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     [1] The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally respects this right in practice.

     [2] There was no change in the status of respect for religious freedom during the period covered by this report, and government policy continued to contribute to the generally free practice of religion.

     [3] The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to religious freedom.

     [4] The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government as part of its overall policy to promote human rights.

Section 1: Religious Demography
     [5] The country comprises two major islands that have a total area of approximately 1,000 square miles.  According to government statistics, the population was approximately 199,000 as of December 2003.  Most live on the island of Upolu, where the capital, Apia, is located.  Nearly 100 percent of the population is Christian.  The 2001 population and housing census revealed the following religious distribution of the population:  Congregational Christian Church, 35 percent; Catholic, 20 percent; Methodist, 15 percent; the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons), 13 percent; and Assembly of God, 7 percent.  These statistics reflect recent rapid growth in the number and size of Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and Assembly of God congregations and a relative decline in the membership of the historically larger denominations.  In addition, there are small congregations of other Christian denominations, as well as members of the Baha'i Faith - the country hosts one of only seven Baha'i Houses of Worship in the world - and a few adherents to Islam.  There are no reports of avowed atheists.  This distribution of church members is reflected throughout the population, but individual villages, particularly small ones, may have only one or two of the major churches represented.

     [6] Foreign nationals and immigrants practice the same religions as native-born (Western) Samoans.  There are no sizable foreign national or immigrant groups, with the exception of U.S. nationals from American Samoa.

     [7] The major denominations that are present in the country all have missionaries, as does the Baha'i Faith.

     [8] There is little or no correlation between religious differences and ethnic or political differences.  Religious groups include citizens of various social and economic strata.

Section 2: Status of Religious Freedom
     a. Legal/Policy Framework
     [9] The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government generally respects this right in practice.  The Government at all levels strives to protect this right in full and does not tolerate its abuse, either by governmental or private actors.  The Constitution provides for the right to practice the religion of one's choice, and the Government observes and enforces these provisions.  Legal protections cover discrimination or persecution by private as well as government actors, and laws are applied and enforced in a nondiscriminatory manner.  Judicial remedies are accessible and effective.

     [10] The preamble to the Constitution acknowledges "an independent State based on Christian principles and Samoan custom and traditions."  Nevertheless, although Christianity is favored constitutionally, there is no official or state denomination.

     [11] There are no requirements for the recognition of a religious group or for licenses or registration.  Missionaries operate freely, either as part of one of the established churches, or by conducting independent revival meetings.

     [12] The Constitution provides freedom from unwanted religious indoctrination in schools but gives each denomination or religion the right to establish its own schools; these provisions are adhered to in practice.  There are both religious and public schools; the public schools do not have religious instruction as part of their curriculum.  Pastoral schools in most villages provide religious instruction following school hours.

     [13] Good Friday, Easter Monday, the day after White Sunday, and Christmas are national public holidays.

     [14] The Government takes steps to promote interfaith understanding by rotating ministers from various denominations who assist at government functions.  Most government functions include a prayer at the opening.

     b. Restrictions on Religious Freedom
     [15] Government policy and practice contributed to the generally free practice of religion.

     [16] Although the Constitution grants each person the right to change religion or belief and to worship or teach religion alone or with others, in practice the matai (village chiefs) often choose the religious denomination of the aiga (extended family).  In previous years, despite constitutional protections, village councils - in the name of maintaining social harmony within the village - sometimes banished or punished families that did not adhere to the prevailing religious belief in the village.  However, civil courts take precedence over village councils, and courts have ordered families readmitted to the village.  The 1990 Village Fono Act gives legal recognition to the decisions of the fono (village councils) and provides for limited recourse of appeal to the Lands and Titles Courts and to the Supreme Court.  In 2000, the Supreme Court ruled that the Village Fono Act could not be used to infringe upon villagers' freedom of religion, speech, assembly, or association.  During the period covered by this report, there were no reports that villages banished persons due to their practicing religion differently from that practiced by the village majority.

     [17] In February, the Lands and Titles Court ordered the village council of Salamumu to readmit 3 families, comprising about 80 persons, who were banned from the village in 1998 for organizing Bible study classes with the intention of establishing a new church there.  The families returned to Salamumu in February and have been living in the village since then without incident.  The Court's order was the latest in a series of judicial decisions in recent years that affirmed that all laws, whether statutory or customary, are subject to the individual rights provided for in the constitution.

     [18] There were no reports of religious prisoners or detainees.

     c. Forced Religious Conversion
     [19] There were no reports of forced religious conversion, including of minor U.S. citizens who had been abducted or illegally removed from the United States, or of the refusal to allow such citizens to be returned to the United States.

     d. Abuses by Terrorist Organizations
     [20] There were no reported abuses targeted at specific religions by terrorist organizations during the period covered by this report.

Section 3: Societal Attitudes
     [21] The generally amicable relationship among religions in society contributed to religious freedom.

     [22] There is strong societal pressure at the village and local level to attend church, participate in church services and activities, and support church leaders and projects financially.  In some denominations, such financial contributions often total more than 30 percent of family income.  A high percentage of the population attends church weekly.

