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This report is submitted by Siðmennt, the Icelandic Ethical Humanist Association April 2011 and was written by Hope Knútsson, president of Siðmennt. One of its main areas of concern is with the ‘Separation of Church and State’ and the discrimination resulting from the relationship between the State and the Church. Iceland still has a state religion. The Icelandic constitution gives special privileges and protection to one religious denomination, the Evangelical Lutheran church, despite the fact that there are at least 30 other religious organizations in Iceland and one secular life stance organization. This report will highlight these issues in greater detail.  Siðmennt considers that Iceland’s practice violates article 18 of the ICCPR as well as the non-discrimination provisions of articles 2 and 26. The population of Iceland is 318,000. Siðmennt has just over 300 members.
Article 18

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 freedoms 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.

Legislation favouring the State Church:

The Icelandic constitution gives special privileges and protection to one religious denomination, the Evangelical Lutheran church, despite the fact that there are at least 30 other religious organizations in Iceland and one secular life stance organization. 

Article 62 says that the Evangelical Lutheran Church shall be the state church of Iceland and the government shall therefore support and protect it.
Article 65 says that everyone shall be equal under the law and be guaranteed human rights regardless of gender, religion, opinions, ethnic origin, race, economic status, or other position.
The Icelandic constitution is now under review. A constitutional assembly was elected in November 2010 to initiate the process of revising the constitution and was supposed to start meeting in February 2011 but the Icelandic Supreme Court declared the election to be null and void because of some irregularities in the election process.  The Icelandic Parliament subsequently appointed most of the people who were elected to that assembly to be in a constitutional council, which started meeting in April and must submit its recommendations in June. (One person who was elected declined the appointment and was replaced by the next one in line).  

Oddný Mjöll Arnardóttir who is a leading Icelandic human rights lawyer and law professor, states that the Icelandic constitution does not offer people with a secular life stance the same protection as people with a religious life stance.

The role of the state regarding religion and life stance affairs should be to protect the rights of all citizens to hold and behave according to whatever life stance they so choose. Government should be neutral and independent regarding religion. Individuals’ life stances, be they religious or secular, are a private matter and it is not the domain of the state to discriminate against people based on their life stance.

1. In accordance with Art. 62 of the Icelandic Constitution, Why does the State Party discriminate in favour of those from the ‘Evangelical Lutheran Church’?  
They claim it is because historically, when the constitution was adopted in the 19th century, Iceland was an entirely homogeneous society. It was taken for granted that everyone was a member of the state church. At that time state churches were common. Times have changed since then.

2. What is the current status of the ‘review of the Constitution’ and what measures are being taken to ensure that the Icelandic Constitution complies with the ICCPR?
The first step of the constitutional review is underway now as the council appointed by Parliament started its deliberations this week. The entire process of constitutional review is long and complex. We are not aware of whether the Icelandic government is taking measures to ensure that the constitution will comply with the ICCPR.

Church Taxes: 

The Icelandic government collects a church tax from all its citizens even if they are not members of any church. People who are in religious organizations that are not officially registered or secular life stance organizations are forced to pay this tax but get nothing in return for it. The Icelandic government distributes a fixed amount for each member of every registered religious organization to those groups based on the number of members they have. The state church receives billions of Icelandic kronur above and beyond the standard amount that other religious groups get because of special building and other funds to which other groups do not have access. 

In order to be registered, as a religious organization in Iceland a group must meet three requirements: 

1) Have historical roots.

2) Be affiliated with similar groups internationally.

3) Show that they have regular ongoing activities. 
A committee of three people evaluates each application. Those people are: a state church clergyman and faculty member of the theology department of the University of Iceland, a faculty member from the Humanities department at the same university, and a representative of the Ministry of Justice and Human Rights (formerly called the Ministry of Justice and Ecclesiastical Affairs). Over the past decade Siðmennt applied twice for registration, primarily to test the law about registered religious organizations because we believed and our lawyers told us that we clearly met all three requirements. Nonetheless the committee rejected our application both times without giving substantial explanation for doing so.

