
 

 

29th session of the Universal Periodic Review – United Arab Emirates 

 

Introduction 

 

1. The United Arab Emirates must protect and promote the right to freedom of religion or belief 

within its borders.   

Religious Freedom 

 

2. The Constitution of the United Arab Emirates provides for the guarantee of freedom of religion, 

but it also provides that Islam is the state religion and that all citizens of the country are Muslims 

by definition. Religious freedom and practice are restricted where its exercise may negative 

impact Islam. Non-Muslims are able to worship relatively freely, but speaking openly and 

publicly about one’s faith with Muslim citizens is prohibited. Though informally speaking about 

one’s faith is de facto possible, the lack of public engagement on the matter shuts down the 

possibility of the establishment of native Emirati churches. 

3. The law does not specifically prohibit apostasy, but the Penal Code defers to sharia on crimes 

against Islam, including hudud offences, among which capital punishment for apostasy is 

included. The law also imposes a maximum penalty of five years’ imprisonment for preaching 

against Islam or evangelising Muslims, as well five years’ imprisonment or more for engaging 

in “blasphemy,” which is defined “as any act insulting God, religion, prophets, messengers, holy 

books, or houses of worship. Such provisions and their potential enforcement by the State 

appear to be in violation of the right to adopt a religion or belief of one’s own choice free of 

coercion under Article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

4. Compared to numerous other majority Muslim countries, Christians and other religious 

minorities have a relatively high level of religious freedom in the country, being allowed to 

worship in their communities without constant fear of persecution or repression. This does not 

change the fact, however, that failure to allow religious minorities to properly manifest or share 

their faith on the same terms as Muslims falls short of internationally-recognised human rights 

standards and obligations. This has included the detention and deportation of Christian 

missionaries and evangelists for sharing their faith publicly. 

5. Other examples of limitations of the freedom of religion or belief and discrimination based on 

religion include restrictions on non-Muslims from eating or drinking in public during Ramadan, 

prohibitions of churches to erect bell towers and crosses on their premises (though there are 

reports that some have done so without consequence), and restrictions on land purchases and 

ownership to citizens (and as all citizens are Muslims by law, this means that non-Muslims are 

unable to purchase or own land). Muslim men are permitted to marry Christian or Jewish 

women, but Muslim women are not permitted to marry non-Muslim men, and marriages 

between them are judged as fornication and prosecuted accordingly. 

6. In line with the policy of a number of other Arab League nations, the United Arab Emirates 

refuses entry to holders of Israeli passports. This may indicate an intent to profile individuals 

based on their suspected ethnoreligious identity, in violation of the prohibition of discrimination 

on the basis of race, religion, and national origin, as well the right to freedom of religion or belief.

  



 

 

Recommendations 

7. ADF International suggests the following recommendations be made to the United Arab 

Emirates: 

a. Ensure that the right to freedom of religion or belief is promoted and protected in the 

United Arab Emirates, that non-Muslim individuals are not prosecuted or persecuted 

for their beliefs by either society or the State, and that Muslims are permitted leave 

Islam and adopt another religion or belief without fear of legal sanction; 

b. Repeal all blasphemy laws and prohibitions on the proselytization of Muslims by non-

Muslims, and ensure that the freedom of expression is protected and promoted to the 

fullest extent required under international law; 

c. Recognise that a mere right to freedom of worship does not completely fulfil the right 

to freedom of religion or belief, and that the freedom to fully manifest one’s religion is 

a human right under international law; 

d. Ensure that individuals are not refused entry to the country or profiled and treated in a 

manner which amounts to invidious discrimination on the basis of race, religion, and/or 

national origin, and which is unnecessary to the preservation of national security. 

 


