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Introduction
Religious institutions in Angola have a proven track record in basic human security, that is, health and education. The second mile would be direct involvement in politics as a catalyst to accelerate long overdue democratic reforms. There is increasing consensus that religious organizations, primarily Christian, should play a more active political role  which would eventually lead, in the long run, to more human, social, economic, and political security than direct material aid projects have ever been able to provide. But is such role desirable in the context of Angola’s centralized regime? Would not Christians simply be co-opted by a powerful state bureaucracy? Recent studies (Freston 2008; Ranger 2008) have shown a range of positive, negative and ambivalent results of contemporary Christian involvement in different national contexts in Latin American as well as sub-Saharan countries, among them, South Africa, Nigeria, Kenya and Mozambique. How similar or different has the Angolan experience been?
Catholic, Protestant, and evangelical institutions, most of them originally from the United States, Canada, Switzerland, Portugal, Italy and Brazil are active in Angola today, some for over a hundred years, focusing in medical care, agricultural development and a variety of relief work. Christian institutions - churches, schools and aid groups - have also been a reliable link between foreign governments, international donors and NGOs and the poorest communities in the provision of basic social services such as aid distribution, health care and education.
 In some developing countries, including Angola, their activities have been listed among the contributing factors that allow the continuation of chronic state deficiencies whenever they take upon themselves general human security responsibilities without any partnership arrangements with local government agencies.
 At the same time, key donors and organizations feel that the Angolan government should invest more of its own revenues in its own people, especially in social services as continuing privatization of basic services further distances the Angolan state from its citizens.
  
Increasingly, non-governmental organizations take upon themselves governmental responsibilities, allowing the government of Angola to indefinitely postpone investment in key areas. Consequently, their activities are most probably conducive to improvements in human security in the short and medium terms, but in the long run, they tend to encourage harmful dependent behavior from state authorities.
  Nonetheless, their essential services and importance have been recognized by society in general and government and a number of religious leaders are well known and regarded by their communities and beyond.
 
As a result, apart from direct development projects, religious institutions and their leaders, including more recently, Christian Evangelicals, have gradually taken tentative steps towards becoming more involved in general political and governance issues both in the capital and provinces. Based on statements by Angolan church and other religious institutions leaders, such involvement would be directed towards countering corruption, authoritarianism, the patrimonialist presidential regime, pushing for reforms in the oil industry, advocating overall political change and reform and some of the other corrupt practices that have led to such economic disaster for the majority of Africans and also calling for and presiding over a truth and reconciliation commission.

But for that to come around there should be in the midst of the religious establishment, a general and deep commitment to democracy and democratic values. In other words, society as a whole and churches specifically, would be ‘demanding democracy’, that is, churches would both demand democratic forms of governance as the only game in town and reject any form of non democratic government.

Three important aspects were taken into consideration in writing the present case study:
First, in Angola’s context, though Evangelical Christians have been the group with the highest growth rates in the last 20 years, restricting the study to their role would be extremely short-sighted as the nascent seeds of democracy in Angola are a collective responsibility, not restricted to a specific branch of Christianity (or even faith-oriented organizations), but rather to the whole spectrum of society. Second, following independence in November 1975, historical evidence points to the existence of a continuum of religious institutional initiatives aimed at influencing the Angolan military (until 2002) and political reality. Despite the fact that during the colonial period the Catholic Church actively supported the metropolitan regime, following independence, Catholics were among, if not the first to openly confront the two most important political forces in Angola, the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) regarding their treatment of their own people and the overall conduction of the war and state. Later, those initiatives were continued and also substantially overlapped by Protestant initiatives and presently, they are sustained by ecumenical forums and individual organizations’ programs. And finally, recent studies by Woodberry and Shah (2005) have found persuasive evidence that there exists a correlation between today’s growth of Christianity, especially the Evangelical branch, in the global south and democracy. Therefore, based on that study, it is not absurd to believe that continued and persistent Christian participation in politics in a country as Angola, might eventually lead to greater democratic opening and participation. Yet, as Woodberry and Shah (2005) point out, “opposing hierarchy and liberating individual consciences in religion does not automatically make one a foe of authoritarianism and a friend of liberty in politics.”

