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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

The UK is signatory to international conventions on hu-
man rights, such as the European Convention on Human 
Rights, which hold it to commitments regarding religious 
freedom and belief. The European 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), although it only fully came into 
force in 2000. 

The Church of England, as the established church in En-
gland, has dominated public religious life for more than 
450 years and enjoys a small number of legal privileges, 
for example 26 Anglican bishops sit in the UK parliament’s 
House of Lords. The presbyterian Church of Scotland 
is also legally established.1 Although the majority of the 
UK population still broadly identify with Christianity – ac-
cording to the last census 59.3 percent self-described as 
Christian2 – regular Church attendance fell dramatically 
during the late 20th century.3 Immigration and demograph-
ic changes have contributed to the growth of other faiths, 
most notably Islam.

With the exception of Scotland, where “religious obser-
vance” must be held six times per annum, by law all state 
schools must hold a daily assembly. In England, the ma-
jority of assemblies must be of “a broadly Christian char-
acter” but it is not necessary for every assembly to be so, 
and assemblies may broadly reflect other religious tradi-
tions.4 Parents have the right to remove their children from 
these activities, and in England and Wales Sixth Form stu-
dents (those aged 16-18 studying for A-Levels or similar 
qualifications) may also absent themselves. Despite these 
opt outs, schools have been challenged in this area. In No-
vember 2019 Humanists UK supported Lee and Lizianne 
Harris when they took Burford Primary School, Oxford-
shire to the High Court. They argued that their children’s 
attendance at school assemblies amounted to indoctrina-
tion because of the inclusion of Christian prayers, drama-
tisations of Bible stories, and addresses by members of 
the clergy. They maintained that all this, coupled with the 
school’s failure to provide alternative activities of equal 
educational worth, had breached their freedom of religion 
or belief. Mr and Mrs Harris had exercised their right to 
withdraw their children from the assemblies prior to the 
hearing. Burford Primary School subsequently agreed to 
provide alternative assemblies for those opting out.5

State schools are also legally required to provide Religious 



Religious Freedom in the World Report 2021 |

Religious Freedom in the World
Report 2021

RELIGIONS

UN
ITE

D K
IN

GD
OM

Area

2,424,952 Km2

GDP per capita

39,753 US$

Population

67,334,208
GINI INDEX*

*Economic Inequality
34.8

Other

67.1%
Christians

21.4%
Agnostics

2.1%
Muslims
6.9%

Atheists
1.4%

Hindus
1.1%

UNITED KINGDOM

UNITED KINGDOM 
Education (RE) - which involves the study of Christianity 
and other world religions - although again parents may 
remove their children from lessons. In England and Wales, 
students aged 14 and above can currently exempt them-
selves.6 However, the Welsh Government put forward 
plans to remove the rights of parents and older learners to 
withdraw from lessons,7 as part of proposals to introduce 
a new syllabus. The updated curriculum, which is set to be 
renamed “Religion, Values and Ethics”, will “encompass 
both religious and non-religious beliefs”.8 A January 2020 
impact assessment noted that “a decision to not to include 
a right to withdraw in the new curriculum will have a nega-
tive impact on some religious groups.”9 

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS 
While government restrictions on religious freedom are 
low, according to the Pew Forum’s latest assessment, so-
cial hostilities remain high - even though levels of social 
hostilities fell from the previous analysis. The UK is one of 
only five democratic states to show this level of violence 
against religious groups and their members.10 According 
to Home Office data, 56 percent of hate crimes in England 
and Wales were “recorded as… racially or religiously ag-
gravated offences”, equating to approximately 58,850 of-
fences between March 2019 and March 2020; an increase 
of 4,280 compared with the previous twelve months. The 
Home Office also published data on provisional trends in 
racially or religiously aggravated offences occurring under 
COVID-19 restrictions for up to July 2020. While the level 
of such offences was lower than 2019 during March-May, 
the period covered by the UK’s first lockdown, both Jan-
uary-February 2020 and June-July saw a rise in offences 
of this type compared with the same periods in 2019.11 In 
Scotland, there were 660 religiously aggravated charges 
reported in 2019-20, an increase of 24 percent compared 
to 2018-19.12 The problem of sectarianism is still an issue 
in both Scotland and Northern Ireland. The Police Service 
of Northern Ireland reported 888 sectarian motivated in-
cidents in the 12 months to the end of March 2020 - and 
another 46 non-sectarian incidents recorded as being reli-
giously motivated.13 