Section 4: U.S. Government Policy
     [23] The U.S. Government discusses religious freedom issues with the Government as part of its overall policy to promote human rights.  The U.S. Embassy also maintains contacts with representatives of the country's various religious communities. 
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              U.S. Department of State
              Washington, D.C. 20520
Profiles of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions Report Series
Afghanistan, Albania, Algeria, Armenia, Bangladesh, Belarus, Bulgaria, Burma, Cambodia, Cameroon, China, Columbia, Cote d’Ivoire, Cuba, Ecuador, Egypt, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Fiji, Macedonia, Gambia, Ghana, Guatemala, Guinea, Haiti, Honduras, India, Iran, Kenya, Laos, Latvia, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Mexico, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Romania, Russia, Rwanda, Senegal, Serbia-Montenegro, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Thailand, Togo, Uganda, Ukraine, Vietnam, Ex-Yugoslavia, Democratic Republic of the Congo (former Zaire).

Stated Purpose: By regulation, the Department of State may provide information on country conditions to help adjudicators assess the accuracy of asylum applicants’ assertions about country conditions and their own experiences; likely treatment were the applicants to return; whether persons similarly situated are known to be persecuted; whether grounds for denial are known to exist; other information  relevant to determining the status of a refugee under the grounds specified in section 101(a)(42) of  the Immigration and Nationality Act.

Actual Purpose: Pursuant to a request of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, and in light of their mutually shared objective – a significant reduction in the number of viable asylum claims, the Department of State has crafted a series of country-specific, inter-agency memoranda, collectively known as the Profile of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions. The series is primarily designed to undermine the credibility of asylum applicants and call into question the basis, and thus meritorious nature, of their claims. Past experiences and repatriation concerns, are at best dismissed as moot due to `changed country conditions,’ or worse motivated by economic hardship.    
A couple of footnotes

1. The Department of State is a political, not an academic institution.

2. State’s publications reflect the political views of the administration in 

    power at the time of their release.  

3. State’s reports fall short of the minimally accepted, contemporary 

    standards of a junior high school term paper. 

4. The identity and country-specific credentials of State’s writers are 

    withheld from the asylum officers and immigration judges they were 

    intended to guide.

5. State’s writers reference few, if any authoritative sources to support their 

    opinions. Noticeably absent from any report are footnotes, endnotes, or a 

    bibliography, fundamental components of a basic term paper and skills 

    typically acquired in an eighth grade English composition course.        

6. State’s writers fail to encourage asylum officers and immigration judges 

    to consult, either on a regular basis, or otherwise, with the nation’s 

    foremost country- and issue-specific experts for guidance in 

    understanding and appreciating the significance of recent developments 

    (past 90 days) and current country conditions.   

7. Neither the Department of State, nor its writers represent their opinions, 

    either as true, accurate, objective, devoid of political spin, or the product 

    of intellectually honesty, diligent, scholarly, duplicateable research.

8. Unlike expert witnesses presenting written affidavits to, and/or testimony 

    in support of a claim before an immigration judge, State’s writers are not 

    subject to testifying under oath, cross examination, or held 

    accountable for the distortions written into, and/or significant omissions 

    written out of it’s Profiles.

9. A fundamental assumption of asylum officers and immigration judges in 

    discerning the meritorious nature of a claim is that disparities between 

    State’s Country Reports and Profile of Asylum Claims, and statements 

    attributable to an applicant, warrant the dismissal of the latter.

10. Unless and until authoritative evidence is presented, either in the form of 

      documentation, and/or the guidance of an expert, to serve as a corrective 

      lens for claim-relevant distortions written into, and significant omissions 

      written out of State’s reports, the assumption of the asylum officer and 

      immigration judge is that State’s versions of reality, as manifest in the 

      Country Report and Profile of Asylum Claims, are embraced, both by the 

      applicant and their attorney, as full, complete and authoritatively  

      accurate.                 

11. Following careful examination of State’s Country Reports on Human 

      Rights Practices and Profiles of Asylum Claims and Country Conditions, 

      country-specific scholars express profound reservations regarding their 

      accuracy and reliability (distortions written into, and significant 

      omissions written out of the reports), and the degree to which they 

      mislead naïve or uninformed asylum officers and immigration judges 

      in the process of discerning the meritorious nature of a claim. 

12. Unlike the annual Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, State 

      releases country-specific Profiles every two (2) to seven (7) years. While 

      fine wine may improve with age, State’s Profiles do not. Incomplete and 

      inherently unreliable from the date of their release, State continues to 

      peddle its Profiles to asylum officers and immigration judges as 

      authoritatively accurate until updated.

13. State’s Profiles dated in excess of one (1) year (assuming them accurate 

      at the time of their release), merit a shelf life no greater than State’s 

      Country Report on Human Rights Practices. If a Country Report dated 

      two (2) or more years ago proved more favorable to a claim than the 

      current edition, but is excluded in favor of a successor version released 

      within the past twelve (12) months, by what logic does a Profile report  
      released two (2) or more years before warrant any greater consideration? 

      The reality is, most asylum officers and immigration judges defer to 

      State’s Profile reports irrespective of their date and all too many 

      immigration attorneys fail to appreciate and take advantage of their 

      vulnerability. 
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