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UNITED NATIONS, HUMAN RIGHTS,

FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF 

VANUATU
Fifth Session U.N. Human Rights Council Universal Periodic Review (4-15 May 2009)

UNIVERSAL PERIODIC REVIEW 

The Vanuatu Universal Periodic Review was held by the UN Human Rights Council on Tuesday 12 May 2009 from 9.00-12.00.  Open this link to access reports for the Vanuatu Universal Periodic Review: National Report; Compilation prepared by OHCHR; Summary prepared by OHCHR; Interactive Dialogue; Comments & Answers; Final Remarks.  
Link: HRC Web Cast 9.00-12.00: Vanuatu Universal Periodic Review.

http://www.un.org/webcast/unhrc/archive.asp?go=090512
The Web cast (above) Archives record 3 minute Interactive Dialogues with UN Member States. This gives the viewer the option of listening only to countries they are interested in if the viewer’s time is short. The troika Draft report of the working group on Vanuatu will be presented for Adoption on Friday 15 May 2009. 
The final Adopted Universal Periodic Review with a response to follow-up recommendations will be presented in the next Universal Periodic Review session. The UN Office of High Commissioner for Human Rights then posts the Adopted UPR with Stakeholder letters under Human Rights in the World, Vanuatu later in the year.    

Reports for the Universal Periodic Review seldom has adequate information to assess progress on Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights –Everyone has the right to freedom of religion or belief, and the 1981 UN Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. 

Call for Input: The Tandem Project welcomes ideas on ways human rights standards on freedom of religion or belief can relate to religions or beliefs at a local level; info@tandemproject.com.  

FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF

The Tandem Project, a UN NGO in Special Consultative Status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations focus is on Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights –Everyone has the right to freedom of religion or belief, and the 1981 UN Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief.   

The U.S. State Department 2007 Religious Freedom Report is the source of this information.
1. Vanuatu - Religious Demography
The country is an archipelago with an area of 4,707 square miles and a population of 218,000. Approximately 83 percent of the population is Christian. An estimated 32 percent is Presbyterian, 13 percent Roman Catholic, 13 percent Anglican, and 11 percent Seventh-day Adventist. Groups that together constitute 14 percent include the Church of Christ, the Apostolic Church, the Assemblies of God, and other Protestant denominations. The John Frum Movement, an indigenous religious group with its own political party, is centered on the island of Tanna and includes approximately 5 percent of the population. The Baha'i Faith, Islam, Jehovah's Witnesses, and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons) also are active. There are believed to be members of other religious groups within the foreign community; they are free to practice their religions, but they are not known to proselytize or hold public religious ceremonies.

Missionaries representing several Western churches brought Christianity to the country in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Some foreign missionaries continue this work; however, approximately 90 percent of the clergy of the established churches are now indigenous. SIL International has translated the New Testament into three of the country's indigenous languages. 

2. Vanuatu - Legal/Policy Framework
The preamble of the Constitution refers to a commitment to "traditional Melanesian values, faith in God, and Christian principles"; however, the Constitution also provides for freedom of religion. The Government at all levels sought to protect this right in full, and did not tolerate its abuse, either by governmental or private actors. 

Religious organizations are required to register with the Government; however, this law is not enforced.

The Government interacts with churches through the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the Vanuatu Christian Council. Government oaths of office are taken customarily on the Bible. The Government does not provide any funds for construction of churches. 

The Government provides grants to church-operated schools and pays teachers' salaries at church-operated schools that have been in existence since the country's independence in 1980. These benefits are not available to the few non-Christian religious schools in the country. 

Government schools schedule time each week for religious education conducted by representatives of Council churches, using materials designed by those churches. There is no uniform standard time for religious instructions across all schools; however, the standard curriculum requires that Year 7 through 12 students are allocated an hour a week dedicated to religious instruction. The Education Act allows parents to have their children excused from religious classes. In practice, since the school is responsible for children during the school day, students are required to be in class at all times. Hence, most students attend a class linked to their denomination. Current classes emphasize the history and tenets of Christianity and respect for authority.

Aside from the activities of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, use of government resources to support religious activities is not condoned (although there is no law prohibiting such support). If a formal request is given to the Government and permission is granted, governmental resources may be used.