Background

Any political discussion about Angola has to be considered against its recent history. Angola emerged from a long armed conflict that ended in 2002, following years a fratricidal war which left millions of dead, displaced or maimed. Angola has a total area of 1.246,700 square kilometers and an estimated population of 16 million. Most are Christian, between 38 to 55 percent are Roman Catholic, 25 percent belong to African Christian denominations, 10 percent follows a historical Protestant church – Congregationalists (United Church of Christ), Methodists, Baptists and Assemblies of God, while 5 percent belongs to various Brazilian Evangelical churches (Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, God is Love, and a number of others). A small percentage of the population adheres to animism or traditional religions (possibly the majority of Angolans still retains some sort of traditional beliefs and engage in them alongside an ‘official’ religion) and there is also an eighty to ninety thousand-strong Muslim community, largely composed of the small West African and Lebanese communities.

History also plays a paramount role in order to comprehend the potential role that Protestants and Evangelicals play in contemporary politics in Angola. Their very existence has been intertwined with the country’s political awakening. As early as the 1930s, the Catholic Church was present in most of the territory. Nonetheless, due to its close identification with the large Portuguese settler population and the central Portuguese government’s restrictions on religious orders, it remained intimately linked to the colonial government until independence in November of 1975.
 

The Catholic Church was not, however, a mission church with a mandate to proselytize, heal, and educate. It was a branch of the metropolitan church […]. Only in the far south did a Catholic mission church of French and Alsatian parentage make a predominant impact. In the rest of the country the colonial regime left a partial educational, spiritual, and medical vacuum that Protestants sought to fill.
 



Therefore, Protestant and Evangelical missions though mostly present throughout the country, concentrated in specific regions based on denomination and not only concerned themselves with Angolans’ souls but also with their basic human security needs. Baptist missions were the most active in the Northern provinces, a region almost exclusively inhabited by the Bakongo ethnic group. The Methodists concentrated in the areas around the capital, Luanda, and the surrounding provinces of Bengo, Cuanza Sul, and Malange, home to the Mbundu people, while the Congregationalists spread their mission churches in the central plateau, where the largest ethnic group, the Ovimbundu, dominated.
 

In a strongly Roman Catholic environment, just being a Protestant was considered an opposition stance against the colonial government and “although missionaries did their utmost to avoid conflict with the civil authority and instill concepts of law and order among their converts, […] [Protestant missionaries were] seen as a threat by Portugal.”

All the same, Protestant and Catholic organizations were the keepers of the only educational institutions available to the vast majority of Angolans, though having the chance of being educated in one of them was another feat of fortune and hard work. Concomitantly, these churches, schools, mission posts and charities were the only opportunity to obtain organizational and public speaking skills, essential for any political aspiration. Probably due to such limited alternatives, the three most significant liberation movements during the independence struggle were founded by mission schools graduates. Agostinho Neto of the MPLA, son of an Mbundu Methodist pastor, Jonas Savimbi of UNITA, son of an Ovimbundu Congregationalist minister and railroad worker, and Holden Roberto of the National Front for the Liberation of Angola, FNLA, son of a Bakongo Baptist mission worker.

As soon as the Portuguese started hasty preparations to leave the country following the fall of the dictatorship in Portugal in 1974, the multi-polar ethnically based movements which had been fighting one another and the Portuguese, embarked on an all-out war, aided by the Cold War rivals and their regional allies. None of the movements had a national appeal, and unable to cooperate in a power-sharing government established in an agreement between all movements and the new Portuguese government, planned to last until national elections took place, war continued non-stop for 27 years, except for a brief interlude in 1991-92.
 

Some Protestant churches saw the fall of the Salazar regime in Portugal as a new era as they believed that restrictions on their work would be lifted or at least lightened under a more liberal government. Unfortunately for them, the new Portuguese government almost immediately abandoned the colony to its own luck.
 

Following independence, the support of the Protestants for the independence movement did not pay off. A considerable number of temples and mission posts and schools were almost immediately attacked and destroyed; leadership and church members persecuted. In a number of occasions, pastors and teachers and those responsible for small communities were killed and mission buildings plundered and burnt to the ground.