The UK government has taken a number of steps to ad-
dress freedom of religion or belief during the period under 
review. In September 2019, Member of Parliament (MP) 
Rehman Chishti was appointed as the Prime Minister’s 
Special Envoy on Freedom of Religion or Belief,14 follow-

ing Lord Ahmad of Wimbledon who was the first appointee 
to the role. Part of Mr Chishti’s remit included overseeing 
the implementation of the Bishop of Truro’s Independent 
Review for the UK Foreign Secretary of Foreign and Com-
monwealth Office [FCO] Support for Persecuted Chris-
tians (see section C below). The UK government also 
appointed Lord John Mann as its independent advisor on 
anti-Semitism in July 2019. 

Concerns were raised by both religious and secular or-
ganisations that the Scottish Government’s proposed 
Hate Crime and Public Order (Scotland) Bill would end 
up restricting a number of liberties, including areas of reli-
gious freedom. Fears were expressed that the definitions 
of “abuse” and “hate” could see traditional teaching on 
marriage, gender and sexual ethics falling into these cat-
egories.  Critics of the bill raised the possibility that liter-
ature containing such material, including the Bible, could 
potentially be seized and destroyed under the proposed 
plans.15 

Related to Judaism

For 2019 the Community Security Trust (CST) recorded 
1,813 anti-Semitic incidents - the highest annual total re-
ported by the organisation.16 It represented a seven per-
cent increase from the 2018 figure of 1,690. One indicator 
of the rise in such incidents in recent years is that 2018 
saw CST recording more than 100 incidents every month 
for the first time, which was repeated throughout 2019.17 
This trend continued into 2020, when CST also recorded 
789 anti-Semitic incidents during the first six months - and 
in only one of those months did the number of incidents 
dip below 100 (April 2020, when 98 incidents were record-
ed).18 

Among the physical assaults recorded during this peri-
od: in May 2020, a man was walking with his mother in 
a London park when a jogger verbally abused them the 
first two times he passed them as he ran. When he came 
past on his third lap, the man asked the reason for his 
abuse, only to receive the reply “You are f*ck*ng selfish,” 
before receiving a punch that floored him. The jogger them 
kicked the man as he lay on the ground, and called them 
“F*ck*ng Jewish c*nts,” before running away. The offender 
was later identified following a police investigation.19

However, while there was a decrease in incidents such 
as physical threats, assaults and abusive behaviour in the 
first half of 2020 compared with 2019, probably due to the 
COVID-19 lockdown, there was an increase in online in-
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cidents.20 This included ten reports of online events, such 
as prayer services and study sessions, being targeted 
with anti-Jewish content. Incidents included hate speech 
or images being posted in the chat function.21 In January 
2020, which marked the 75th anniversary of the liberation 
of Auschwitz, the most common anti-Semitic rhetoric re-
ferred to Hitler, the Nazis, etc. This peaked around 27th of 
the month, when the UK marks Holocaust Memorial Day.22

A number of allegations of anti-Semitism in the Labour Par-
ty were made during the period that Jeremy Corbyn was 
leader (2015-2020). 87 percent of Jewish adults polled in 
March 2019 expressed the view that Jeremy Corbyn was 
anti-Semitic. In the lead-up to the December 2019 general 
election, Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis wrote in The Times 
that the community was anxious about a Labour victory, 
because Mr Corbyn had failed to address anti-Semitism. 
This prompted the Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby 
to tweet: “That the Chief Rabbi should be compelled to 
make such an unprecedented statement at this time ought 
to alert us to the deep sense of insecurity and fear felt by 
many British Jews.”23

