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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

Located in the southern-western part of the Pacific Ocean, 
the independent state of Tuvalu is the fourth smallest 
country in the world.

According to the Preamble to the Constitution,1 Tuvalu is 
“an independent state based on Christian principles, the 
Rule of Law, and Tuvaluan custom and tradition.”

Article 23 (1) stipulates that “no-one shall be hindered in 
the exercise of his freedom of belief.” This includes the 
freedom to change belief and to proselytise (Article 23, 2, 
a and b). The right may however be limited by law for rea-
sons of defence, public order, safety, morality and health 
(Article 24, a), but also if its exercise is “divisive, unsettling 
or offensive” to the “rights or feelings” of other people (Ar-
ticle 29, 3, 4 a). 

The protection given to freedom of religion includes the 
right not to have a particular religion (Article 23, 8). 

Religious groups with adult members who represent more 
than 2 percent of the population must register with the 
state and can be prosecuted for failing to do so.2 The ap-

proval of the traditional Assembly of Elders (falekaupule) 
is needed in order to register.3

Further restrictions are included in the Religious Organi-
sation Restriction Act 2010,4 which requires that any reli-
gious group, regardless of size, must gain the approval of 
the falekaupule of each island in order to conduct services 
there. The falekaupule may prevent religious groups from 
holding public meetings if they are believed “to threaten 
the values and culture” of the island.5  Groups that gather 
for unauthorised religious activities can be fined.

Under the same Act, individuals and families may still wor-
ship freely within their own residences.

Some 90 percent of the Tuvaluan population belongs to 
the Congregational Christian Church of Tuvalu (Te Ekale-
sia Kelisiano Tuvalu, EKT), which exercises significant 
influence on Tuvalu’s social and political life. However, tra-
ditional culture and the EKT are so closely aligned that it 
can be hard to say whether such influence is religious or 
cultural. 

Over the past decade, members of minority religions 
have successfully gone before Tuvalu courts proving that 
their constitutional right to freedom of religion was violat-
ed in certain instances, and that they were discriminated 
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against on account of their religion.6 

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In recent years, reports have indicated that on some is-
lands religious groups other than the EKT have met with 
opposition from the local traditional Assembly of Elders 
(falekaupule) and were compelled to leave.7 

On smaller islands, residents tend to perceive minority re-
ligious groups as outside traditional norms.  Fearful that 
new groups might undermine traditional societal struc-
tures, local leaders have tried to hinder their activities.8 

On certain islands however, missionaries have prosely-
tised without restrictions. On the main island of Funafuti, 

religious minorities said they did not face any restrictions 
regarding their constitutional rights. Other religious groups 
continued to practise without formal approval nor penalty 
in some of the outer islands.9

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
Although constitutionally protected, there are signs that 
religious freedom is being inhibited by both the govern-
ment and a conservative society. This infringement is nei-
ther egregious nor violent in any way, but it does show 
that Tuvalu has some progress to make when it comes 
to acceptance of religious minorities and true respect for 
freedom of religion.
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