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I. Introduction 

1. The OSCE/ODIHR Advisory Council on Freedom of Religion or Belief (the "Advi-

sory Council") has been asked through the OSCE Mission in Scopje/Republic of Mace-

donia to review a proposed draft law of the Republic of Macedonia "Law on the Legal 

Status of Churches, Religious Communities and Religious Groups" or "Law on the Le-

gal Status of a Religious Community, Church and Religious Group" (hereinafter re-

ferred to as the draft law) that has been prepared and revised as of March 2006. These 

comments are based on an unofficial translation completed as of April 2006. 

The OSCE/ODIHR Advisory Council consists of several scholars from diverse geo-

graphical, political, legal, and religious backgrounds who make recommendations on 

matters concerning religion and freedom of belief. The Advisory Council is familiar 

with the broad range of laws that exist among OSCE’s participating States. In revising 

the draft law the members of the Advisory Council who drafted these comments are 

aware of possible ambiguities that may arise from the difficulties of translation of the 

draft law into the English language. 

The Comments go on from a previous review of an earlier Macedonian Draft Law on 

Religious Communities and Religious Groups prepared by the Office of Democratic 

Institutions and Human Rights Advisory Council on Religion or Belief as of 1 July 

2005 and from the Comments on Draft Law on Religious Communities and Religious 

Groups, An Addendum to the Comments of July 2005 in the light of the New Draft is-

sued in September 2005, prepared for ODIHR 11/11/2005. 

On February 9-11, 2006, members of the Advisory Council met with several officials 

and representatives of churches and religious communities in Scopje in a discussion 

about the previous Draft Law on Churches, Religious Communities and Religious 

Groups as of February 2006. The Advisory Council wishes to express its deep apprecia-

tion for the candid and informative exchange of views. 
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II. Executive Summary 

The major findings of the comments are summarized here: 

1. While the draft law contains a number of provisions that indeed meet highest stan-

dards of international law and best practice in protecting the freedom of religion or be-

lief, and while the draft law does a lot to ensure religious freedom and tolerance and to 

provide positive condition for manifesting religion or belief, some of its provisions 

make the draft law in parts incompatible with international commitments. 

2. The distinction between a church, a religious community, and a religious group is 

unclear and could lead to discriminations. 

3. It is not clear what the status in law is for those groups that have been established for 

religious reasons, but do not figure as a church, a religious community or a religious 

group. It must be clear, however, that also those groupings can adequately manifest 

their religion or belief in community and in private and in public. 

4. It must be clear that also non-citizens of the Republic of Macedonia can adequately 

manifest their religion or belief. 

5. It must be clear that religious entities can be established and operate in private. 

6. It is impermissible that only one church, religious community or religious group can 

be registered for a given denomination or confession. 

7. The draft law unduly restricts the use of names by religious entities. 

8. A number of provisions are unclear and vague. It is recommended to clarify these 

issues. 

9. Religious teaching must be possible by any religious entity. 

10. It must be clear that also others than registered churches, religious communities and 

religious groups can organize private education. 
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III. Comments on the Legislation under Consideration 

1.  Reference points of review 

1.1 The comments are based on OSCE commitments that codify the fundamental right 

to freedom of religion or belief in international law.1 The Republic of Macedonia is one 

of the OSCE’s participating States. 

The comments are likewise based on the relevant provisions of international treaties, 

most notably the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Funda-

mental Freedoms2 and the case law of the European Court of Human Rights, the Inter-

national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,3 the International Covenant on Eco-

nomic, Social and Cultural Rights,4 the Convention on the Rights of the Child5. The 

comments are further based on United Nation declarations, most notably the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights6 and the Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of 

Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief.7 They are also based on 

best practice. 

                                                 
1 For a list of relevant OSCE commitments see OSCE Human Dimension Commitments: A Reference 
Guide [available in English or Russian at http://www.osce.org/documents/gen/2001/07/15828_en.pdf; last 
visited on 02 May 2006]. 
2 European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms and its First Pro-
tocol, opened for signature by the Council of Europe on 04 November 1950, entered into force 
03 September 1953 (hereinafter "ECHR"). The ECHR has entered into force for the Republic of Mace-
donia on 10 April 1997. 
3 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, adopted and opened for signature by United Na-
tions General Assembly Resolution 2200A (XXI) on 16 December 1966, entered into force 23 March 
1976 (hereinafter "ICCPR"). The Republic of Macedonia has succeeded to the ICCPR on 17 September 
1991. 
4 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, adopted and opened for signature by 
United Nations General Assembly Resolution 2200A (XXI) on 16 December 1966, entered into force 
3 January 1976 (hereinafter "ICESCR"). The Republic of Macedonia has succeeded to the ICESCR on 
18 January 1994. 
5 Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted and opened for signature by United Nations General 
Assembly Resolution 44/25 on 20 November 1989, entered into force 2 September 1990 (hereinafter 
"CRC"). The Republic of Macedonia has succeeded to the CRC on 17 September 1994. 
6 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted and proclaimed by United Nations General Assembly 
Resolution 217A (III) on 10 December 1948. 
7 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination adopted and pro-
claimed by United Nations General Assembly Resolution 36/55 on 25 November 1981. 
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The comments have been prepared taking into account the Guidelines for Review of 

Legislation Pertaining to Religion or Belief that were prepared by the OSCE/ODIHR 

Advisory Panel of Experts on Freedom of Religion or Belief.8 

1.2 The OSCE general commitment to freedom of thought, conscience, religion or be-

lief articulated in Principle VII of the Helsinki Final Act reads: 

VII. Respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, including the 
freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief. 

The participating States will respect human rights and fundamental free-
doms, including the freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, 
for all without distinction as to race, sex, language or religion. 

They will promote and encourage the effective exercise of civil, political, 
economic, social, cultural and other rights and freedoms all of which de-
rive from the inherent dignity of the human person and are essential for 
his free and full development. 

Within this framework the participating States will recognize and respect 
the freedom of the individual to profess and practise, alone or in commu-
nity with others, religion or belief acting in accordance with the dictates 
of his own conscience. 

This fundamental commitment has been repeatedly reaffirmed. 

Principle 16.4 of the Vienna Concluding Document also has important implications for 

the law of religious associations. It provides that participating States will 

respect the right of these religious communities to 

                                                 
8 The Guidelines were adopted by the Venice Commission at its 59th Plenary Session (Venice, 18-19 June 
2004), and were welcomed by the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly at its Annual Session (Edinburgh,  
5-9 July 2004). The Guidelines have also been commended by the U.N. Special Rapporteur on Freedom 
of Religion or Belief. Report of the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief to the 
61st Session of the Commission on Human Rights, E/CN. 4/2005/61 para. 57. The major international 
instruments relied upon are excerpted in Appendix I of the Guidelines. Guidelines, Appendix I, pp. 31-51. 
The Guidelines are available at http://www.osce.org/publications/odihr/2004/09/12361_142_en.pdf [last 
visited 02 May 2006]. 
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·  establish and maintain freely accessible places of worship or as-
sembly, 

·  organize themselves according to their own hierarchical and insti-
tutional structure, 

·  select, appoint and replace their personnel in accordance with 
their respective requirements and standards as well as with any 
freely accepted arrangement between them and their State, 

·  solicit and receive voluntary financial and other contributions. 

Principle 17 of the Vienna Concluding Document states that "participating States recog-

nize that the exercise of the above-mentioned rights relating to the freedom of religion 

or belief [as detailed in Principles 16.1 through 16.11] may be subject only to such limi-

tations as are provided by law and consistent with their obligations under international 

law and with their international commitments". 

1.3 Of foremost importance for the protection of freedom of religion in Europe is the 

European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

which the Republic of Macedonia has ratified on 10 April 1997. 

1.3.1 Article 9 of the European Convention on the Protection of Human Rights and Fun-

damental Freedoms, which contains the Convention©s key substantive provision on free-

dom of religion or belief, reads: 

1. Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; 
this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief and freedom, 
either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to 
manifest his religion or belief, in worship, teaching, practice and obser-
vance. 

2. Freedom to manifest one©s religion or beliefs shall be subject only to 
such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democ-
ratic society in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public 
order, health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms 
of others. 
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1.3.2 Limitations on freedom of thought, conscience, religion or belief, to the extent 

permissible at all, are only allowed with respect to manifestations of religion or belief. 

These limitations face a number of important qualifications and restrictions. The limita-

tion must be "prescribed by law". The European Court of Human Rights has held that 

this phrase "does not merely refer back to domestic law but also relates to the quality of 

law, requiring it to be compatible with the rule of law, which is expressly mentioned in 

the preamble to the Convention".9 Accordingly, this test can be referred to as the "rule 

of law constraint". Rules that are impermissibly vague may fail to meet this test. 

The second constraint is the limited set of permissible justifications: limitations must be 

"in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, health or morals, or 

for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others". This list narrows the range of 

state interests that can justify overriding religious freedom. It is important to note that 

national security interests are not alone sufficient. 

