Religious Freedom Report

El Salvador
Stable / Unchanged

Religion
Christians : 96.2%
Agnostics : 2.6%
Others : 1.2%

Population
6,146,000

Area
21,041 Km2

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual
application
The preamble of the constitution[1] clearly declares trust in God, respect for the dignity of the human person and exhorts
freedom and justice.
All persons are equal before the law. The constitution bans discrimination on religious grounds. Article 3 guarantees the
exercise of civil rights without restrictions regarding nationality, race, sex or religion. With respect to freedom of
expression, article 6 prohibits media companies from discriminating on the basis of the political or religious content of
what is published. In relation to the right of association, article 7 bans armed groups based on political, religious or guild
grounds. As regards the workplace, article 38 bans discrimination based on creed. Finally, article 47 guarantees the right
of association of employers and workers, without distinction of creed.
The constitution guarantees in article 25 “the free exercise of all religions, without other restrictions than those required by
the moral and the public order [. . .]. No religious act shall serve as evidence of the civil status of persons.”
The legal status of the Catholic Church is recognised. Article 26 states that other Churches may obtain recognition of
their status in accordance with the law.
With respect to the regulation of freedom of worship, the constitution guarantees in article 29 that religious meetings or
associations cannot be suspended even under emergency conditions. According to article 82, clergy cannot belong to
political parties nor run for office. Article 108 states that no civil or ecclesiastical corporation or foundation can own or
administer real estate assets, except for those that are immediately and directly used to serve or fulfil the institution’s
mission. Places of worship are exempt from real estate taxes, as stipulated in article 231.
In relation to education, article 54 of the constitution guarantees the right to establish private schools, including schools

run by religious groups. Article 55 gives parents the right to choose their children’s education. Article 58 states that no
educational establishment may refuse to enrol students on the basis of the marital status of their parents or any social,
religious, racial or political differences.
According to the Law on Educational Centres, the educational function of the Catholic Church is of great importance
because of its contribution to the educational policies of the state. For this reason, the law recognises the organisation of
the educational centres that depend on the Church and allows them to enhance the study plans of the schools under its
jurisdiction, in accordance with its principles.[2]
The Ministry of the Interior has the authority to register, regulate and supervise the finances of non-governmental
organisations, non-Catholic Churches and other religious groups. The law exempts the Catholic Church from the
obligation of registering, since it is constitutionally recognised. Foreign religious groups must obtain a special residence
visa to engage in religious activities and cannot proselytise if their members are in the country on tourist visas.[3]
31st October was declared the National Day of the Salvadoran Evangelical Church.[4]

Incidents
As observed in the previous period under review, there is no religious dimension to the country’s climate of violence. No
incidents have been reported undermining the right to freedom of religion.
In October 2017 a group of lawmakers proposed a constitutional amendment to change article 26 in order to grant
recognition of legal status to all Christian groups, thus upholding the right to equality and non-discrimination.[5] In October
2017 the speaker of the Legislative Assembly gave the go ahead to a bill to reform the constitution in order to grant
Evangelical Churches the same legal recognition and legal status as the Catholic Church. The initiative was presented by
the Reverend Juan Carlos Hasbún and was supported by lawmakers from the GANA political party.[6]
In March 2018 Pope Francis approved the canonisation of Archbishop Óscar Romero of San Salvador. He was murdered
in 1980 as he celebrated Mass.[7] In a statement issued by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the government expressed its
joy at the announcement.[8] The canonisation was due to take place on 14th October 2018.[9]
The government – both at local and national levels – has repeatedly called on the Church to play an active role in conflict
resolution.
Here are some examples:
In November 2017 the Archbishop of San Salvador expressed concerns about violence in the country and called on
government to take act quickly to improve security.[10]
In January 2018 the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of El Salvador issued a message calling on candidates in upcoming
parliamentary and mayoral elections not to ignore the country’s problem with violence, especially the large number of
murders.[11]

Prospects for freedom of religion
For several years, the country has experienced gang-related violence and forced displacement. The level is so worrying
that governments at different levels have called on the Churches to take part in discussions, mediation and solutions to
this phenomenon.

During the period under review, nothing indicates any improvement or deterioration in the status of freedom of religion.
Nevertheless, religious groups have played a greater role in seeking solutions to the problem of violence.
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