On 28th May 2019, the Equality and Human Rights Com-
mission (EHRC) launched an investigation into anti-Sem-
itism in the Labour Party, following formal complaints. In 
October 2020, they concluded that there had been “seri-
ous failings in leadership and an inadequate process for 
handling anti-Semitism complaints across the Labour Par-
ty… there were unlawful acts of harassment and discrim-
ination for which the Labour Party is responsible.” This 
included instances where the party had not investigated 
complaints about hate speech on social media.24 Within a 
sample of 70 cases, they also found 23 instances of polit-
ical interference in the complaints process.25 There were 
also examples of the party suggesting that complaints 
of anti-Semitism were untrue. The EHRC recommended 
setting up an independent complaints process, putting in 
place clear guidance to prevent political interference from 
happening again. The commission served the Labour Par-
ty with an Unlawful Act Notice, giving Labour until 10th De-
cember 2020 to draw up an action plan.26 Mr Corbyn, who 
stepped down as party leader in April 2020, was suspend-
ed after saying that the extent of anti-Semitism had been 
“overstated”. But he was reinstated in late November after 
issuing a statement expressing regret for any pain caused 
by his remarks. At time of writing (early December 2020) 
he had not had his parliamentary whip restored - meaning 
that he was not officially a Labour Party MP.27

It was noted in the 2018 edition of the Religious Freedom 
in the World report that a number of Jewish schools that 
were ranked as outstanding in previous years had been 
downgraded to inadequate.28 The Office for Standards 
in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (OFSTED) 
downgraded faith schools where their religious views con-
flicted with what are often perceived to be current societal 
norms on gender and sexuality.29 OFSTED maintained that 
a failure to provide in-depth teaching on LGBT+ matters 
meant pupils were not adequately taught about the impor-
tance of treating LGBT+ people equally - even though it 
noted that at one school which was downgraded “pupils 
are taught the importance of respecting and appreciating 
all people as part of their Jewish faith”.30 Members of the 
Jewish community spoke out against such measures, with 
Tottenham MP David Lammy referring to “what many re-
gard as the escalating offensive on Jewish education”.31 
King David High School in Crumpsall, Manchester was 
downgraded from “outstanding” to “inadequate” in a 2019 
inspection on the grounds that teaching boys and girls in 
separate streams amounted to “discrimination”.32 After the 
school submitted an application for a judicial review, OF-
STED reversed their assessment and was ordered to pay 
all “reasonable costs” incurred by the school in applying 
for the judicial review.33

Related to Islam

There was a spike in anti-Islamic activity the week follow-
ing the March 2019 shooting at a mosque in Christchurch, 
New Zealand, when incidents in the UK were reported to 
have risen by 593 percent.34 Attacks included serious van-
dalism at five mosques in Birmingham, where windows 
were smashed with a sledge hammer.35 Following the New 
Zealand attack, the UK government massively increased 
the amount of funding for security measures at places of 
worship during 2019-20 to £1.6 million. 27 mosques, 13 
churches, 5 Sikh gurdwaras and 4 Hindu temples that 
were considered vulnerable to hate crime were given 
grants for CCTV, fencing, gates, alarms and lighting.36 
£3.2 million has been earmarked for 2020-21.37 Howev-
er, members of the Muslim community in Northern Ireland 
raised concerns that they were ineligible for support as the 
scheme only covered England and Wales.38 For 2019-20 
a new £5 million scheme was also put in place to provide 
security training to protect religious buildings in England 
and Wales.  

Members of the Muslim community were assaulted be-
cause they were identifiable by their distinctive dress. 
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Sheffield Schoolgirl Redena Al-Hadi, 14, and her sister 
Wida, 13, were on a bus home on 4th December 2019 
when a man began screaming abuse at them. A boy who 
spoke up for them was pushed and punched by a woman. 
As the girls tried to get off the bus, the woman told Redena 
that her hijab made her sick. The woman then dragged the 
schoolgirl off the bus, strangled her with her own hijab, and 
punched her in the eye. Redena was rendered temporarily 
unconscious after her head hit the ground. Despite police 
arresting the woman responsible for the GBH, she was let 
off with a caution because “this was her first offence”.39 In 
late July 2020, a Muslim woman and her young daughter 
were barged into by a woman walking two dogs while they 
were waiting to cross the road in east London. The daugh-
ter fell into the road after trying to get away from the dogs. 
The woman with the dogs shouted abuse, including “f*ck 
*ff, get back to work”.40 On 17th August, a Muslim woman 
wearing a niqab was spat at by a middle-aged man as she 
left a chemist’s shop in Tooting, south London.41

