one may be persecuted on account of 
his or her religion (Article 27, 2). However, Article 19 (1) 
stipulates that restrictions on religious freedom are per-
missible insofar as they are “foreseen in the Constitution 
and suspended during the validity of a state of siege or 

state of emergency declared in the terms of the Constitu-
tion and of the law.” In practice, the government respects 
religious freedom. 

Under Article 31 (2) of the Constitution, “The State may 
not reserve for itself the right to plan education and culture 
according to any philosophical, political, ideological or re-
ligious policies.” There are no indications that education is 
provided in a way that is discriminatory on the grounds of 
religion. 

Religious groups must register in order to be recognised 
by the government. Registration confers the same tax 
benefits as non-profit organisations. Failure to register 
may result in a fine and, in the case of foreign religious 
groups, possible deportation.2 

There were no reports of the government refusing to regis-
ter a religious group. Catholic and Protestant missionaries 
are active in the country.3

Some São Tomean Christians and Muslims have adopted 
aspects of beliefs derived from the traditional religions of 
African coastal societies. Religious brotherhoods led by 
native priests organise religious festivals in honour of the 
patron saints of towns and parishes, and many people 
travel to attend such ceremonies. As a result of this mix 
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of cultures and religions, many Catholics follow the main 
Catholic rituals like baptisms and funerals but do not ad-
here as closely to other sacraments.4

São Tomé and Príncipe is a signatory to the International 
Covenant of Civil and Political Rights.5

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
The US Embassy in Libreville, Gabon, reported6 that on 
16th October 2019 protests took place in São Tomé involv-
ing the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, a Bra-
zil-based Pentecostal denomination. According to reports, 
some 400 people vandalised the Church’s headquarters, 
causing the death of an adolescent. “The demonstrations 
reportedly concern[ed] the conviction and sentencing of a 
São Tomean pastor associated with the Church by a court 
in Côte d’Ivoire. Local media outlets … reported incidents 
of violence and vandalism near several Universal Church 
of the Kingdom of God locations.”7

That same month lawmakers threatened to expel the 
Church from the country if it did not resolve the situation. 
The pastor was released and returned to São Tomé and 
Príncipe in December.8

There were no other incidents or developments. 

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
The status of religious freedom in São Tomé and Príncipe 
is positive and expected to remain stable in the foresee-
able future. Relations between different religious groups 
are amicable, and government and civil society groups re-
spect the constitutional principle of religious freedom.

Nevertheless, wider religious freedom concerns remain 
for the African continent. As stated by São Tomean Pres-
ident Evaristo Do Espirito Santo Carvalho, “aside from 
the pandemic, persistent violent tension spots continue 
to have major humanitarian repercussions throughout the 
continent” and hard-fought developmental gains are being 
reversed in ways that might affect interreligious relations 
in the coming years.9  In light of the “activity by terrorist 
groups Al-Shabaab in East Africa and Boko Haram in Cen-
tral and West Africa,” the president said that the interna-
tional community should become more involved “against 
similar flareups in Mozambique, and noted the perennial 
issue of Western Sahara”.10 

SOURCES / ENDNOTES

1  Sao Tome and Principe 1975 (rev. 2003), Constitute Project, https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Sao_Tome_and_Princi-
pe_2003?lang=en (accessed 27th October 2020).

2  Office of International Religious Freedom, “Sao Tome and Principe,” 2019 Report on International Religious Freedom, U.S. Department 
of State, https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-report-on-international-religious-freedom/sao-tome-and-principe/ (accessed 7th December 2020).

3  Office of International Religious Freedom, “Sao Tome and Principe,” 2019 Report on International Religious Freedom, U.S. Department 
of State, https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-report-on-international-religious-freedom/sao-tome-and-principe/ (accessed 7th December 2020).

4  “São Tomé e Príncipe,” Countries and their Cultures, https://www.everyculture.com/Sa-Th/S-o-Tom-e-Pr-ncipe.html (accessed 22nd 
October 2020).

5  The United Nations Treaty Collection, “International Covenant On Civil And Political Rights”, https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.
aspx?chapter=4&clang=_en&mtdsg_no=IV-4&src=IND. (accessed 1st October 2020).

6  U.S. Embassy in Gabon. “Demonstration Alert – U. S. Embassy Libreville, Gabon (17th October 2019) Location: São Tomé and Prínci-
pe,” 17th October 2019. https://ga.usembassy.gov/demonstration-alert-u-s-embassy-libreville-gabon-october-17-2019-location-sao-tome-and-princi-
pe/ (accessed 22nd October 2020).

7  Ibid.

8  Freedom in the World 2020, Freedom House; https://freedomhouse.org/country/sao-tome-and-principe/freedom-world/2020

9  “Africa needs fiscal space, more representation in Security Council as COVID-19 Erases Hard-Won Development Gains Across Conti-
nent, Speakers Tell General Assembly,” United Nations, 24th September 2020. https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/ga12270.doc.htm (accessed 22nd 
October 2020).

10  Ibid.

https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-report-on-international-religious-freedom/sao-tome-and-principe/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-report-on-international-religious-freedom/sao-tome-and-principe/
https://www.everyculture.com/Sa-Th/S-o-Tom-e-Pr-ncipe.html
https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?chapter=4&clang=_en&mtdsg_no=IV-4&src=IND
https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?chapter=4&clang=_en&mtdsg_no=IV-4&src=IND
https://ga.usembassy.gov/demonstration-alert-u-s-embassy-libreville-gabon-october-17-2019-location-sao-tome-and-principe/
https://ga.usembassy.gov/demonstration-alert-u-s-embassy-libreville-gabon-october-17-2019-location-sao-tome-and-principe/
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/ga12270.doc.htm