Of specific importance is the third constraint: limitations must also be "necessary in a 

democratic society". The European Court of Human Rights has found that democratic 

society necessarily presupposes religious pluralism. In articulating the importance of 

freedom of religion or belief, the European Court has noted that it is "one of the most 

vital elements that go to make up the identity of believers and their conception of life, 

but it is also a precious asset for atheists, agnostics, sceptics and the unconcerned. The 

pluralism indissociable from a democratic society, which has been dearly won over the 

centuries, depends on it".10 Similarly, the Court has acknowledged the significance of 

the "pluralism, tolerance and broadmindedness without which there is no democratic 

society".11 

                                                 
9 European Court of Human Rights, case of Malone v. The United Kingdom, 82 Eur. Ct. H.R. (ser. A) at 
32 (1984). 
10 See European Court of Human Rights Kokkinakis v. Greece, judgment of 25 May 1993, Series A 
no. 260-A, p. 17, § 31, see also Buscarini and Others v. San Marino [GC], no. 24645/94, § 34, ECHR 
1999-I. 
11 European Court of Human Rights, Manoussakis and Others v. Greece, case no. 59/1995/565/651 para-
graph 41. 
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The Court has recognized the importance of a margin of appreciation of cultural differ-

ence that State authorities have in this area. This is vital to the gradual process of Euro-

pean integration while maintaining respect for difference in relation to religious and 

cultural matters. Nonetheless, the Court has made it clear that in delimiting the margin 

of appreciation that applies to religious freedom issues, it "must have regard to what is 

at stake, namely the need to secure true religious pluralism, an inherent feature of the 

notion of a democratic society".12 With this background in mind, the Court has con-

strued the "necessary in a democratic society" requirement to mean that the limitation in 

question must be "justified in the circumstances of the case by a pressing social need" 

and that the contested measure must be "proportionate to the legitimate aim pursued".13 

Moreover, in assessing whether a restriction is proportionate to the legitimate aim pur-

sued, "very strict scrutiny" must be applied.14 

1.3.3 Often times, freedom of religion or belief is closely linked with the freedom of 

association. 

Article 11 of the ECHR, dealing with freedom of association reads: 

1. Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and to free-
dom of association with others, including the right to form and to join 
trade unions for the protection of his interests. 

2. No restrictions shall be placed on the exercise of these rights other 
than such as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic so-
ciety in the interests of national security or public safety, for the preven-
tion of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals or for the 
protection of the rights and freedoms of others. This article shall not pre-
vent the imposition of lawful restrictions on the exercise of these rights 
by members of the armed forces, of the police or of the administration of 
the state. 

                                                 
12 Ibid, paragraph 44. 
13 Kokkinakis, cited above A 260-A (1993), paragraph 50. 
14 Manoussakis, cited above paragraph 44. 
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The European Court©s 1998 decisions in United Communist Party of Turkey v. Turkey15 

and Sidiropoulos & Others v. Greece16 have further elaborated on freedom of associa-

tion and have significant implications for the law of religious associations. In the Sidi-

ropoulos case the Court stated categorically that "the right to form an association is an 

inherent part" of the right to freedom of association and that 

citizens should be able to form a legal entity in order to act collectively 
in a field of mutual interest is one of the most important aspects of the 
right to freedom of association, without which the right would be de-
prived of any meaning. The way in which national legislation enshrines 
this freedom and its practical application by the authorities reveal the 
state of democracy in the country concerned. Certainly States have a 
right to satisfy themselves that an association©s aim and activities are in 
conformity with the rules laid down in legislation, but they must do so in 
a manner compatible with their obligations under the Convention and 
subject to review by the Convention institutions.17 

As with limitations on manifestations of religion, the Court emphasized that in assessing 

the right to association, exceptions in ECHR (article 11(2)) 

are to be construed strictly; only convincing and compelling reasons can 
justify restrictions on freedom of association. In determining whether a 
necessity within the meaning of Article 11 § 2 exists, the States have 
only a limited margin of appreciation, which goes hand in hand with rig-
orous European supervision embracing both the law and the decisions 
applying it, including those given by independent courts.18 

1.3.4 Depending on their structure, religious association laws may also violate non-

discrimination provisions of the ECHR (articles 1, 14). 

                                                 
15 30 January 1998. 
16 10 July 1998. 
17 Sidiropoulos, paragraph 40. 
18 Ibid. 
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1.3.5 In the present context, the case Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia v. Moldova, 

which was decided by the European Court of Human Rights in 200119, is of particular 

relevance. This case is therefore reported and cited here in more detail: 

1.3.5.1 The case originated in an application against the Republic of Moldova lodged by 

the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia (Mitropolia Basarabiei � i Exarhatul Plaiurilor) 

and a number of Moldovan nationals, because the Moldovan authorities had not regis-

tered the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia on the ground that there had already been 

registered another church of the same (orthodox) denomination, namely the Metropoli-

tan Church of Moldova. The Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia is attached to the Patri-

archate of Bucharest, the Metropolitan Church of Moldova is subordinate to the Patriar-

chate of Moscow. 

1.3.5.2 The Government of Moldova had refused recognition of the Metropolitan 

Church of Bessarabia arguing that this Church, as an Orthodox Christian Church, was 

not a new denomination, since Orthodox Christianity had already been recognised in 

Moldova at the same time as the Metropolitan Church of Moldova. According to the 

Moldovan Government, there was absolutely no difference, from the religious point of 

view, between the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia and the Metropolitan Church of 

Moldova. 

The Government of Moldova had also stated that this conflict concealed a political con-

flict between Romania and Russia; were it to intervene by recognising the Metropolitan 

Church of Bessarabia, which it considered to be a schismatic group, the consequences 

were likely to be detrimental to the independence and territorial integrity of the young 

Republic of Moldova. 

1.3.5.3 In 1992 the applicant natural persons had joined together to form the Metropoli-

tan Church of Bessarabia as a local, autonomous Orthodox Church. According to its 

                                                 
19 European Court of Human Rights, Case of Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia and Others v. Moldova, 
Application no. 45701/99, Judgment, Strasbourg, 13 December 2001, Final, 27/03/2002. 
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articles of association, it took the place, from the canon-law point of view, of the Met-

ropolitan Church of Bessarabia which had existed until 1944. In December 1992 it was 

attached to the patriarchate of Bucharest. 

The Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia adopted articles of association which declared 

its non-political character and stated that it shall respect the laws of the State and inter-

national human rights law. 

The Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia had established 117 communities in Moldovan 

territory and a number of communities abroad. Nearly one million Moldovan nationals 

were at the time of the decision of the European Court of Human Rights affiliated to the 

Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia, which had more than 160 clergy. 

1.3.5.4 The Government of Moldova submitted that the refusal to register the Metro-

politan Church of Bessarabia was intended to protect public order and public safety. 

The Moldovan State, whose territory had repeatedly passed in earlier times from Roma-

nian to Russian control and vice versa, had an ethnically and linguistically varied popu-

lation. That being so, the young Republic of Moldova, which had been independent sin-

ce 1991, had few strengths it could depend on to ensure its continued existence, but one 

factor conducive to stability was religion, the majority of the population being Orthodox 

Christians. Consequently, recognition of the Moldovan Orthodox Church, which was 

subordinate to the patriarchate of Moscow, had enabled the entire population to come 

together within that Church. If the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia were to be recog-

nised, that tie was likely to be lost and the Orthodox Christian population dispersed 

among a number of Churches. Moreover, under cover of the Metropolitan Church of 

Bessarabia, which was subordinate to the patriarchate of Bucharest, political forces 

were at work, acting hand-in-glove with Romanian interests favourable to reunification 

between Bessarabia and Romania. Recognition of the applicant Church would therefore 

revive old Russo-Romanian rivalries within the population, thus endangering social 

stability and even Moldova’s territorial integrity. 
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1.3.5.5 The European Court of Human Rights referred to its settled case-law to the ef-

fect that, as enshrined in ECHR (article 9), freedom of thought, conscience and religion 

is one of the foundations of a "democratic society" within the meaning of the Conven-

tion. It is, in its religious dimension, one of the most vital elements that go to make up 

the identity of believers and their conception of life, but it is also a precious asset for 

atheists, agnostics, sceptics and the unconcerned. The pluralism indissociable from a 

democratic society, which has been dearly won over the centuries, depends on it. 

The European Court of Human Rights has also said that, in a democratic society, in 

which several religions coexist within one and the same population, it may be necessary 

to place restrictions on this freedom in order to reconcile the interests of the various 

groups and ensure that everyone’s beliefs are respected.20 

However, in exercising its regulatory power in this sphere and in its relations with the 

various religions, denominations and beliefs, the State has a duty to remain neutral and 

impartial.21 What is at stake here according to the European Court of Human Rights is 

the preservation of pluralism and the proper functioning of democracy, one of the prin-

ciple characteristics of which is the possibility it offers of resolving a country’s prob-

lems through dialogue, without recourse to violence, even when they are irksome.22 

Accordingly, the role of the authorities in such circumstances is not to remove the cause 

of tension by eliminating pluralism, but to ensure that the competing groups tolerate 

each other.23 

The European Court of Human Rights further observed that in principle the right to 

freedom of religion for the purposes of the ECHR excludes assessment by the State of 

the legitimacy of religious beliefs or the ways in which those beliefs are expressed. 

