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Rights Council Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly 

and of association; Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right 

to freedom of opinion and expression; Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or 

belief; and Special Rapporteur on minority issues, with regard to ensuring the right 

to freedom of religion in the Russian Federation 
 

Reference: AL RUS 6/2015 
 

 The Russian Federation is a multi-faith State in which followers of different 
religions have traditionally enjoyed friendly coexistence. The world’s major religions 

and a wide range of other religions and belief systems form an integral part of the 

heritage of the Russian people. Historically, the majority of peoples living in the Russian 

Federation emerged from within the Russian territory and have played an important role 

in establishing the country’s multinational and multi-faith national identity over the past 
1,000 years. 

 The Constitution of the Russian Federation sets out important principles 

establishing religious freedom: equal human and civic rights and freedoms for all, 

irrespective of their religious beliefs; the inalienability of those rights and freedoms and 

their enjoyment by all people from birth; the inviolability of a person’s private life; a ban 

on any propaganda or agitation that incites religious hatred or promotes religious 

supremacy; the right to receive and disseminate information in any lawful manner; and 

the right to an alternative to military service on the basis of a person’s religious beliefs 

(articles 17, 19, 23, 28, 29 and 59 of the Constitution). 

 According to article 14 of the Constitution, the Russian Federation is a secular 

country and religion is separate from the State. Under current legislation, no religion 

may be established as an official State or mandatory religion. The incitement of religious 

discord, hatred or hostility is prohibited; freedom of conscience, freedom of religion and 

equal human and civil rights and freedoms for all, irrespective of their religious views or 

convictions are guaranteed; and no person may be forced to express or renounce his or 

her religious beliefs. 

 Federal Act No. 125-FZ of 26 September 1997 on freedom of conscience and 

religious associations (hereinafter referred to as “the Freedom of Conscience Act”) 

establishes the right of all people to freedom of conscience and religion and to equality 

before the law, irrespective of their religious views or convictions. 

 In the Russian Federation, the legal status of religious associations is regulated by 

the Civil Code, The Freedom of Conscience Act, Federal Act No. 7-FZ of 12 January 
1996 on non-profit organizations and other laws and regulations. 

 The Freedom of Conscience Act establishes the definition and possible forms of 

religious associations and guarantees the right of such associations to conduct their 

activities. It also guarantees the mutual non-interference of the State and religious 
associations in one another’s affairs. A religious group is understood as being a voluntary 

association of set up for the purpose of the communual exercise of religion, that 

conducts its activities without being registered with the State authorities or acquiring the 

capacity of a legal entity. The term “religious organization” is understood to mean a 

voluntary association of citizens of the Russian Federation or other persons residing 

permanently and legally in the Russian Federation, set up for the purpose of the 
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communual exercise of religion and duly registered as a legal entity. The Freedom of 
Conscience Act clearly states that all religious associations are equal before the law. 

 The State may not interfere in the determining by a citizen of his or her religious 
views or religious affiliation or the raising of children by parents or guardians in 
accordance with their convictions and the rights of the child to freedom of conscience 
and religion. Furthermore, the State may not impose on religious associations the 
obligation to fulfil the functions of State authorities, other State bodies or agencies or 
local government bodies; may not interfere in the activities of religious associations 
unless those activities contravene the law; and is required to ensure the secular nature of 
education in State and municipal educational establishments. In turn, religious 
associations may not interfere in State affairs, participate in the activities of political 
parties, or in the elections of State or local authorities or perform the functions of State 
authorities or local government bodies. 

 In accordance with Presidential Decree No. 1313 of 13 October 2004, the Ministry 
of Justice of the Russian Federation is responsible for ensuring the State registration of 
religious organizations and monitoring their activities. 

 According to the Federal Registration Service, as of the first half of 2015, 27,496 
religious communities of various denominations were registered with the Russian 
judicial authorities.  

 The largest religious denomination in the Russian Federation is the Russian 
Orthodox Church, which has under its jurisdiction more than 30,000 parishes (including 
those outside the Russian Federation), 788 monasteries, 6 theological academies, more 
than 50 seminaries and around 30 religious schools. The second largest religion in the 
Russian Federation in terms of the number of religious associations is Islam, with more 
than 6,000 mosques operating in the country. The judicial authorities have registered 
5,093 Islamic religious organizations (around 18 per cent of all the religious associations 
in the country). The Russian Federation has 266 registered Jewish organizations and 249 
Buddhist communities. In 1991, the country had four established apostolic 
administrations, which in 2002 became Roman Catholic dioceses and together form an 
ecclesiastical province. The country has 235 active Catholic parishes, around 20 
monastic orders (Jesuits, Assumptionists, Franciscans, Verbists, and others.), 2 working 
Catholic seminaries and theological institutes and more than 4,000 Protestant 
associations, which include evangelical Christians such as Pentecostal Christians 
(1,187), evangelical Baptists (835) and Seventh-day Adventists (568).  

 New religious movements are also active in the Russian Federation. They include, 
in particular, the International Society for Krishna Consciousness, the Scientology 
movement, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormonism), Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church, Baha’ism and others.  

 As of 1 October 2015, there were 407 Jehovah’s Witness organizations operating in 
the Russian Federation, including 1 centralized organization — the Administrative 
Centre of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Russia — and 406 local organizations.  

 At the federal level and in the majority of Russian regions, various mechanisms 
ensure interaction between religious associations and the State authorities. For example, 
the Council on Interaction with Religious Associations operates under the Office of the 
President of the Russian Federation, the Commission on Religious Organizations 
operates under the Government of the Russian Federation and advisory and expert 
committees work under the federal State authorities and regional heads. The Commission 
on Interethnic Relations and Freedom of Conscience under the Civic Chamber of the 
Russian Federation attaches great importance to interfaith cooperation and interaction 
with the authorities. 
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 One of the largest non-governmental organizations developing interfaith dialogue 
is the Interfaith Council of Russia, established on 23 December 1998 at a meeting of the 
heads and representatives of the Moscow Patriarchate, the Council of Muftis of Russia, 
the Central Spiritual Directorate of Muslims of Russia and European Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) Countries, the Congress of Jewish Religious Organizations and 
Associations in Russia and the Buddhist Traditional Sangha of Russia. The Council 
works primarily to coordinate the efforts of religious associations in the areas of 
peacebuilding, the development of relations between religions, society and the State, the 
strengthening of public morality, the preservation and renewal of the spiritual and 
cultural heritage of the Russian people, the organization of and support for interfaith 
dialogue on socially important and other related issues and cooperation with 
international interfaith organizations.  

 Russian school curricula include either a module on the history and fundamental 
principles of world religions or a secular module on moral and spiritual education, 
depending on the preference of the student and his or her parents.  

 Under the Freedom of Conscience Act, religious organizations may be liquidated 
only by the courts and their activities may be prohibited on the grounds set out in article 
14 of that Act. The basis on which the activities of a religious association or organization 
may be suspended or prohibited is stipulated in Federal Act No. 114-FZ of 25 July 2002 
on counteracting extremist activity. A religious organization may appeal against a court 
decision in accordance with the procedure established by law.  

 For the purposes of ensuring equal respect for all traditional religions practised in 
the Russian Federation, Federal Act No. 314-FZ amending the Act on counteracting 
extremist activity, under which texts setting out the spiritual basis for the world’s 
religions, their content and quotations from them may not be considered extremist 
materials, was adopted on 23 November 2015. 

 
