After a definition of Islamophobia drawn up by the All-Par-
ty Parliamentary Group on British Muslims - a cross-party 
group of MPs - was rejected by the government in May 
2019, following concerns that it was too vague, Imam Qari 
Asim MBE, Deputy Chair of the UK government’s An-
ti-Muslim Hatred Working Group, was appointed to lead 
work producing a definition of Islamophobia. Imam Asim 
said: “I am deeply committed to working across Muslim 
communities and with relevant stakeholders to formulate 
a legally robust, comprehensive and workable definition of 
Islamophobia.”42

In 2019, 43 members of the Conservative Party were sus-
pended for Islamophobia including Tory councillors.43 In 
December 2019 Prime Minister Boris Johnson appointed 
Professor Swaran Singh, a former EHRC commissioner, 
to look into the party’s handling of complaints. However, 
the Muslim Council of Britain expressed disappointment 
that the investigation was to broadly examine “discrimina-
tion”. The body’s General Secretary Harun Khan said: “We 
were promised an independent inquiry into Islamophobia 
specifically.” The council had been calling for an indepen-
dent investigation into alleged Islamophobia in the party 
since 2018. They had also asked the EHRC to launch an 
inquiry. In March 2020 the Conservative Party suspended 
23 more party members.44 A November 2020 poll by the 
Labour Muslim Network, also found that more than half of 
the party’s Muslim members do not “trust the leadership 
of the Labour party to tackle Islamophobia effectively”.45

Related to Christianity

During the period under examination, there were attacks 
on churches across the UK. During the last week of April 
2019, two Catholic churches in Scotland - St Simon’s, in the 
Partik area of Glasgow and Holy Family, Mossend, North 
Lanarkshire - were targeted by vandals. At the former, a 
shrine to Our Lady of Czestochowa was desecrated and a 
statue of the Sacred Heart smashed.46 In June 2019, the 
175-year-old St John’s Church, Stratford suffered three at-
tacks in 24 hours - during which time two other places of 
worship in east London, St Matthew’s Church, West Ham 
and Cann Hall Road Baptist Church, Leytonstone had 
“666” and pentagrams scratched into woodwork. Attempts 
were made to torch Cann Hall and St John’s.47 Bramshaw 
Church in the New Forest was also marked with “666” as 
well as an inverted cross, daubed during what were de-
scribed as occult-inspired attacks between 16th and 20th 
November 2019. These mostly involved livestock being 
killed and symbols including stars and pentagrams being 
spray painted on them.48 In Rhyl, north Wales, parish priest 
Father Charles Ramsay suffered injuries after confront-
ing vandals at St Mary’s Church in June 2020.49 Indeed, 
across the UK there were reports of sporadic attacks on 
Catholic priests.50 However, the most significant problems 
occurred in Northern Ireland. According to a study by the 
charity CARE, between 2014/15 and 2019/20, there were 
601 attacks on places of worship - the vast majority of 
which were churches. Churchyards and cemeteries were 
also vandalised.51 

Some Christians still seem to be experiencing problems 
when their religious views conflict with what are perceived 
to be current societal norms. One example would be 
school administrator Kirstie Higgs, who was dismissed in 
2020 after complaints that she had posted material on her 
personal Facebook page objecting to classroom teaching 
that equated heterosexual and homosexual genital activ-
ities.52 The Liberal Democrats dropped Robert Flello as 
their prospective parliamentary candidate for Stoke-on-
Trent South, less than 48 hours after announcing he would 
stand, because “his values diverge from ours”. The media 
reported that the Catholic candidate was deselected be-
cause of his voting record as the Labour MP for the same 
constituency from 2005-17. He supported an amendment 
to ban sex-selective abortion as well as abortion up to 
birth, and voted against introducing physician-assisted 
suicide, and redefining legal marriage to include same-sex 
couples.53