State measures favouring a particular leader or specific organs of a divided religious 

                                                 
20 See Kokkinakis, cited above, p. 18, § 33. 
21 See Hasan and Chaush v. Bulgaria [GC], no. 30985/96, § 78, ECHR 2000-XI. 
22 See United Communist Party of Turkey and Others v. Turkey, judgment of 30 January 1998, Reports 
1998-I, p. 27, § 57. 
23 See Serif v. Greece, no. 38178/97, § 53, ECHR 1999-IX. 
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community or seeking to compel the community or part of it to place itself, against its 

will, under a single leadership, would also constitute an infringement of the freedom of 

religion. In democratic societies the State does not need to take measures to ensure that 

religious communities remain or are brought under a unified leadership.24 Similarly, 

where the exercise of the right to freedom of religion or of one of its aspects is subject 

under domestic law to a system of prior authorisation, involvement in the procedure for 

granting authorisation of a recognised ecclesiastical authority cannot be reconciled with 

the requirements of ECHR (article 9(2)).25 

Moreover, since religious communities traditionally exist in the form of organised struc-

tures, ECHR (article 9) must be interpreted in the light of ECHR (article 11), which 

safeguards associative life against unjustified State interference. Seen in that perspec-

tive, the right of believers to freedom of religion, which includes the right to manifest 

one’s religion in community with others, encompasses the expectation that believers 

will be allowed to associate freely, without arbitrary State intervention. Indeed, the 

autonomous existence of religious communities is indispensable for pluralism in a de-

mocratic society and is thus an issue at the very heart of the protection which ECHR 

(article 9) affords.26 

According to its settled case-law, the European Court of Human Rights leaves to States 

party to the Convention a certain margin of appreciation in deciding whether and to 

what extent an interference into the rights of ECHR (article 9) is necessary. In doing 

this the European Court of Human Rights ascertains whether the measures taken at na-

tional level are justified in principle and proportionate. It takes into account what is at 

stake, namely the need to maintain true religious pluralism, which is inherent in the 

concept of a democratic society.27 Similarly, the European Court of Human Rights gives 

a good deal of weight to that need when determining, as ECHR (article 9(2)) requires, 

                                                 
24 See Serif, cited above, § 52. 
25 See, mutatis mutandis, Pentidis and Others v. Greece, judgment of 9 June 1997, Reports 1997-III, 
p. 995, § 46. 
26 See Hasan and Chaush, cited above, § 62. 
27 See Kokkinakis, cited above, p. 17, § 31. 
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whether the interference corresponds to a "pressing social need" and is "proportionate to 

the legitimate aim pursued".28 

1.3.5.6 The Government of Moldova had submitted that the non-registration of the Met-

ropolitan Church of Bessarabia was necessary in a democratic society. In the first place, 

to recognise the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia the State would have had to give up 

its position of neutrality in religious matters, and in religious conflicts in particular, 

which would have been contrary to the Moldovan Constitution and Moldovan public 

policy. It was therefore in order to discharge its duty of neutrality that the Government 

had urged the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia to settle its differences with the Met-

ropolitan Church of Moldova first. 

Secondly, the refusal to recognise, in the Moldovan Government’s submission, had 

been necessary for national security and Moldovan territorial integrity, regard being 

made to the fact that the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia engaged in political activi-

ties, working towards the reunification of Moldova with Romania, with the latter coun-

try’s support. Such activities endangered not only Moldova’s integrity but also its 

peaceful relations with Ukraine, part of whose present territory had been under the ca-

nonical jurisdiction of the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia before 1944. The Gov-

ernment further had asserted that the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia had been sup-

ported by openly pro-Romanian Moldovan parties, who denied the specificity of 

Moldova, even sometimes during debates in Parliament, thus destabilising the Moldo-

van State. 

Thirdly, in the Moldovan Government’s submission, the refusal to recognise the Metro-

politan Church of Bessarabia had been necessary to preserve social peace and under-

standing among believers, because the aggressive attitude of the Metropolitan Church of 

Bessarabia, which sought to draw other Orthodox Christians to it and to swallow up the 

                                                 
28 See, mutatis mutandis, among many other authorities, Wingrove v. the United Kingdom, judgment of 
25 November 1996, Reports 1996-V, p. 1956, § 53. 
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other Churches, had led to a number of incidents which, without police intervention, 

could have caused injury or loss of life. 

Lastly, the Moldovan Government emphasised that, although they had not recognised 

the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia, the Moldovan authorities were acting in a spirit 

of tolerance and permitted the applicant Church and its members to continue their ac-

tivities without hindrance. 

1.3.5.7 Despite of the allegations by the Moldovan Government, the European Court of 

Human Rights observed that the State’s duty of neutrality and impartiality was incom-

patible with any power on the State’s part to assess the legitimacy of religious beliefs, 

and required the State to ensure that conflicting groups tolerate each other, even where 

they originated in the same group. The European Court of Human Rights considered 

that by taking the view that the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia was not a new de-

nomination and by making its recognition depend on the will of an ecclesiastical author-

ity that had been recognised – the Metropolitan Church of Moldova – the State failed to 

discharge its duty of neutrality and impartiality. Consequently, the Moldovan Govern-

ment’s argument that refusing recognition was necessary in order to uphold Moldovan 

law and the Moldovan Constitution was rejected. 

In view of politically dangerous activities, the Moldovan Government had also submit-

ted that in reality the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia was engaged in political activi-

ties contrary to Moldovan public policy and that, were it to be recognised, such activi-

ties would endanger Moldovan territorial integrity. 

The European Court of Human Rights reiterated that, in the absence of any evidence, 

the European Court of Human Rights could not conclude that the Metropolitan Church 

of Bessarabia was linked to the political activities of the Moldovan organisations, which 

were allegedly working towards unification of Moldova with Romania. Furthermore, it 

noted that the Moldovan Government had not contended that the activity of these asso-

ciations and political parties was illegal. 
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As for the possibility that the Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia, once recognised, 

might constitute a danger to national security and territorial integrity, the European 

Court of Human Rights considered that this was a mere hypothesis which, in the ab-

sence of corroboration, cannot justify a refusal to recognise it. 

1.3.5.8 From this decision of the European Court of Human Rights it therefore is evi-

dent that non-recognition of a religious entity just because there already is another reli-

gious entity of the same denomination or confession is impermissible. 

1.4 One of the predominant and most relevant provisions of international law protecting 

the right of freedom of religion or belief is ICCPR (article 18). 

1.4.1 ICCPR (article 18) reads: 

1. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and 
religion. This right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or 
belief of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in community 
with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in 
worship, observance, practice and teaching. 

2. No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to 
have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice. 

3. Freedom to manifest one©s religion or beliefs may be subject only to 
such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect 
public safety, order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and free-
doms of others. 

4. The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect 
for the liberty of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure 
the religious and moral education of their children in conformity with 
their own convictions. 

In 1993, the U.N. Human Rights Committee issued its General Comment No. 22 (48) 

which provides a detailed official interpretation of the meaning of ICCPR (article 18). 

The General Comment begins by noting that "[t]he right to freedom of thought, con-
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science and religion ... is far-reaching and profound; it encompasses freedom of 

thoughts on all matters, personal conviction and the commitment to religion or belief, 

whether manifested individually or in community with others". It notes that "the funda-

mental character of these freedoms is ... reflected in the fact that this provision cannot 

be derogated from, even in time of public emergency, as stated in article 4(2)". 

The General Comment further notes that limitations on freedom of religion, to the ex-

tent permissible at all, are only allowed with respect to manifestations of religion: 

Article 18 distinguishes the freedom of thought, conscience, religion or 
belief from the freedom to manifest religion or belief. It does not permit 
any limitations whatsoever on the freedom of thought and conscience or 
on the freedom to have or adopt a religion or belief of one©s choice. 
These freedoms are protected unconditionally, as is the right of everyone 
to hold opinions without interference in article 19(1). No one can be 
compelled to reveal his thoughts or adherence to a religion or belief. 

Similarly, "[t]he freedom from coercion to have or to adopt a religion or belief and the 

liberty of parents and guardians to ensure religious and moral education cannot be re-

stricted". This is consistent with the notion that internal beliefs themselves may not be 

regulated, and also follows from the fact that these matters are addressed separately in 

article 18(2). 

The General Comment pays particular attention to the permissible restrictions on mani-

festations of religion. 

In interpreting the scope of permissible limitation clauses, States parties 
should proceed from the need to protect the rights guaranteed under the 
Covenant, including the right to equality and non-discrimination ... Limi-
tations imposed must be established by law and must not be applied in a 
manner that would vitiate the rights guaranteed in article 18. ... 
[P]aragraph 3 of article 18 is to be strictly interpreted: restrictions are not 
allowed on grounds not specified there, even if they would be allowed as 
restrictions to other rights protected in the Covenant, such as national se-
curity. Limitations may be applied only for those purposes for which 
they were prescribed and must be directly related and proportionate to 
the specific need on which they are predicated. Restrictions may not be 
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imposed for discriminatory purposes or applied in a discriminatory man-
ner. 

It is important to note that thus any limitations to the right to manifest one’s religion or 

belief must be prescribed by law, serve one of the purposes listed in ICCPR (arti-

cle 18(3)), and be necessary for attaining this purpose. This means that interference with 

this right must be set down in formal legislation or an equivalent norm in a manner ade-

quately specified for the enforcement organs. There must be adequate certainty of the 

scope of the limitations. 

Furthermore, the interference must be necessary to attain one of the purposes listed in 

the ICCPR (article 18(3)). The restrictions must thus be proportional in severity and 

intensity to the purpose being sought and may not become the rule. This also means that 

the restriction must be proportionate in the given case.29 

1.4.2 The ICCPR reinforces the substantive protections of freedom of religion by 

strongly articulating the obligation to equal treatment and non-discrimination. The 

ICCPR makes it very clear that State parties are obligated "to respect and to ensure to 

all individuals within its territory and subject to its jurisdiction the rights recognized in 

the present Covenant, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, lan-

guage, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or 

other status" (ICCPR article 2(1)). Moreover, the Covenant does more than articulate a 

recommended ideal. It obligates State parties "to take the necessary steps ... to adopt 

such legislative or other measures as may be necessary to give effect to the rights rec-

ognized in the present Covenant" (ICCPR article 2(2)) and to make certain that persons 

whose rights or freedoms are violated shall have effective remedies (ICCPR arti-

cle 2(3)). Further, ICCPR (article 26) provides: 

All persons are equal before the law and are entitled without any dis-
crimination to the equal protection of the law. In this respect, the law 

                                                 
29 For these rules on the permissible restrictions cf. Manfred Nowak, U.N. Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights. CCPR Commentary, 2nd revised edition, 2005, pp. 425-426; Sarah Joseph, Jenny Schultz, and 
Melissa Castan, The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 2nd edition, 2004, pp. 507-508. 
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shall prohibit any discrimination and guarantee to all persons equal and 
effective protection against discrimination on any ground such as race, 
colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or so-
cial origin, property, birth or other status. 