Apart from their primary ethnic divisions, Christian churches were also forced to “take sides” during the long civil war. The Congregational church was regarded by the state as the church of UNITA and at first ostracized in government held areas. As the years of war stretched, the urban part of the Congregational church was able to carry on with its religious and charitable activities mostly unimpeded. Meanwhile in rural, UNITA-controlled Angola, Congregationalists thrived in almost total isolation from its city brethren. Baptists became less significant in the national context, just as FNLA faded from Angola’s political and military life. Nevertheless, Baptists were able to maintain a near national presence, though the flock remained relatively small and a considerable number took refuge in the now Democratic Republic of Congo. On the other side, the Methodist church came to be regarded as the official state protestant church, being the first to recognize the MPLA government in the aftermath of the battles around Angola’ s capital, Luanda, that guaranteed Agostinho Neto’s regime in November of 1975.

Dissent and conformity
In the civil war years that followed independence, any dissent from religious organizations on political issues was strongly frowned upon by the government and could result in reprisals, persecution, and death and in the case of foreigners, expulsion from the country. The May 27, 1977 coup attempt and the issuing purge still resonated. In that occasion the MPLA responded with massive and bloody repression to a similarly murderous revolt lead by one of its main cadres, Nito Alves. The traumatic experience quieted all regime opponents left alive and permeated the following 14 years with fear-filled passive resistance and silence.

As soon as the MPLA was in control of most urban areas, it installed a single party Marxist-Leninist dictatorship. Churches and religious organizations in general were forbidden from having any role in education, as they previously had, as it became a monopoly of the party-state.

In the years of blood and iron, there were tentative efforts to influence the political scenario especially by the Catholic Church through pastoral letters.  Most of them attacked the status quo, indirectly, with subtle messages in-between the lines, among them, “On War and Religious Freedom” of November 1976, “On Reconciliation” of February 1984, and “On Peace” of July 1988. The boldest pastoral letter due to its content and context was published on November 11, 1989. In the letter, Archbishops and Bishops called on those in high places to consider the plight of their fellow Angolans, put down their weapons, embrace all as siblings and work for peace. Laden with symbolism, the letter denounced the violation of the recent cease-fire, the return to war, the chaos reigning in the country, the conflict of interests between those in power and the poor and the hate speech used by both sides.

The Bishops not only denounced, they also possessed what seemed at the time, completely visionary proposals: the end of the single party regime, a real search for peace, a long overdue cease-fire, peace talks, economic opening and free elections.  It was the first time since 1977 that anyone in Angola confronted the state in such open manner. The impact of the letter was measured by the Angolan state reaction. The MPLA used all state media - the only national TV and radio network, the Jornal de Angola, political rallies - to threaten and condemn what was reputed as an act of state treason. Catholics were accused of siding with the Unites States and the UNITA “armed thugs”, as well as engaging in illegal political activities that, in the government’s view, only benefited the enemies of the Angolan republic.

On the other side, some churches deliberately chose to not see, hear or speak against the corrupt government practices.
 Schubert (2000), argues that the Methodist Church and its related organizations for nearly 20 years after independence stood in silence in face of a government that they had from its beginning supported for what it symbolized – freedom, social justice and peace – and became accomplices of a perverse regime that rapidly departed from its first promises. Not only the Methodists, but all religious institutions were faced with the option of collaborating with the new regime or having their activities curtailed or even banned. In such circumstances, churches were frequently unable to develop an independent and relevant role, remaining hostages to the political and military belligerents.

During the same period, UNITA established a countryside-wide totalitarian Maoist concentration camp on the regions it occupied, where opposition was summarily dealt with, oftentimes through bonfires. On UNITA’s side, following its withdrawal into the bush, religious structures were integrated into the movement, barring any kind of criticism. For the movement’s leadership, there was no space for any interference in political issues, churches should restrict themselves to their spiritual and social responsibilities and steer clear of matters outside church ‘walls’. 

From 1976 to 1990, only the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) and Caritas Internationalis (Catholic relief agency) were allowed to carry out humanitarian activities in UNITA-held territory. In the brief period of peace from May 1991 through October 1992, more than 50 humanitarian NGOs and United Nations agencies entered Angola for the first time. But as fighting, once again broke out, practically all international personnel had to the leave the interior of the country to the relative safety of the capital city, Luanda. The first two years of war after the 1992 elections were many times more destructive and brutal than all of the previous 17 years together. It was reported that a thousand civilian were killed each day, fighting moved from rural, sparsely populated areas to populous urban centers. In towns such as Kuito, the situation deteriorated to such extreme levels that, “[t]he dogs ate the dead, and the living ate the dogs.”
 

