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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

Article 5 of Uruguay’s constitution provides for religious 
freedom and maintains a strict separation between re-
ligious organisations and the state.1 The same article 
recognises the ownership of the Catholic Church to all 
places of worship “which have been built wholly or partly 
from funds of the National Treasury, with the sole exception 
of chapels dedicated for use by asylums, hospitals, 
prisons, or other public establishments.” Article 5 also ex-
empts various religious groups “from all forms of taxes” 
that would otherwise apply to their places of worship as 
long as they submit an application for such exemptions 
to the Ministry of Education and Culture, and it is granted. 
Law 12802 also provides tax exemptions to Catholic dio-
ceses.2

The Penal Code criminalises incitement to hate, showing 
contempt or engaging in any kind of moral or physical vi-
olence as well as carrying out such violence against one 
or more individuals because of their religion. The same 
applies to anyone who attacks a place of worship or de-
stroys religious objects or hinders or disturbs a religious 

ceremony.3

Article 68 of the constitution guarantees freedom of edu-
cation and provides that every parent or guardian has the 
right to choose the school of their children. Law 15739 
stipulates that public education must respect “the inde-
pendence of the morals and civic conscience of students.” 
The National Board of Public Education must assert, 
among other things, the principles of secularism, defend 
moral values and human rights, and promote respect for 
the convictions and beliefs of others.4

Article 10 of the Abortion Law (No. 18.987) recognises 
that institutions may object to the practice of termination 
of pregnancies. Article 11 also defends the right of doctors 
and healthcare workers to refuse to participate in proce-
dures on the basis of conscientious objection.5 Articles 40 
and 41 of the Code of Medical Ethics, which has the force 
of law, also recognises the right to conscientious objection 
on the grounds of personal belief.6

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In January 2019, after a meeting between a presidential 
pre-candidate and Cardinal Daniel Sturla, the latter noted 
that it is not good to mix God with a political option, or for 
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a Church to support a specific party.7

The results of a survey conducted in December 2018 were 
released in February 2019. They show that six out of 10 
Uruguayans claim to have a belief in a higher being. De-
pending on age, the number of atheists has increased at 
the expense of the Catholic community.8

In April 2019, Uruguayan bishops pointed out that some 
levels of government are involved in a process of “decon-
struction” or destruction, “that the state is appropriating 
the primary right and duty of parents to educate their chil-
dren with their own set of values.”9

In September 2019, an out-of-court settlement was 
reached in a case involving a lawsuit launched by a sect 
against a group of researchers studying cultism. This spe-
cific sect came under investigation after a complaint was 
filed against it for human trafficking.10

In November 2019, an Evangelical pastor filed a com-
plaint against the Minister of Education and Culture “for 
discrimination and xenophobia due to religious status.” In 
a private WhatsApp conversation, the minister referred to 
Evangelicals as a “scourge”.11 

In January 2020, the Holy See declassified and made 
available files relating to people who went missing be-
tween 1968 and 1985 for political reasons.12

In February 2020, the feast of Yemọja (Lemanjá), a god-
dess revered by members of the Umbanda, a religion of 
African origin, was celebrated at Playa Ramírez, a popu-
lar beach in Montevideo. People brought offerings, and, 
following a ritual on the beach, placed them in the sea.13

In March 2020, Uruguay’s new president, Luis Lacalle 
Pou, inaugurated his mandate with an interreligious prayer 
for the Fatherland at the Metropolitan Cathedral with the 
participation of Christian religious leaders as well as a rab-
bi. The country’s opposition parties criticised the president 
for taking part in a religious service. For his part, President 
Lacalle Pou said that the separation of state and religion 
“does not mean an intolerant or unwelcome attitude to-
wards religions”.14

During the period under review, some draft bills affecting 
religious freedom were introduced. 

In March 2019, a bill was introduced to regulate sex edu-
cation in relation to “moral and/or religious beliefs”.15 

In March 2020, a bill was introduced to “decriminalise re-
ligious marriage”, repealing a 19th-century law punishing 

priests or pastors for performing a religious marriage with-
out a prior civil marriage. According to a senator, the bill 
applies only to Christian marriage since its wording refers 
to the priest of “the Catholic Church or pastor of the coun-
try’s different dissenting communions”.16 

A bill was introduced in July 2020 to guarantee the right 
of all religious groups and minorities to celebrate religious 
festivities and days of religious observance.17

After the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the govern-
ment met with religious leaders from different Churches 
and religious communities, with everyone agreeing on the 
need to suspend public religious celebrations.18

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
In the period under review, the status of freedom of re-
ligion did not change significantly. The country’s level 
of secularism did become, from time to time, a topic of 
discussion. Several bills affecting religious freedom also 
took centre stage. With respect to the pandemic, it should 
be noted that the authorities did not act unilaterally, but 
sought instead a shared decision with religious stakehold-
ers. Consequently, future prospects for freedom of religion 
are positive. 
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