The U.N. Human Rights Committee has underscored the importance of non-

discrimination in its General Comment No. 18 (37), which interprets the equality provi-

sions of the ICCPR. In its view, "[n]on-discrimination, together with equality before the 

law and equal protection of the law without any discrimination, constitute a basic and 

general principle relating to the protection of human rights". While the Covenant itself 

does not define discrimination, the Human Rights Committee States, consistent with the 

general usage of this term in international law, that 

"discrimination" as used in the Covenant should be understood to imply 
any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference which is based on 
any ground such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other 
opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status, and 
which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recogni-
tion, enjoyment or exercise by all persons, on an equal footing, of all 
rights and freedoms. 

General Comment No. 18 (37) also stresses that the Covenant is not limited in its reach 

to discrimination with respect to the protection of the substantive rights it enunciates. 

While Article 2 limits the scope of the rights to be protected against dis-
crimination to those provided for in the Covenant, Article 26 does not 
specify such limitations. That is to say, Article 26 provides that all per-
sons are equal before the law and are entitled to equal protection of the 
law without discrimination, and that the law shall guarantee to all per-
sons equal and effective protection against discrimination on any of the 
enumerated grounds. In the view of the Committee, Article 26 does not 
merely duplicate the guarantee already provided for in Article 2 but pro-
vides in itself an autonomous right. It prohibits discrimination in law or 
in fact in any field regulated and protected by public authorities. Article 
26 is therefore concerned with the obligations imposed on States parties 
in regard to their legislation and the application thereof. Thus, when leg-
islation is adopted by a State party, it must comply with the requirement 
of Article 26 that its content should not be discriminatory. In other 
words, the application of the principle of non-discrimination contained in 
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Article 26 is not limited to those rights which are provided for in the 
Covenant. 

ICCPR (article 27) affords particular protection against discrimination where "ethnic, 

religious or linguistic minorities exist". It provides that "persons belonging to such mi-

norities shall not be denied the right, in community with the other members of their 

group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practice their own religion, or to use 

their own language". The U.N. Human Rights Committee©s General Comment 

No. 23 (50) on article 27 indicates that "the persons designed to be protected are those 

who belong to a group and who share in common a culture, a religion and/or a lan-

guage. Those terms also indicate that the individuals designed to be protected need not 

be citizens of the State party." The General Comment goes on to note that 

Article 27 confers rights on persons belonging to minorities which "ex-
ist" in a State party. Given the nature and scope of the rights envisaged 
under the article, it is not relevant to determine the degree of permanence 
that the term "exist" connotes. Those rights simply are that individuals 
belonging to those minorities should not be denied the right, in commu-
nity with members of their group, to enjoy their own culture, to practice 
their religion and speak their language. Just as they need not be nationals 
or citizens, they need not be permanent residents. 

1.5 The United Nation©s 1981 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intoler-

ance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief, though not formally binding as 

a treaty obligation, distils many of the principles articulated in the ICCPR. 

Article 2(2) of the 1981 Declaration defines "intolerance and discrimination based on 

religion or belief" as: 

Any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on religion or 
belief and having as its purpose or its effect nullification or impairment 
of the recognition, enjoyment or exercise of human rights and fundamen-
tal freedoms on an equal basis. 

Article 3 of the 1981 Declaration underscores the significance of the anti-discrimination 

norm established by article 2, noting that "Discrimination between human beings on the 
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grounds of religion or belief constitutes an affront to human dignity and a disavowal of 

the principles of the Charter of the United Nations, and shall be condemned as a viola-

tion of the human rights and fundamental freedom proclaimed in the Universal Declara-

tion of Human Rights..." 

Article 6 of the 1981 Declaration spells out the implications of the foregoing religious 

freedom norms for a variety of recurrent and practical contexts that are vital to religious 

freedom. Article 6 provides: 

In accordance with article 1 of the Declaration, and subject to the provi-
sions of article 1(3), the right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion 
or belief shall include, inter alia, the following freedoms: 

(a) To worship or assemble in connexion with a religion or belief, and to 
establish and maintain places for these purposes; 

(b) To establish and maintain appropriate charitable or humanitarian in-
stitutions; 

(c) To make, acquire and use to an adequate extent the necessary articles 
and materials related to the rites or customs of a religion or belief; 

(d) To write, issue and disseminate relevant publications in these areas; 

(e) To teach a religion or belief in places suitable for these purposes; 

(f) To solicit and receive voluntary financial and other contributions 
from individuals and institutions; 

(g) To train, appoint, elect or designate by succession appropriate leaders 
called for by the requirements and standards of any religion or belief; 

(h) To observe days of rest and to celebrate holidays and ceremonies in 
accordance with the precepts of one©s religion or belief; 

(i) To establish and maintain communications with individuals and 
communities in matters of religion and belief at the national and interna-
tional levels. 
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2.   Analysis and recommendations in general 

In this part some of the points are highlighted that run through the draft law as whole. 

While it is important to note that many provisions of the draft law do indeed meet high-

est standards of international law and best practice in protecting the freedom of religion 

or belief and that the draft law does a lot to ensure religious freedom and tolerance, and 

to provide positive conditions for manifesting religion or belief, a number of points of 

concern make the draft law in parts incompatible with international commitments. The 

draft law also explicitly states that any kind of religious discrimination is not allowed. 

However, there are certain points of concern that repeatedly figure throughout the draft 

law. Since the comments are not a comprehensive review, further issues may be in-

cluded in the draft law that can give rise to concern, but are not addressed here. 

2.1 The draft law seems to make a distinction between a church, a religious community, 

and a religious group. However, it is not clear what the difference could be. 

One possibility is that the term "church", as a genuinely Christian term not to be found 

in other religions, should figure in the law. Religious community could stand for those 

entities in religions that form communities but not churches, whereas religious group 

would be taken for entities within those religions that do not form any communities, but 

associations, foundations, etc. 

On the other hand the distinction in terms could refer to a hierarchy among such enti-

ties. 

Also, the distinction could point at a difference in internal cohesion within the respec-

tive entities, with stronger cohesion in churches and less intensive cohesion in religious 

groups. 

Furthermore, the distinction could indicate a difference in seize by which religious 

groups would be smaller than religious communities. 
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Moreover, the distinction could implicitly refer to other manifestations of religious col-

lectivities, religious groupings, religious foundations, etc., that are not covered by the 

draft law. 

The draft law apparently does not make any distinction in substance, legal status or le-

gal consequences between a church, a religious community, and a religious group. All 

three entities are apparently treated alike. It is not clear why then such a distinction 

should be introduced. 

It is recommended that the distinction should either be deleted or that the distinction 

should be made clear in its function. 

2.2 It is not clear what the status in law is for those groupings that have been established 

for religious reasons, but do not figure as a church, religious community or a religious 

group in the meaning of the draft law. Manifestations of religion or belief must be freely 

possible in community with others even if their grouping is not registered. 

It is recommended that the status of religious groupings that do not form a church, reli-

gious community or religious group is made clear. 

2.3 The draft law (article 4(1)) seems to introduce a difference between establishing a 

church, a religious community or a religious group without a legal status on the one 

hand and to gain a legal status with legal capacity of a church, a religious community or 

a religious group through registration on the other hand. Registration of a church, reli-

gious community or a religious group would give such entities the "capacity of legal 

entity" (article 8(1)). This could indicate that a church, a religious community, and a 

religious group can exist in the Macedonian law without being registered and without 

having the status of a legal entity. 

However, it is not clear whether there is such a distinction. It is also not clear what the 

legal consequences would be. In some cases the draft law explicitly speaks of a "regis-

tered" church, religious community, and religious group (e.g. articles 15(3), 15(5), 
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16(2)), in other cases the draft law refers to the term church, religious community, and 

religious group without such qualification (e.g. article 1(1), 4(1), 4(2), 5(1, 2), 5(4), 

6(1), 7, 8(1,2), 15(1), 16(1), 20(1), 21(1), 22 et al.). In some of those cases such as draft 

law (article 21 or article 27) one might expect that the rights attributed might depend on 

prior registration of the church, religious community or religious group, but no explicit 

reference is made to registration. In other cases such as draft law (article 4(2), 5, 6, 7, 

21(1)) one should expect that all religious collectivities or groupings should be referred 

to regardless of their legal status. 

It is recommended that the legal difference between registered and non-registered 

churches, religious communities, and religious groups should be made more explicit and 

clear. It is also recommended to make clear that also non-registered religious entities 

can freely manifest their religion in community as is stated in the international instru-

ments. 

3.   Analysis and recommendations per article 

In this part points are raised as they arise per article of the draft law. Some of the points 

of concern that run through several or all articles have been highlighted above (cf. 2), 

they will not necessarily be raised in this part again. Since these comments are not a 

comprehensive review, further issues may be included in the draft law that can give rise 

to concern, but are not addressed here. Also, the following analysis does not address 

each article of the draft law explicitly; rather it highlights those provisions that most 

openly and directly solicit special comments. 

