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Religious Freedom Report

Cuba
Stable / Unchanged

Religion
Christians : 61.1%
Spiritists : 17.1%
Agnostics : 16.9%
Atheists : 4.3%
Others : 0.6%

Population
11.393.000

Area
109.884 Km2

Legal framework on freedom of religion and actual
application
Article five of the Cuban constitution,[1] amended in 2002, describes the Communist Party of Cuba as “the superior
leading force of the society and the state”, noting that Cuba’s guiding principles are socialist and that it is a one-party
state.
According to the constitution, the state “recognises, respects, and guarantees religious freedom.” Likewise article eight
states: “In the Republic of Cuba, religious institutions are separate from the state. The different creeds and religions enjoy
equal consideration.[2]
Similarly, the state “recognises, respects and guarantees freedom of conscience and religion, [and] simultaneously
recognises, respects, and guarantees the freedom of every citizen to change religious creeds, or not to have any; and to
profess the religious worship of their choice”. In addition article 55 states: “The law regulates the state’s relations with
religious institutions.[3]
Article 42 of the constitution states that religious discrimination is punishable by law.
However, it is important to note several passages in the constitution with the potential to clash with freedom of religion.
Article 39 deals with education. In its preamble it says: “The state guides, fosters, and promotes education, culture and
sciences in all their manifestations.” It goes on: “[The state] bases its educational and cultural policy on […] the Marxist
ideology and the ideas of José Martí,” adding that “Education is a function of the state” which promotes “the patriotic
education and communist training for the new generations.”
Looking further at the actual implementation, article 62 states that “None of the freedoms which are recognised for
citizens can be exercised contrary to […] the existence and objectives of the socialist state, or contrary to the decision of

the Cuban people to build socialism and communism. Violations of this principle can be punished by law.”
Up until 1992 there was article 54.3 which noted: “It is illegal and punishable to oppose faith or religious belief to the
Revolution […] and the other duties established by the constitution.” There is continuing confusion regarding the current
application of such principles, but the latest version of the constitution has removed this article.
It must be noted that, in law and in practice, there are important and significant restrictions on the practice of religious
freedom. In this context, for example article 237 of the Cuban Penal Code which states that the crime of “abuse of
religious freedom” is punished by detention of three to nine months if the religious practice is inconsistent with certain
commitments related to education, labour law and national defence.[4]
Special mention must be made of articles 239 and 240 of the Penal Code, which can entail jail terms of one to three
months for affiliation or membership “in an association not registered with the corresponding state agency” or
participation in demonstrations and meetings organised by such associations. Any association that has not been
authorised is unlawful. The promoters or directors of an unregistered association can be detained for three to nine
months.[5]
Religious groups must be registered with the Religious Associations Registry operated by the Ministry of Justice as
indicated in the law regarding worship and religious associations. During this process, the organisation is required to
identify the place where it will establish its activities and the source of its funding. Legal recognition is denied if the
organisation is deemed to duplicate the activities of another group which is already registered. Once recognised, religious
entities must request authorisation from the Religious Affairs Office to carry out their own activities.
Although it is not a religion but a set of practices, it has to be acknowledged that many Cubans practice Santería. These
quasi-religious practices are commonly intermingled with Catholicism, some groups even demand that practitioners be
baptised Catholics to qualify for full initiation; which makes it more difficult to estimate accurately the precise number of
Santería practitioners.
The Religious Affairs Office regulates the various aspects of religious life: it approves or denies visits by foreigners to
religious associations; approves the construction, repair or acquisition of places of worship; approves the purchase and
use of motor vehicles; grants permits to conduct public religious services; regulates the importation of religious literature,
etc.
Decisions 43 and 46 of February 2005, published in the Official Gazette (No. 8, April 2005), impose restrictions on the
use of places of worship. The first requires that if religious institutions plan to carry out repairs – including minor ones,
enlarge existing properties, or begin new works they must have prior government authorisation. The second lays out the
guidelines dealing with requesting, processing and authorising services to be held in private homes.[6]

Incidents
In the period under review (June 2016 to June 2018), most of the recorded incidents relate to breaches of the legal
restrictions outlined above; however, in many cases the breaches and sanctions have a religious element to them.[7] In
some incidents, the problem was the arbitrariness with which the laws were applied to religious adherents or individuals
motivated by religious principles.[8]
On 24th January 2018, three Catholic priests wrote a letter to Raul Castro denouncing the lack of freedom in Cuba.
Priests across the country supported the letter,[9] which looked at different issues that affect the Cuban people, including
the lack of religious freedom, which they summarised as follows:
The Church is tolerated, but it is constantly monitored and controlled. Complete religious freedom is curbed
through a restrictive policy of permits to worship. Christians can meet to share their faith but they are not
allowed to build a church. The Church can hold processions and even public Masses, but always on condition

