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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

Tonga is an archipelago in Oceania about two thirds of the 
way between Hawaii and New Zealand. 

Under Article 5 the Constitution,1 all persons are “free to 
practise their religion and to worship God as they may 
deem fit in accordance with the dictates of their own wor-
ship consciences and to assemble for religious service in 
such places as they may appoint.” The Constitution spec-
ifies, however, that it is unlawful to use this freedom “to 
commit evil and licentious acts or, under the name of wor-
ship, to do what is contrary to the law and peace of the 
land.” Article 6 provides that “the Sabbath Day shall be 
kept holy in Tonga” and that no business transactions are 
permitted on Sundays, except those allowed by the law. 
Any legal agreements made on the Sabbath are not valid. 

There is no requirement for religious groups to register 
with the authorities. However, registration is needed to 
conduct legally binding marriages and to obtain other ben-
efits, such as tax exemptions.2 

Religious communities are permitted to have their own 

schools and offer religious education for an hour, once a 
week. Students are not required to attend religious educa-
tion different from their own; otherwise, religious education 
is compulsory.3

The constitutional provisions about religious freedom are 
generally respected by the Tongan government. Mission-
aries are allowed to enter the country and proselytise.4 

Under the guidelines set by the state-owned Tonga Broad-
casting Commission (TBC), preaching on TV Tonga and 
Radio Tonga must follow mainstream Christianity. The 
TBC has reportedly not turned down any application to 
broadcast.5

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) has 
grown rapidly in recent years. Due to its missionary zeal 
and ability to adapt to local customs, Tonga has perhaps 
become the most “Mormon” country on earth.6 Indeed, the 
Church claims to have surpassed Catholics,7 and to rep-
resent more than 60 percent of the country’s population.8 
Other non-Church sources, however, put the proportion at 
under 20 percent.9
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TONGAThe government continued to enforce a 2016 ban against 
bakeries operating on Sunday to comply with the Consti-
tution’s prohibition of business activity on the Sabbath. By 
special permit, the government continued to allow hotels 
and resorts to operate on Sunday for tourists. 10

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
Freedom of religion is generally protected by the state and 
society in Tonga and the outlook for this human right is 
positive. There are no indications that this will change in 
the near future.
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