3.1 Article 1 

The reasons for the distinction in draft law (article 1) between the terms "church", "reli-

gious community", and "religious group" are not clear. 

The draft law (article 1(1) is – at least in its English translation – not clear in that it pro-

vides: "This law regulates the establishment and the legal status of a church, religious 
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community and a religious group, the expression of belief and religious gathering." It is 

uncertain what the function of the second half sentence: "the expression of belief and 

religious gathering" is. 

The provision could – at least in its English translation – be read as: "This law regulates 

the establishment and the legal status of a church, religious community and a religious 

group, and the expression of belief and religious gathering." In such an understanding, 

the draft law would be comprehensive and virtually all-encompassing in respect of 

manifestations of religion. In this reading the law would be highly problematic, since it 

could be understood as limiting manifestations of religion or belief to what it explicitly 

allows. This would – as stated in more detail below – unduly limit manifestations of 

religion or belief in private, by non-registered religious groupings, and non-citizens. 

The provision could also be read as stating: "This law regulates the establishment and 

the legal status of a church, religious community and a religious group, as being the 

expression of belief and religious gathering." In such an understanding the provision 

could be seen as unduly restricting manifestations of religion or belief, because it would 

limit such manifestations to establishing and operating the religious entities mentioned 

and exclude other manifestations. 

The provision could also be read as saying: "This law regulates the establishment and 

the legal status of a church, religious community and a religious group, as being an ex-

pression of belief and religious gathering." In such an understanding there would be no 

objections against this provision. 

It is recommended to clarify the wording of the provision. 

3.2 Article 3 

The draft law (article 3) implies that conscientious religious practices must give way to 

general duties imposed by legislation. However, under international standards, consci-

entious religious practices need only to give way to legislation that is strictly necessary 

to furthering legitimate State interests in public safety, order, health, or morals or the 
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fundamental rights and freedoms of others. Thus, this provision overstates permissible 

limitations on manifestations of conscience that could be overridden by legislation. 

It is recommended to further clarify and narrow the duties of conscientious objections. 

3.3 Article 4 

3.3.1 Article 4(1) provides that "the citizens can freely and publicly establish a church, 

religious community or a religious group". 

This provision could be understood as preventing anyone who is not a citizen of the 

Republic of Macedonia from founding a church, a religious community or a religious 

group that would not have the status as a legal person. While there may be reasons to 

rule that only citizens can establish a legal person in a given country it would not be 

permissible to prevent non-citizens from collectively manifesting their religion or belief. 

Freedom of religion or belief is a human right. It does not depend on the status as citi-

zen. 

The restriction to citizens is re-iterated in article 9 of the draft law. Since the draft law 

(article 9) is placed within the subsection "Legal Status of a Church, Religious Commu-

nity and a Religious Group" which at least primarily deals with registration issues, arti-

cle 9 could be read as referring only to registration and obtaining the capacity of legal 

entity. Article 4 of the draft law which figures within the subheading "I. General Provi-

sions" does not make any (at least explicit) reference to registration. 

It is thus not clear what the meaning of draft law (article 4(1)) is in referring to citizens. 

It is recommended to further clarify this issue. It is recommended to make clear that also 

non-citizens of the Republic of Macedonia can freely manifest their religion or belief by 

founding a church, religious community or a religious group at least beyond registra-

tion. 

3.3.2 The draft law (article 4(1)) could be understood as prohibiting anyone to privately 

establish a church, a religious community or a religious group inasfar as it provides that 
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"the citizens can … publicly establish a church, religious community or a religious 

group". 

ECHR (article 9) and other pertinent international instruments provide for the human 

right to manifest one’s religion or belief in private and to do so together with others. 

This means that it must be possible to privately establish a grouping performing reli-

gious activities without registering it or going public otherwise. 

It is recommended to make clear that a religious entity can be established in private. 

3.4 Article 5 

3.4.1 The draft law (article 5(1)) provides that "no one can prevent the church, religious 

community and the religious group in performing its activities". This is rather far-

reaching. From its mere wording this provision could be understood as excluding State 

action against illegal activities of a church, religious community or a religious group. 

That probably is not what the draft law would want to say. 

It is recommended to clarify this issue. 

3.4.2 The draft law (article 5(2)) provides that "the activity of the church, religious 

community and the religious group is public …". This could be read as prohibiting pri-

vate activities of a church, religious community or a religious group. Such a meaning 

would violate ECHR (article 9(1)) and other pertinent international instruments. These 

international instruments provide that religious manifestations must be possible in pri-

vate and together with others. 

However, the draft law (article 5(2)) could also be understood as indicating that 

churches, religious communities and religious groups have a public function and that 

they contribute to public life. In such an understanding those entities would be seen as 

being positive factors in public life. Such an understanding would be in harmony with 

international instruments and best practice. 
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It is recommended to make the provision more clear and to choose a meaning compati-

ble with international instruments. 

3.5 Article 6 

While the draft law (article 6) seems to refer to limitation clauses in international in-

struments such as ECHR (article 9(2)) or ICCPR (article 18(3)), the provision does not 

use the same wording. This may be due to translation difficulties. However, the wording 

of the translation could be read as limiting freedom of religion or belief more intensely 

than the international instruments would allow to do. The term "public security" as a 

ground for limitations should read "public safety". Public security is not a permissible 

ground for limitations under international instruments such as ICCPR (article 18(3)). 

Furthermore, the draft law (article 6) at least in its translation refers to limitations "nec-

essary in one society". However, ECHR (article 9(3)) allows only those limitations that 

are "necessary in a democratic society". 

It is recommended to use the same wording of the limitation clause as found in ECHR 

(article 9(2)) in the draft law. 

3.6 Article 8 

The draft law (article 8(3)) provides in the translation used that "For one confession, to 

register only one only one church, religious community or religious group" (sic). These 

comments presume that the provision should read: "For one confession only one church, 

religious community or religious group can be registered". Such a provision would be in 

contradiction with ECHR (article 9) and other pertinent international instruments. 

It is not clear what the term "confession" means. The term "confession" could be under-

stood as "authoritative formulation of the beliefs of a religious community (or, by trans-

ference, of individuals)", "longer, more detailed doctrinal declarations".30 The term 

                                                 
30 Cf. Article "Creed and Confession", in: The New Encyclopedia Britannica in 30 Volumes, Micropedia, 
vol. III: Ready Reference and Index, 15th ed., 1973-1974. 
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"confession" could also be understood as a synonym for "denomination". The term 

could mean e.g. Christianity as such or Orthodox Christianity, Catholic Christianity, 

Protestant Christianity; Judaism; Islam as such or Sunnite Islam, Shiite Islam, Sufi Is-

lam. It could also mean more distinct entities of a specific religion such as Roman 

Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Macedonian Orthodox, Russian Orthodox. 

The provision could be understood as preventing the registration of split-offs from ex-

isting churches, religious communities or religious groups. It could also entail the pro-

hibition of registration of competing churches, religious communities or religious 

groups. 

The comments would like to recall the findings of the European Court of Human Rights 

in the case of Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia and others v. Moldova31 referred to 

and cited above. The comment would like to recall that the European Court of Human 

Rights has held it incompatible with any power on the State©s part to assess the legiti-

macy of religious beliefs and has required the State to ensure that conflicting groups 

tolerate each other even when they originated in the same group. The European Court of 

Human Rights has held it impermissible to deny registration of a church on the mere 

ground that another church of the same denomination or confession had already been 

registered. This has been decided taking into mind that the divide between two rivalling 

churches of the same confession or denomination could even endanger the very exis-

tence of the State. In such a case, however, the State must find other ways than non-

registration of a religious entity to ensure its own existence. 

From the decision of the European Court of Human Rights it is also clear that illegal 

activity of a religion and endangering public safety can be a reason of denying registra-

tion only when there is sufficient evidence of such activity on the part of the religion. 

The draft law (article 8(3)) does not require such evidence. Instead, the provision denies 

                                                 
31 European Court of Human Rights, former 1st section, Case of Metropolitan Church of Bessarabia and 
others v. Moldova, application no. 45701/99, judgment, Strasbourg, 13. December 2001, final, 
27/03/2002. 
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registration on the mere ground that there already is a religious entity registered for the 

confession. 

It is recommended to delete this provision. 

3.7 Article 9 

The draft law (article 9) could be read as prohibiting non-citizens of the Republic of 

Macedonia to form a church, religious community or a religious group in the Republic 

of Macedonia even if this entity is not to be registered. As outlined above, this would 

not be consistent with the pertinent international instruments. 

3.8 Article 10 

3.8.1 The draft law (article 10(2)) could be understood as prohibiting the registration of 

a church, religious community or religious group that contains the name or the symbol 

of other states. This could mean that it would not be possible to register a church or de-

pendencies thereof such as the Church of England, the Church of Scotland, the Church 

of Sweden, the Russian-Orthodox Church, or the Greek-Orthodox Church. 

It is not clear, why such a provision should be necessary. The name of a religious entity 

can well be part of its religious identity; it is a manifestation of religion or belief. Limi-

tations on the right to manifest one©s religion in public must pursue a legitimate aim and 

must be necessary in a democratic society. There is no plausible reason, why – in a de-

mocratic society – it should be necessary to implement such a restriction. If in a specific 

case using a specific name for a church, religious community or religious group should 

be regarded detrimental to any of the legitimate aims of limiting the manifestation of 

religion or belief it would be possible and sufficient to prohibit using that specific name. 