of obtaining the express permission from the authorities with, if it is not granted, no allowance for an appeal or
an explanation. The Church can speak out in the churches but has no open access to mass media and, in the
few circumstances when this happens, it is always under censorship. Lay people are censored when they try to
apply their faith to political and social practice.[10]
Needless to say, the huge growth in the number of new churches and religious groups connected to different Protestant
group has been a clear challenge to existing laws. [11] Many of these groups are not recognised and therefore illegal,
while others have cult-like characteristics that would also raise questions about their structure and intentions elsewhere in
the world.[12]
On 12th November 2006, Rev Ibrahim Pina Borges, pastor of the Universal Pentecostal Church (Iglesia Pentecostal
Universal) and a member of the National Christian Alliance (Alianza Nacional Cristiana) presented a draft law on cults
and religious associations in Cuba,[13] to Cuba’s parliament, the National Assembly of People’s Power. Ten years later, in
2016, Rev Manuel Alberto Morejón Soler of the National Christian Alliance (an umbrella organisation for some 500
Protestant groups not legally recognised), once again asked the National Assembly to respond to the draft law presented
by Rev Borges. Although no answer was forthcoming, a meeting in January 2018 between state security officers and
Pastor Manuel Morejón to discuss the matter can be seen as a positive step.[14]
It is against such the background of restrictions on religious activity that we must view some of the recorded cases listed
below:
On 22nd October 2016, Pastor Juan Carlos Núñez Velázquez, a member of the Apostolic Movement, was sentenced to
one year’s house arrest after neighbours filed complaints against him for violating environmental laws because of the
noise generated by the meetings of his community. Rev Núñez Velázquez had been holding services for about 500 coreligionists in his compound. According to his own statements, his sound system had a volume of 150W, and the Sunday
service lasted from 9:30 am to 1:00 pm.[15]
On 21st February 2017, Pastor Ramón Rigal and his wife, Adya, were arrested and charged with “acting against the
normal development of minors” because they had decided to educate their seven and 11-year-old children at home. They
were released the next day and formally ordered to report in person to the police every week until their trial. In April they
were given a year of correctional labour under house arrest for refusing to allow their children to be educated in Cuban
state schools. In August 2017, Rigal lost his permit to work as a pastor of the Church of God.[16]
On 22nd October 2017, Misael Díaz Paseiro, a member of the Orlando Zapata Tamayo Civil Resistance Front, was
arrested for “pre-criminal social dangerousness”, that is, he was detained for political rather than religious reasons.
However, state security agents seized two Bibles, crucifixes and five rosaries from his home. He was sentenced to threeand-a-half years in prison. Initially, Paseiro was denied access to his Bible in prison and was not allowed visits from a
minister.[17]
In March 2018, several media outlets echoed the complaints of Christian ministry group Bíblica after 17,000 copies of
New International Version of the Bible were sent back to Miami in 2016 by the Religious Affairs Department of the
Communist Party.[18]
In a number of cases, defendants from religious communities successfully appealed their convictions, mostly obtaining
modifications to their sentences.[19] Churches and faith communities also launched appeals, and in some cases
sentences were overturned. The most encouraging case occurred in May 2017, when the superintendent of the
Assemblies of God was summoned to the Religious Affairs Office, where government officials announced that the 2015
order seizing more than two thousand churches belonging to the Assemblies of God was being revoked (see ACN’s
Religious Freedom in the World 2016 report, Cuba country report). In this case, a written document officially cancelling
the demolition order of one of the churches was provided.[20]
Regarding the restitution of places of worship and buildings once owned by faith communities and confiscated at the time

of the Revolution, religious authorities did announce some returns in 2013 and 2014.[21] In 2015, the construction of three
new Catholic churches was authorised for the first time, one in Havana, another in Santiago and a third in the western
province of Pinar del Río. [22] Since then, there has been no news about any more restitutions or permits.[23] In March
2017, the Italian newspaper La Stampa reported that the parish church of the town of Cobre, which was used previously
as a warehouse, was going to be returned to the Diocese of Santiago de Cuba,[24] but this has not yet taken place at the
end of the period covered by this report.
In recent years, one positive element has been the acceptance by the state of subsidiary charitable[25] and educational
projects, such as training facilities, nurseries, care centres for seniors and small libraries with religious material.
Equally, some reports indicate that it is becoming easier for foreign clergy and religious to enter the country. Both the
Catholic Church and the Church Council of Cuba (Consejo de Iglesia de Cuba) also noted that they were able to conduct
religious services in prisons and detention centres in some provinces.

Prospects for freedom of religion
In conclusion, it is clear from the evidence thus far examined that the situation holds out some promise for the future of
religious freedom in Cuba. If we analyse the situation of recent decades, freedom of religion in Cuba has undoubtedly
improved. The constitution now defines the state as secular whereas it had previously defined it as atheist. Thus, we can
say that the foundations for coexistence have been laid. There are some guarantees for freedom of worship and the
exclusion of Christians from mainstream social structures has diminished significantly.
Although all this is positive, it is not sufficient. The guidelines that govern freedom of religion and worship are imprecise,
sometimes contradictory and therefore arbitrary; hence, there is a long and hard road ahead. Cuba’s current project of
constitutional reform[26] could be another step towards freedom of religion as it is being proposed in light of socioeconomic changes affecting the lives of people across the country.
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