Religious Freedom Report

Algeria
Discrimination / Unchanged

Religion
Muslims : 98.5%
Agnostics : 1.3%
Christians : 0.2%
Others : 0.0%

Population
40,376,000

Area
2,381,741 Km2

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual
application
The vast majority of people in Algeria are Sunni Muslims. There is a group of several hundred local Jews.
Officially, almost all Christians are foreigners; many come from sub-Saharan Africa. There are Catholic and Protestant
communities in the country. The Catholic Church is the largest Christian community and is organised into four dioceses.
There are also Evangelical communities, especially in the Kabyle region. The number of Muslim citizens who convert to
Christianity is small and, among them, the majority join Evangelical communities.
The preamble of Algeria’s constitution describes Islam as being a fundamental component of the country’s identity.[1]
According to article 2, Islam is the religion of the state.[2] Article 10 prohibits state institutions from doing anything against
Islamic morality.[3]
Article 87 specifies that only a Muslim can become president.[4] Algerian law does not include a criminal offense of
apostasy.
Offences related to religion include article 144 (2) of the penal code, which provides that any individual who insults the
Prophet Mohammed or denigrates the creed or prophets of Islam through writing, drawing, declaration, or any other
means, will receive three to five years in prison, and/or be subject to a fine of between 50,000 and 100,000 Algerian
dinars[5] (between about US$450 and US$900).

In addition, although Algeria permits religious organisations to participate in humanitarian work, it makes proselytising by
non-Muslims an offence punishable by a fine and up to five years’ imprisonment for anyone “who incites, constrains, or
utilizes means of seduction tending to convert a Muslim to another religion; or by using to this end establishments of
teaching, education, health, social, culture, training … or any financial means”.[6]
In 2006 President Abdelaziz Bouteflika issued Ordinance 06/03 which regulates non-Muslim religious worship. The
ordinance forbids attempts to convert a Muslim to another religion or even to “shake the faith of a Muslim”, although it
does not forbid conversion as such. Under the ordinance, Algerians can be fined up to one million dinars and sentenced
to five years in prison for printing, storing or distributing materials intended to convert Muslims.[7] Christian books and
manuals are therefore rare in the country, and Christians do not feel free to carry Christian literature with them.
All religious groups have to register with the Ministry of Interior before conducting any activities and may gather at stateapproved locations only.
Matters of family law are regulated by Shari‘a law. According to the Family code, a Muslim man can marry a non-Muslim
woman if she belongs to a monotheistic faith. Muslim women cannot marry non-Muslim men unless the man converts to
Islam.[8] Children born to a Muslim father are considered Muslims without regard to the mother’s faith.

Incidents
Algeria was ranked 42nd in the 2018 Open Doors World Watch List of countries where it is most difficult to be a Christian.
[9]

On 8th March 2018, two brothers, who had been arrested in March 2015 for carrying Bibles, were sentenced at their
appeal hearing to suspended sentences of three months each and a 100,000 dinar fine (about $900).[10]
On 2nd March 2018, a church that had been running for over six years had to close after receiving an official notification.
In the three preceding months, three EPA-affiliated [11] churches in the region of Oran were also forced to close.[12]
In December 2017, Louis Martinez of the French Reformed Church was deported upon arrival at Oran’s airport. Although
no official reasons were given, it was reported that “Algerian church leaders note that this deportation is consistent with a
wider pattern of denial of visas for church visitors, which seems to be part of a policy whereby the Algerian authorities are
restricting the ability of Algerian churches to partner with outside entities”.[13]
In July 2017, a Christian convert from Islam, Slimane Bouhafs, received a partial Presidential pardon. He had been
arrested in July 2016 and had been accused of “insulting Islam and the prophet Muhammad” in his social media posts.
On the occasion of the 55th anniversary of Algeria’s independence, Algerian president Abdelaziz Bouteflika reduced his
sentence by 16 months.[14]
In September 2017, Mohamed Fali, the head of the country’s tiny Ahmadiyya community was found guilty of “offending
Islam” and was given a six-month suspended sentence, according to his lawyer, Salah Dabouz.[15]
There are believed to be about 2,000 Ahmadi Muslims in Algeria. They are considered heretics and have recently been
victims of a crackdown by Algerian authorities.[16]
The Minister of Religious Affairs, Mohamed Aissa,[17] has stated on more than one occasion that the Ahmadi Muslims in
Algeria are manipulated by “a foreign hand” and has accused their leaders of collusion with Israel.[18] He has also said
that their presence is part of a “deliberate sectarian invasion” and indicated that the Government aims to “stop deviation
from religious precepts”. In a television interview in February 2017, he stated that Ahmadi Muslims are damaging the very
basis of Islam.[19]

Prospects for freedom of religion
Ordinance 06/03 remains a matter of concern. An opportunity was missed when the constitution was revised in February
2016. Article 2, which states that Islam is the religion of the State, was not amended.[20] The President supported an
amendment to article 36 which arguably would have explicitly guaranteed the right to freedom of religion and the right not
to practise any religion. However, this amendment was blocked because of opposition from conservative Muslims.[21]
Algerian Catholic Archbishop Paul Desfarges said, with reference to foreigners, that Christians in Algeria can practise
their religion in freedom (“en toute liberté”). As for Muslim converts to Christianity, things are different. According to
Monsignor Desfarges, they do not fear physical threats but are worried about social pressure and may face
disadvantages when it comes to the inheritance of property. The Catholic Church is critical of the law criminalising
proselytism. Monsignor Desfarges also complained about the slow process of granting visas to non-Muslim religious
workers.[22]
There is a concern about Daesh in neighbouring Libya and other Islamist groups operating in the country. Their presence
has a negative effect on security in Algeria and increases religious tensions.[23]
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