The Government does not attempt to control missionary activity.

C. Promotion and protection of human rights on the ground: implementation of international human rights obligations identified in the “basis of review” in resolution 5/1, annex, section IA, national legislation and voluntary commitments, national human rights institutions activities, public awareness of human rights, cooperation with human rights mechanisms. 

1. Vanuatu - Restrictions on Freedom of Religion or Belief

The Government generally respected religious freedom in practice. There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom by the Government during the period covered by this report. 

There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees in the country.

2. Vanuatu - Societal Abuse and Discrimination

There were no reports of societal abuses or discrimination based on religious affiliation, belief, or practice; however, some churches and individuals objected to the missionary activities of nontraditional religious groups and continued to suggest that they be curtailed. 

In rural areas, traditional Melanesian communal decision-making predominates. If a member of a community proposes to introduce a significant change within the community, such as the establishment of a new church, the chief and the rest of the community must agree. If a new church is established without approval, the community views the action as a threat to community solidarity and a gesture of defiance by those who join the new church. However, religious tension generally has been resolved through appeals from traditional leaders to uphold individual rights. 

Religious representation at national events is organized through the Vanuatu Christian Council. Ecumenical activities of the Council are limited to the interaction of its members.

Source: U.S. State Department 2008 International Religious Freedom Report: Vanuatu
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2008/108429.htm
Links to State Department sites are welcomed. Unless a copyright is indicated, information on the State Department’s main website is in the public domain and may be copied and distributed without permission. Citation of the U.S. State Department as source of the information is appreciated.

______________________________________________________________________________

United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, at the first Alliance of Civilizations Madrid Forum said; “never in our lifetime has there been a more desperate need for constructive and committed dialogue, among individuals, among communities, among cultures, among and between nations.” 

Genuine dialogue on human rights and freedom of religion or belief calls for respectful discourse, discussion of taboos and clarity by persons of diverse beliefs. Inclusive dialogue includes people of theistic, non-theistic and atheistic beliefs, as well as the right not to profess any religion or belief. The warning signs are clear, unless there is genuine dialogue ranging from religious fundamentalism to secular dogmatism; conflicts in the future will probably be even more deadly. 

Traditional and non-traditional leaders of religions and other beliefs, at all levels, sanction the truth claims of their own traditions. They are the key to raising awareness, understanding and acceptance of the value of holding truth claims in tandem with universal human rights standards on freedom of religion or belief. 

Surely one of the best hopes for humankind is to embrace a culture in which religions and other beliefs accept one another, in which wars and violence are not tolerated in the name of an exclusive right to truth, in which children are raised to solve conflicts with mediation, compassion and understanding. 

THE TANDEM PROJECT PROPOSALS

Suggestions for long-term solutions to conflicts based on religion or belief:  

(1) Develop a model local-national-international integrated approach to human rights and freedom of religion or belief, appropriate to your country, as follow-up to the Universal Periodic Review. (2) Use International Human Rights Standards on Freedom of Religion or Belief as a rule of law for inclusive and genuine dialogue on core values within and among nations, all religions and other beliefs, and for protection against discrimination. (3) Use the standards on freedom of religion or belief in education curricula and places of worship, teaching children, from the very beginning, that their own religion is one out of many and that it is a personal choice for everyone to adhere to the religion or belief by which he or she feels most inspired, or to adhere to no religion or belief at all. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

STANDARDS: http://www.tandemproject.com/program/81_dec.htm
HISTORY: United Nations History – Freedom of Religion or Belief
International Human Rights Standards on Freedom of Religion or Belief are international law and codes of conduct for peaceful cooperation, respectful competition and resolution of conflicts. The standards are a platform for genuine dialogue on core principles and values within and among nations, all religions and other beliefs. Inclusive dialogue on core principles and values includes balanced discussion on cooperation, competition and conflict. 

The Tandem Project is a non-governmental organization (NGO) founded in 1986 to build understanding, tolerance and respect for diversity, and to prevent discrimination in matters relating to freedom of religion or belief. The Tandem Project, a non-profit NGO, has sponsored multiple conferences, curricula, reference materials and programs on Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights – Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion - and 1981 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief. 

The Tandem Project is a UN NGO in Special Consultative Status with the 

Economic and Social Council of the United Nations
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