It is recommended to delete the provision. 

3.8.2 The draft law (article 10(4)) provides that the headquarters of the church, religious 

community or religious group should be on the territory of the Republic of Macedonia. 
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This could be read as prohibiting the registration of churches, religious communities or 

religious groups the leading body of which in terms of internal hierarchy is not situated 

in the Republic of Macedonia. While it could be consistent with international instru-

ments to require the representative body of a church, religious community or religious 

group in terms of registration to be resident and domiciled in the Republic of Mace-

donia it would be highly problematic to require the leading body in terms of theology 

and internal religious hierarchy to be resident and domiciled in the Republic of Mace-

donia. 

It is recommended to clarify the meaning of the provision in consistency with the inter-

national instruments. 

3.9 Article 15 

3.9.1 The draft law (article 15(1)) provides that "religious rituals, and other ways of 

religious expressing are performed in religious temples, graveyards and other premises 

owned by the church, religious communities and religious groups". The draft law (arti-

cle 15(2)) further states that "religious rituals, and other ways of religious expressing 

can take place in other public premises and public places, if public peace and order, are 

not violated". 

In this wording the provision could be understood as prohibiting religious rituals and 

other ways of religious manifestations in private. That would be inconsistent with inter-

national instruments. The ECHR (article 9(1)) and ICCPR (article 18(1)) guarantee to 

freely manifest one©s religion or belief in private. 

3.9.2 It is not clear why the limitation clause "if public peace and order are not violated" 

is attached only to article 15(2) of the draft law. It seems to be rather clear that manifes-

tations of religion or belief in places indicated by draft law (article 15(1)) must also not 

violate public peace and public order. The same applies to private premises and places. 
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3.9.3 The draft law (article 15(3)) provides that "religious rituals in a public religious 

facility can perform only a person from a registered church, religious community or 

religious group in the Republic of Macedonia or with their permission". 

It is not clear what the term "public religious facility" means. There are religions for 

which a certain place can be a holy place such as a mountain, a river, a well or a place a 

revelation took place, etc. Such places may well be public places. It is not perceivable 

why religious rituals on such places should need the permission of a registered church, 

religious community or religious group. 

3.9.4 It is not clear what the term "religious rituals" in draft law (article 15(3)) means. 

Religious rituals can be blessings, prayers, etc. It would be quite impermissible to pro-

hibit prayers by anyone who is not permitted by a registered church, religious commu-

nity or religious group in the Republic of Macedonia to do so. 

3.9.5 The draft law (article 15(3)) is also vague in requiring "their" permission, 

i.e. registered church, religious community or a religious group. In the present wording 

it is not clear whether a permission of all of them is needed or only of one of them and 

which one that would be. 

3.9.6 The draft law (article 15(4)) is not clear. It is not clear what "false public represen-

tation" could entail nor what "misuse" of religious uniforms and symbols would entail. 

3.9.7 The draft law (article 15(5)) is not clear in what the term "public religious facili-

ties" exactly means. 

3.9.8 It is recommended to clarify the terms and the meaning of the draft law (arti-

cle 15). 

3.10 Article 16 

3.10.1 The draft law (article 16(1)) provides that "a religious facility can not be built 

without prior approval of the church, the religious community or the religious group in 

Republic of Macedonia". 



 33 

This provision could be understood as requiring the prior approval of all churches, reli-

gious communities and religious groups in the Republic of Macedonia for the building 

of a religious facility. It is, however, evident from the case law of the European Court of 

Human Rights and the former European Commission of Human Rights that any re-

quirement of authorisation by another church or religious community to establish a 

place of worship or another religious facility is incompatible with ECHR (article 9).32 

The provision could also be understood as requiring the approval of the church, the reli-

gious community or the religious group to which this specific religious facility refers. 

It is recommended to clarify the meaning of the provision. 

3.10.2 While the draft law (article 15(3) and (5)) refers to "public religious facilities" 

draft law (article 16(1)) speaks of "a religious facility". This could indicate that the draft 

law (article 16(1)) requires prior approval for the building of any religious facility, even 

private ones. That could entail the construction of a private chapel, a cross on private 

ground, etc. However, it is evident from the case law of the European Court of Human 

Rights that any requirement of authorisation by another church or religious community 

to establish a place of worship or a religious facility is incompatible with ECHR (arti-

cle (9)).33 

The draft law (article 16(2)) requires "State bodies competent for bringing the urban 

plans, are obliged to ask for an opinion from the registered church, religious community 

or religious group for the need of building a religious facility". 

While it would be permissible to require State development authorities to ask religions 

about their needs it would be impermissible to give a specific religious entity a right to 

decide about the needs of another religious entity. 

It is recommended to clarify the meaning of the provision. 

                                                 
32 Cf. ECHR, Pentidis v. Greece, cited above; ECHR Manoussakis v. Greece, cited above. 
33 Cf. ECHR, Pentidis v. Greece, cited above; ECHR Manoussakis v. Greece, cited above. 
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3.11 Article 18 

The draft law (article 18(1 and 2)) provides for freedom of practicing religious rituals in 

specific institutions such as hospitals or the military. 

It is recommended to make clear that not only religious rituals are legal, but also other 

forms of manifestations of religion or belief such as spiritual care or religious obser-

vances depending on the requirements of the well-functioning of the institution. 

The draft law (article 18(3)) provides that no one shall ask for information from author-

ized religious officials and religious clerks from what they have learned while perform-

ing their duty. This is a rather far-reaching provision. It might not be necessary to pro-

hibit anyone asking for information. Probably, the protection of the confessional secret 

is meant. For this it would be enough to provide that no authorized religious official or 

religious clerk is obliged to make any statement on what he or she have learned while 

performing their duty. 

3.12 Article 20 

The draft law (article 20(1)) provides that "churches, religious community and religious 

group are allowed to organize religious teaching". 

This provision could be understood as prohibiting religious teaching by others than 

(registered) churches, religious communities or religious groups. However, the interna-

tional instruments such as ECHR (article 9), ICCPR (article 18) guarantee freedom of 

religion or belief for everyone "in teaching". Thus, it must be possible for others than 

registered churches, religious communities or religious groups to organize religious 

teaching. 
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3.13 Article 21 

The draft law (article 21(1)) provides, that "Churches, Religious communities and reli-

gious groups have the right to establish religious schools at all levels of education, ex-

cept in elementary education, for teaching religious officials, as well as in dormitories 

and students houses for accommodation of persons that are being educated in these in-

stitutions". 

It must be clear that also other religious entities than registered churches, religious 

communities and religious groups can freely educate their officials and clergy. 

3.14 Article 23 

The draft law (article 23(2)) provides that if the Government of Republic of Macedonia 

rejects the complaint against the prohibition to establish a religious school this means 

that establishing of that religious school is not allowed. This provision could be under-

stood as excluding legal remedies before an independent court. However, at least best 

practice provides for the right to appeal to independent courts against state decisions. 

It is suggested to redraft the provision allowing appeal to an independent court. 

3.15 Article 25 

The draft law (article 25) limits the right of non-citizens of the Republic of Macedonia 

to give religious instruction in religious schools. While it can be legitimate to restrict 

labour rights to citizens it would be highly problematic to prohibit working in a reli-

gious institution just because of religion. 

It should be clarified that instructing in religion is not treated differently from instruct-

ing or teaching in other fields of knowledge. 
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3.16 Article 27 

It must be clear that others than registered churches, religious communities and reli-

gious groups can establish private schools. 

3.17 Article 28 

The draft law (article 28(2)) could be understood as prohibiting anyone other than (reg-

istered?) churches, religious communities or religious groups from organizing visits in 

holy places. It must be clear, however, that anyone can organize such visits. ECHR (ar-

ticle 9) guarantees manifestation of religion or belief alone and in community with oth-

ers regardless of the form of organization. 
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Appendix I 

 

Law on the Legal Status of Churches, Religious Communities and Re-
ligious Groups 

 
or  
 

Law on the Legal Status of a Religious Community, Church and Reli-
gious Group 

 
 

I. General provisions 
 
 

Article 1 

 

This law regulates the establishment and the legal status of a church, religious commu-

nity and a religious group, the expression of belief and religious gathering. 

 

In accordance with the Constitution of Republic of Macedonia, the church, religious 

community and the religious group it’s separated from the State and equal before the 

law. 

 

Article 2 

 
Everyone has a right on freedom of thought, conscience and belief. 

 

This right includes the freedom of expression of its religion of belief, alone or together 

with the others, publicly or privately. 

 

� � �� � � � � �¶
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According to paragraph 1 and 2 of this article, it is guarantied the freedom of belief and 

the right of expression of the religion in accordance with the Constitution of Republic of 

Macedonia and the highest international standards for human rights and the interna-

tional declarations and conventions for the freedom of belief and expression of religion. 

 

Article 3 

 

Any kind of religious discrimination is not allowed. 

 

The religious persuasion does not exempt the citizen from the obligations that he has 

according to the Constitution, laws and other regulations, except if that is not regulated 

by law or other regulations. 

 

Article 4 

 

The citizens can freely and publicly establish a church, religious community or a reli-

gious group. 

 

The church, the religious community and the religious group have the right to be organ-

ized freely in accordance to their institutional structure and to regulate their internal 

relations according to their provisions, and other religious norms. 

 
 

Article 5 

 

No one can prevent the Church, religious community and the religious group in per-

forming its activities. 
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The activity of the Church, religious community and the religious group is public and 

should be in accordance to the Constitution, Laws and other provisions of Republic of 

Macedonia, international declarations and conventions for the freedom of belief and 

expression of religion. 