UNITED KINGDOM 
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On Boxing Day (28th December) 2018, the then Foreign 
Secretary Jeremy Hunt announced that there would be an 
independent report into FCO responses to the persecu-
tion of Christians around the world. The Anglican Bishop 
of Truro, Philip Mounstephen, oversaw the project, the fi-
nal report of which was released on 8th July 2019. The 
review concluded that there was an “apparent paucity of 
awareness of the challenges facing the Christian commu-
nity [within the FCO, which] reveals a lack of religious liter-
acy that undoubtedly impacts the full exercise of all FoRB 
[Freedom of Religion or Belief] rights” and made recom-
mendations to the FCO on steps it could take to tackle 
these problems.54 At the 2019 Ministerial Conference to 
Advance Religious Freedom in Washington DC, Lord Ah-
mad stated that the UK Government would implement all 
the review’s recommendations.55 

The lack of religious literacy within governmental organs 
was apparently verified by incidents such as the denial 
of asylum to an Iranian convert to Christianity in March 
2019 after a Home Office official rejected his claim that he 
became Christian because it was a peaceful religion. The 
official’s rejection letter, which cited several violent acts 
in biblical narratives, said: “These examples are inconsis-
tent with your claim that you converted to Christianity after 
discovering it is a ‘peaceful’ religion, as opposed to Islam, 
which contains violence, rage, and revenge.” The Home 
Office subsequently reconsidered the application, saying 
it had not followed proper procedure.56

Related to other faith groups

Members of other religions and their places of worship 
also faced various attacks. Examples include: 

·	 Several statues of Hindu deities had their faces 
smashed by a hooded man during an attack on 
the outside of the Gujarati Hindu Social and Cul-
tural Centre in Walsall on 19th June 2019. The 
attack was caught on CCTV.57

·	 Vaneet Singh, a Sikh taxi driver, was slapped and 
the back of his seat pushed and kicked by four 
passengers he was driving home from Grosvenor 
Casino in Reading in September 2020. One pas-
senger tried to remove his turban and asked: “Are 
you Taliban?”58

There are also incidents where reasonable accommoda-
tion was not made for religious practices. Neo-Pagan in-
mates serving sentences in Her Majesty’s Prison (HMP) 
Hull were told they could not buy candles and incense 
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This was despite the Faith and Pastoral Care for Prison-
ers Prison Service Instruction issued to jails stating that 
“Incense must be available through the Prison Facilities 
List for those prisoners registered Buddhist, Hindu, Ortho-
dox Christian, Pagan, Sikh and Chinese religions, such as 
Taoist.” Prison governors can ban incense from the cells 
of individual prisoners if they consider it represents a “risk 
to health, safety, security, good order or discipline”. HMP 
Hull has around 30 prisoners belonging to different pagan 
traditions.59

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

The high level of social hostilities against members of re-
ligious groups remains deeply concerning, and data for 
these incidents - such as the increase of anti-Semitic inci-
dents from 123 to 1,813 between 2018 and 2019 - highlight 
how serious such problems are. Increased state aid for 
protecting religious premises and more concern for these 
issues within the UK government is timely and welcome. 
Nevertheless, while it is likely that assaults and violent 
attacks will have declined in 2020 due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, there is no indication of a longer-term fall in the 
level of such incidents, and it is a reasonable inference 
from the data that they will continue to climb.

There also continues to be discomfort in some parts of 
society when religious views are manifested which conflict 
with current, progressive norms on gender and sexuality. 
It was noted in the 2018 Religious Freedom in the World 
report that “individuals and institutions are being penalised 
for expressing traditional religious views of morality, even 
when done objectively and with no intention of causing 
offence”. As debates about gender and sexuality move 
further away from traditional models, there seems to be 
every indication that those expressing these views will find 
themselves increasingly censured, or subjected to other 
punitive measures (e.g., the Jewish schools downgraded 
by OFSTED). 
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