Non-religious life stance organizations like Siðmennt (Humanists) are not supported financially and do not have equal legal status to religious life stance organizations despite being in existence for 20 years and offering similar services to religions. We consider the fact that these organizations do not have equal legal and funding status to be a human rights violation. Siðmennt conducts wedding ceremonies but they are not legal so the wedding couple must also go to a local registry office and get a civil service in order to be legally married. There are six countries in the world where Humanist wedding ceremonies are legal: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Norway, Scotland, and some parts of the USA.
1. On what basis is funding provided to religious organisations? What provisions does the State make to ensure that the funding of religious organisations is equitable and to provide an equal status to non-religious organisations which fulfil the same role in society?  
The church tax is collected from every adult Icelander who pays taxes, including all of our members and all people who are not members of any church. Since we get no money from the government, we must charge membership fees and that small amount is not enough for us to be able to hire regular paid staff or establish an office or meeting place in which to hold our many activities and ceremonies. This clearly and severely limits our growth. Interest in and demand for our services has grown enormously over the two decades of our existence and we have a hard time training enough people to provide them or hiring any staff to carry out the work of our organization. In our opinion and in the opinion of some of the minority religious groups, including the Lutheran Free Church, the government does not attempt to ensure that funding of different religious organizations is equitable and most certainly does not provide equal status to secular life stance groups. Siðmennt has been lobbying Icelandic Members of Parliament for years to pass a law about registered life stance organizations. The overwhelming majority of MPs with whom we have talked agree with us that our request is justified. Several political parties (including the two that are currently in power) have even put equal status of all life stance organizations on their party platforms. Several cabinet ministers have told us they support our request. And yet nobody has put forth such a bill.
Church involvement in Education:
Siðmennt has collected many examples from individuals documenting the discrimination they and their children have endured from some teachers and school authorities who do not understand the meaning of freedom of religion or secular education.
State church priests and deacons, with some exceptions and varying intensity, come into public nursery and primary school classrooms and indoctrinate children. It is often done without parental knowledge or permission or under the pretense that it is not indoctrination. School children are taken to churches and participate in religious rituals. Children in some classrooms participate in public prayers. The representatives of the Gideon Association come into classrooms and distribute bibles to all children, whether they are Christian or not and in some instances conduct public prayers. Children often participate in religious plays. All of these activities are defined by international human rights organizations as religious indoctrination. 

The clergy are most often called into schools to do crisis intervention after accidents or deaths, even though there are more qualified professionals such as psychologists and social workers who are not brought in as often. Icelandic theology students are not required to take any courses in pastoral counseling, crisis intervention, or therapeutic methods during their education. Some do take elective courses in these areas but none are required. On the other hand psychologists and other mental health professionals  undergo at least 5 years of education and clinical practice in therapeutic methods.

The majority of primary schools arrange 2 day trips or sometimes longer, in close cooperation with the state church for 13 year olds who are going to be confirmed in the state church. These trips are taken during school time, teaching is canceled and kids who are not getting confirmed in the state church are almost always left with no teaching or alternative activity.
Christian ethics and heritage written into school law and curriculum.

For 32 years, from 1974 till 2006 the law about nursery and primary schools included a phrase requiring that the curriculum be founded on Christian ethics. In 2006 the Minister of Education introduced a bill in Parliament to replace that phrase with a list of specific universal human values. Some conservative MPs stirred up a firestorm about the change. The “compromise” that was reached replaces Christian ethics with the list of universal values but added the phrase Christian heritage. In addition, the curriculum states that the moral values of Icelandic society originate in Christianity – period! By excluding other sources such as philosophical ones the Icelandic educational authorities allow lies by omission in this important official document. 

1. Why has the State Party failed to consolidate with parents/ legal guardians and gain their consent before exposing/teaching their children about religious practices? Do schools provide teaching on a range of religions and religious positions equally, or is priority given to the State Church? 
I cannot say officially or historically WHY the state does this! Icelandic schools are supposed to provide teaching about three other religions than Christianity during one year in the upper grade of elementary school: Buddhism, Islam and Judaism. Those religions do not get equal time, as Christianity education is included at every grade level, starting in nursery school. In most schools no mention is made about Humanism, atheism, pagan religions or any other of the hundreds of life stances that exist.
2. What provisions are made to cater to children that do not belong to the State Church? In particular are alternatives provided when the school organises a ‘Religious confirmation trip’? 
As far as we know, no provisions are made to cater to children who are not in the state church or are not Christian. Icelandic society has become multicultural in the past few decades but public policy still lags behind this reality. Children, whose parents request that they not participate in Christianity classes or go on church confirmation trips during school hours, are often left to sit alone in the hallway or library. Some of them stay home while most of their classmates go on those trips. In some cases, this unpleasant situation leads to those children being bullied.
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