 

State institutions and organs, in frames of their obligations and authorizations should 

provide conditions for continuous performing of activity of the Church, religious com-

munity and the religious group. 

 

With this law internal cooperation between the State, the church, religious community 

and the religious group is regulated in spirit of dialogue and partnership. 

 

Article 6 

 

The activities of a Church, religious community and a religious group can be limited 

only with legal measures on the benefit of the public security, order, health and moral, 

or for protecting the rights and freedoms of others, necessary in one society. 

 

Article 7 

 

The church, religious community and the religious group or anyone else can not, in any 

way force or obstruct the human being or the citizens to express belief and religiously to 

determine him/her self, to become or to be a member of a certain church, religious 

community or group or to perform certain religious rituals or other kinds of believe ex-

pression. 
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LEGAL STATUS OF A CHURCH, RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY AND 
A RELIGIOUS GROUP 

 

Article 8 

 

The legal Status of the church, the religious community and the religious group is 

gained through registration in authorized the court with what the church, religious 

community and religious group gains the capacity of legal entity. 

 

The authorized State body to establish special evidential-statistical nomenclature for 

registering a church, religious community and or religious group. 

 

For one confession, to register only one only one church, religious community or reli-

gious group. 

 

Registration of a church, religious community or a religious group can be challenged by 

already existing registered church, religious community or religious group of the same 

confession with submitting an appeal at the competent court for registering within 

90 days from the day of the registration. 

 

Article 9 

 

A foreign citizen can not establish a church, religious community or religious group in 

Republic of Macedonia. 
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Article 10 

 

The name and the symbols of the church, religious community and religious group 

should be different from the names of other already registered churches, religious com-

munities or groups. 

 
The name and the symbol of a church, religious community or religious group shouldn’ t 

contain state symbols, symbols of the state or public organs and institutions as well as 

names and symbols of other states. 

 

If in the name of the church, religious community or religious group, the word “Repub-

lic of Macedonia”  is used, in this case words “ in the Republic of Macedonia”  should be 

used. 

 

The headquarters of the church, religious community or religious group should be on 

the territory of the Republic of Macedonia. 

 

Article 11 

 
The church, the religious community or the religious group is enrolled in the Unique 

Court Registry of the churches, religious communities and religious groups (on the text 

bellow: court registry). 

 

The Court Registry from paragraph 1 of this article is managed by the Basic Court 

Skopje1. 

 

The data enrolled in the court registry are public. 
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Article 12 

 
The applicant is obliged to appoint a person who will be responsible for submitting the 

registry form to the organ within 30 days from the day when the decision for establish-

ment is brought. 

 

With the application form from Paragraph 1 of this article the church, religious commu-

nity or the religious group also submits: 

- decision for establishment; 

- statute or other act which regulates the status, organization and acting; 

- decision for designation of persons in charge, i.e. person that will represent 

the church, religious community and religious group; 

- name and headquarters of the of the Church, religious community or reli-

gious group; 

- short description of the symbols and marks that are to be used by the church, 

religious community and religious group; 

 

Article 13 

 
The competent court is obliged in the time limit of 30 days from the date of submission 

of the request for registration to bring a decision for enrolling of the church, religious 

community or religious group in court registry. 

 

If the competent court determines that the request for registration of a church, religious 

community or religious group is not in accordance to the provisions from this law, in-

forms the submitter of this request in writing and determines the time limit for harmoni-

zation with provisions of this law. 

The time limit from the previous paragraph it shouldn’ t be less than 15 days and longer 

than 90 days. 
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If the submitter of this request after the written notification from the court will not pro-

ceed in the time limit prescribed with paragraph 3 from this article it is considered that 

the applicant of the registration for a church, religious community or religious group is 

withdrawing the request. 

 

If the competent court rejects the request for registration in court registry, the applicant 

can appeal this decision to the Appellate court in Skopje, in the time limit of 15 days 

after the acceptance of the decision from the registry court. 

 

Article 14 

 

The legal status of a church, religious community or religious group ceases with its 

erasing from the registry with a lawful decision for erasing issued by the competent 

court. 

 

Persons in charge for representing the church, religious communities or religious group 

are obliged to submit to the registry court application for every status changes or cancel-

lation of a church, religious community or religious group, within 30 days from the day 

of bringing such decision. 

 

 
 

RELIGIOUS RITUALS 
 

Article 15 

 
Religious rituals, and other ways of religious expressing are performed in religious tem-

ples, graveyards and other premises owned by the church, religious communities and 

religious groups. 
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Religious rituals, and other ways of religious expressing can take place in other public 

premises and public places, if public peace and order, are not violated. 

Religious rituals in a public religious facility can perform only a person from a regis-

tered church, religious community or a religious group in Republic of Macedonia or 

with their permission. 

 

It is not allowed, false public representation of clergyperson and religious clerks, and 

misuse of religious uniforms and symbols. 

 

No one is allowed to hinder a clergyperson and religious clerk of the registered chur-

ches, religious communities or the religious groups in Republic of Macedonia in prac-

ticing their religious activities in the public religious facilities and everywhere that the 

law allows.  

 

Article 16 

 
A religious facility can not be built without prior approval of the church, the religious 

community or the religious group in Republic of Macedonia. 

 

State bodies competent for bringing the urban plans, are obliged to ask for an opinion 

from the registered church, religious community or religious group for the need of buil-

ding a religious facility. 

 

Article 17 

 

Religious rituals like baptism, circumcision of a juvenile is allowed only with parent©s 

or guardian©s agreement, and if the juvenile is older than fourteen years, his own agree-

ment as well in a written form. 

� � �� � � � � � 
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Necessary hygiene, health and other conditions are required for these rituals. 

The hygienic and health conditions from paragraph 2 of this article are prescribed by the 

competent body with a special act. 

 

Article 18 

 

Persons who stay in hospitals, foster homes and homes for elderly persons, army and 

police instructions and premises, prisons and similar institutions, can practice religious 

rituals for expression of their faith. 

The persons from paragraph one of this article can be visited by authorized religious 

officials for practicing religious rituals. 

No one shall ask for information from an authorized religious officials and religious 

clerks from what they have learned while performing their duty. 

 

Article 19 

 
When, in accordance with law, special measures are undertaken for protection of the 

health of the citizens, the public order and peace, the security and property of larger 

range, the authority in charge of internal affairs may forbid religious gatherings and 

visits to religious manifestations during the period of existence of the circumstances that 

caused the undertaking of the special measures. 

 
 

RELIGIOUS TEACHING AND OTHER EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITES 
OF THE RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES AND GROUPS 

 

Article 20 

 
Churches, religious community and religious group are allowed to organize religious 

teaching. 
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Religious teaching, can take place in premises where religious rituals are committed and 

other ways of expressing the faith, as well as in other public and private premises and 

places, if public peace and order is not violated. 

 

Religious educational services held in public educational institutions are regulated by 

separate law. 

 

Article 21 

 
Churches, Religious communities and religious groups have the right to establish reli-

gious schools at all levels of education, except in elementary education, for teaching 

religious officials, as well as in dormitories and students houses for accommodation of 

persons that are being educated in these institutions. 

 

The religious schools are equal with other educational institutions and their pupils and 

students have the same rights. 

 

Article 22 

 
The church, religious community or the religious group is obliged to submit the infor-

mation for establishing a religious school, with the act for the goals and the internal or-

ganization of the school and the curriculum in accordance with this law, to the organ 

responsible for the issues of churches, religious communities and religious groups, at 

least 90 days in advance from the day that is planned the start of the works. 

 

The institution competent for churches, religious communities and religious group’s 

issues is obliged to deliver its opinion to the church, religious community or religious 
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group within 60 days from the day of submission of the information, after they have 

received an opinion from the competent Ministry. 

Article 23 

 

If the opinion of the authority competent of the churches, religious communities and 

religious group issues is negative, the church, religious community or the religious 

group has a right to file a complaint to the Government of the Republic of Macedonia 

within 15 days from receiving the opinion. 

If the Government of Republic of Macedonia rejects this complaint, it means that estab-

lishing of that religious school is not allowed. 

 

Article 24 

 
Lesson plans and educational programs of this type of schools should not be in contra-

diction with the Constitution and the laws. 

 

The competent Ministry is allowed to conduct an inspection of the educational plan and 

program in the religious schools, related to par.1 of this article. 

 

Article 25 

 
The educational process in this type of schools can be performed only by a resident of 

Republic of Macedonia. 

 

In exceptional cases, if the church, religious community or the religious group has need 

of certain personnel, instruction in religious school can also be performed by a foreign 

citizen, but only temporarily and in accordance with the provisions for sojourn of for-

eign citizens in Republic of Macedonia, after previous permission from the authority in 

charge of the churches, religious communities and religious group issues. 

� � �� � � � � �¶
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Article 26 

 

The churches, religious communities and religious groups are running independently 

with the religious schools and other educational facilities that can be established in ac-

cordance with this law, and with the dormitories, students’  houses. 

 

The person in charge for running religious schools, educational institution or dormitory 

is obliged to make available all the data necessary for conducting insight in their opera-

tions, to the authority in charge of the issues for the churches, religious communities 

and religious groups, and in prescribed time determined by this authority to eliminate 

eventual irregularities. 

 

Article 27 

 

The church, religious community and the religious group, also has a right to establish 

educational institutions of all levels of education, except in primary education, in accor-

dance with the law and upon previously obtained opinion from the competent Ministry. 

 

Article 28 

 
Churches, religious communities and religious groups may establish humanitarian, cul-

tural, social, educational, health and charity and other institutions in procedures and 

under conditions determined by law. 

The church, religious community and the religious group, can organize visits in holy 

places. 
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Article 29 

 
Churches, religious communities and religious groups may use media for public infor-

mation, and to publish, issue, import and export printed materials in accordance with the 

laws, and to establish their own means of public information. 

 

 

INCOMES OF CHURCHES RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES AND RELI -
GIOUS GROUPS 

 

Article 30 

 

Churches, religious communities and religious groups are non-profitable and gain in-

comes for its activities through their own asset, heritage, presents, legacy, from per-

forming religious rituals, from performing humanitarian, educational, cultural and other 

social activities, by selling of religious publications and souvenirs, from voluntary con-

tributions and donations of local and foreign citizens and companies, and assigned or 

not-assigned support from the government and from local self-governance. 

 

Article 31 

 

Churches, religious communities and religious groups are disposing with their incomes 

independently according with the provisions of the churches, religious communities and 

religious groups and state regulations. 
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Churches, religious communities and religious group’s incomes will be treated accord-

ing to the law and provisions that are related to the non-profitable, educational and hu-

manitarian organizations. 

 

 

Article 32 

 

Churches, religious communities and religious groups that have registered economic 

activity, in the part of this activity are subject of paying tax, determined with proper 

provisions. 

 

Article 33 

 

Churches, religious communities and religious groups may collect voluntary contribu-

tions for religious, humanitarian and other aims according to the article 28 from this 

law. 

No citizen should be forced or forbidden to give contributions for the aims cited in 

paragraph 1 of this article. 

 

Article 34 

 
Social, pension and health insurance of religious clerks is regulated with different provi-

sions. 

 

 
 

CONCLUDING AND FINAL REGULATIONS 
 

Article 35 
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Basic Court Skopje I, as registry court, is obliged within three months from the day of 

this law going into effect to introduce register book for the churches, religious commu-

nities and religious groups. 

 

The authority in charge of the churches, religious communities and religious group is-

sues, is obliged within 30 days from the day of this law going into effect to transfer to 

the competent court the data for the churches, religious communities and religious 

groups that are already included in its register book. 

 

In accordance with the Constitution, the Macedonian Orthodox Church, as well as the 

Islamic Religious Community in Republic of Macedonia, Catholic Church, Evangelistic 

–Methodist Church, Jewish Community and other registered churches, religious com-

munities and religious groups that are registered until 1998 year are holding the current 

legal subjectivity and status and are not obliged for repeated procedure of registration.  

 

Already registered churches, religious communities and religious groups from para-

graph 3 of this article are obliged to harmonize their activity with the regulations of this 

law within six months from the day of its enforcement. 

 

Article 36 

 
From the day of the enforcement of this law, the Law Religious Communities and reli-

gious groups is no longer valid (“Official Gazette of the Socialist Republic of Mace-

donia”  No.35/77 from 23 July 1997). 

 

Article 37 
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This law enters into force eight days after the day of its announcement in the “Official 

Gazette of the Republic of Macedonia” . 
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RATIONALE 

 

For bringing a Law on the Legal Status of a Church, Religious Community and Reli-

gious Group (alternative: Law on the Legal Status of Religious Community, Church ad 

Religious Group) 

 

I . Reasons for  which the Law should be brought 

 

The Law on Religious Communities and Religious Groups (“Official Gazette of the 

Republic of Macedonia”  no. 35/97) regulates many issues pertaining to the activity of 

the religious communities and religious groups in the Republic of Macedonia. However, 

the everyday changes in the Republic of Macedonia which also reflect on the field of 

the freedom of confession and religious persuasions, as well as on the promotion of the 

field of human rights and freedoms, impose the need for bringing a new corresponding 

law. This, even more that during the time of validity of the current law, the Constitu-

tional Court of the Republic of Macedonia abrogated some of the articles of this law 

with its decisions, thus creating an obligation for new legal solutions to be offered, 

which based on the character of the decisions of the Constitutional Court, couldn’ t be 

prepared with amendments and supplements of the existing law. Besides the need for 

new solutions on the issues contained in the provisions annulled by the Constitutional 

Court, the necessity for regulating some issues of importance for the activity of the reli-

gious communities and groups which were not tackled by now also imposed. In that 

context, it is necessary to adjust the legal provisions in this field with the amendments 

to the Constitution of the Republic of Macedonia with regard to the freedom of confes-

sion of the citizens, likewise ensuring legal conditions for a more appropriate expression 

and fulfillment of these freedoms in accordance with the corresponding international 

documents and because of harmonizing it to the European regulations in this plan. 
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I I . Goals of the Law 

 

The goals of the Law are regulation of the establishment and the legal status of the reli-

gious communities and groups, i.e. religious communities, churches and religious 

groups, and the expression of confession and religious association in the Republic of 

Macedonia. More precisely, it is the regulation of the constitutional guarantees on the 

freedom of confession and freedom of expression of confession in accordance with the 

highest international standards on human rights and international declarations and cove-

nants and regulation of mutual cooperation between the state and the churches, religious 

communities and groups in the spirit of the dialogue and cooperation. In that sense, the 

Law determines the conditions for establishing and registration of a church, religious 

community and religious group; it regulates the subject related to the religious rituals 

and of other manners of expression of confession; then the right to religious edification 

and the educational activities of the churches, religious communities and groups, like-

wise the manners of acquisition and disposition with the incomes of the churches, reli-

gious communities and religious groups. 

 

I I I . the content of the Law 

 

During the preparation of the draft of the new Law, a democratic procedure was fol-

lowed, with a widest consultation on the text with the existing religious communities 

and groups and citizens’  associations interested on this topic. 

In respect of the content of the Law, it should be said that some issues were regulated 

with the current Law on Religious Communities and Religious Groups as well. Never-

theless, the new Law foresees many new solutions. 

Above all, a change of the name of the Law is proposed (Law on the Legal Status of the 

Church, Religious community and Religious Group, the alternative: Law on the Legal 

Status of the Religious Community, Church and Religious Group) which represents 

harmonization with the real existence of the churches, which in that manner distinct in 

terminological and substantial sense from the other forms of religious associations. 
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With regard to the legal status of the churches, religious communities and religious 

groups, the most important novelty is that this status is gained with the registration in a 

competent court with introducing a unique court register and not as it was the case up to 

present, with a registration by a state body competent of issues on relations with reli-

gious communities and groups. 

The proposed law regulates more precisely the issues concerning the execution of reli-

gious rituals, while one of the novelties is the possibility of practicing religious rituals in 

institutions such as hospitals, centers for children and elders’  care, Army and Police 

institutions, penitentiaries, and alike. The Law regulates the manner of the practice of 

religious rituals as well. 

This law also regulates the issue of the religious preaching and educational activities of 

the churches, religious communities and groups, but not the issue of religious edifica-

tion within profane institutions, which is regulated with special laws. A novelty is that 

churches, religious communities and groups have the right to establish educational insti-

tutions of all educational levels, except primary education. 

With regard to the incomes of churches, religious communities and groups, besides the 

already existing manners of acquisition and disposal with those incomes, it is made pos-

sible for the registration of economic activity as well, which underlies tax obligations 

determined with other regulations. 

The social, retirement, handicap and health insurance of the religious servants is as-

sessed as not pertinent to the provisions of this law and this subject should be regulated 

with special regulations. 

The proposed draft of the Law does not contain punitive provisions, which is also a 

novelty. Namely, in respect of the sanctions, the law in fact refers to the appropriate 

criminal and misdemeanor provisions. 

 

IV. Financial means 

 

No financial means from the budget of the Republic of Macedonia are needed for im-

plementing this law. 
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V. Drafting of the Law 

 

Having in mind the fact that the fulfillment of the freedom of confession is one of the 

fundamental values of our legal system, the Committee for Relations with Religious 

Communities and Religious Groups conducted a very democratic procedure while pre-

paring the proposed draft of the law: 

- Experts’  assistance was provided in order to ascertain the most adequate le-

gal solutions, while similar legal solutions of many countries were con-

sulted, among which those of Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Serbia and Montenegro, Bulgaria, Romania, Lithuania, Russia, Sweden, 

Germany, Portugal and of other countries. 

- For the purpose of exchange of opinions between the churches, religious 

communities and groups, many discussions took place with the representa-

tives of the Interethnic Council, as well as two debates with the representa-

tives of the religious groups in the Republic of Macedonia. There were pro-

posals given in these meetings for concrete solutions in the legal draft. 

- The NGO sector was included in reviewing and preparation of the draft of 

the Law, too. A debate was held on the Working Version of the Law on Re-

ligious Communities and Religious Groups in organization of the NGO 

European Youth of Macedonia, Helsinki Committee, Foundation Open So-

ciety Institute and the Macedonian Center for International Cooperation, 

with participation of representatives of political parties in the Republic of 

Macedonia. 

- A special Conference on the topic of “Freedom of Religion and Confession 

in Macedonia”  was held, organized by the Helsinki Committee on Human 

Rights. 

- A debate on the solutions provided with the new Law took place in the fra-

mes of the NGO fair – Days of Religious Communities. 
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- Especially should be noted the three-days working meeting with the OSCE 

experts in the field of freedom of religion, in which not only that there were 

exchanged opinions on the content of the law, but concrete proposals were 

made as well, in order to regulate this matter in the spirit of the European 

determinations of the international and European regulations in this field. 
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Appendix II 
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