At first, local international agencies staff and religious leaders took over the management of relief efforts in rural areas as foreign workers were forced to leave due to security concerns. Later, the political and operational negotiations required to allow United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) airplanes to land in some UNITA-held areas became practically the sole responsibility of local church leaders.
 Nonetheless, as soon as there was peace, religious leaders in rural areas were relegated to their previous apolitical roles. 

Peace without democracy

In 2001, the Angolan government agreed to accept a mediation effort by religious organizations in partnership with the United Nations following a string of failed peacekeeping missions. At first, it seemed as an encouraging sign towards peace. Unfortunately, in retrospect, there are indications that the initiative was a misleading sign of goodwill. By allowing a more participatory, broadly based effort in facilitating negotiations with UNITA, the government bought itself time in order to carry out its plan of cornering and killing the rebel leader, Jonas Savimbi before anything concrete could be achieved. Even more, in so doing, the government appeased growing demands from Angola’s civil society for an immediate truce and a return to negotiations. Blame for a slow and difficult negotiation process was also placed on the United Nations and churches thus diffusing protests that the MPLA was no longer interested in negotiating and pursed exclusively the military option. That did come to pass, and in February of the following year, Savimbi was located and killed in the province of Moxico, bringing the war to an abrupt end.

Peace was achieved by the barrel of MPLA’s weapons, and such hard earned bone will not be let go so easily, possibly not in this generation. In the September 2008 legislative elections, the second in Angola’s history, the MPLA further consolidated its hold on power. Now, more than ever, government officials and the presidency in the person of the head of state have a tighter grip on the nation’s destiny. They feel vindicated, legitimized and justified, as all peace missions, agreements and international and national initiatives failed to bring peace to Angola.  Only the MPLA was able to put an end to the war and as a result all opponents to the regime were either annihilated in battle, or with the September 2008 election, relegated to political insignificance through the ballot. Angola’s unicameral political system, dominated by a single party, has been aggravated by a 34 yearlong presidential term. Needless to say, the national parliament is merely a formality or rather, an employment agency for the five hundred most influential families in the country.

Calls for political change fell on deaf ears and it was only in the late 1990s that the Angolan government started allowing some freedom of opinion and association following its renunciation of Marxism. Slowly religious organizations started becoming more active in the political realm. That is not to say that churches and other religious organizations did not play crucial responsibilities in localized political issues in previous years. But, it was only in 1999 that the leadership of some of the largest religious organizations in Angola finally overcame a long period of distrust and separation and formed the Inter-Ecclesial Committee for Peace in Angola (COIEPA). This umbrella organization brought together the most politically-oriented religious associations in Angola: the Council of Christian Churches of Angola (CICA) and the Angolan Evangelical Alliance (AEA) on the protestant/evangelical side, and the Episcopal Conference of Angola and São Tomé (CEAST) representing the Angolan Catholic Church. Since its foundation, COIEPA has become the international awareness raising organization for Angolan religious entities, but it has failed to become a nationally recognized religious organization for political change in Angola. Most of its political activities have been aimed at promoting peace building and reconciliation initiatives on municipal and provincial levels. For that, COIEPA was awarded the Zakharov Human Rights Prize in 2001 by the European Union, in recognition for its work in peace-building and reconciliation in Angola. Nonetheless, the organization has not been a focal point for political awareness programs from faith-based organizations. Though well-known internationally, internally, churches and organizations under its umbrella continue to give preference to advocating their initiatives via denominational channels, instead of using a united and shared vehicle.

Present Outlook

The church-led 2001 peace-based policy was deemed unsuccessful as it had failed to secure peace fast enough.
 Had religious organizations been able to carry their strategy through, their place in shaping the post-war political and social system probably would have been assured. The end of the war was so sudden and unexpected that faith-based organizations and churches did not have a contingency plan to respond to the situation. On the other hand, there are no evidences to suggest that the government would have included them in case they had such plan or even had presented a completely unified front demanding participation in the process.
 As that did not come to pass, their right to have a say in the country’s political destiny has had to be and continues to be arduously earned.


There remain formidable hurdles for regime changing Christian influence. More specifically, economic and political realities in Angola may appear insurmountable as the president’s office not only controls the political and military life in Angola; it also has total control of Angola’s resources. The patronage system is deeply embedded in Angolan society and most civil society actors, religious included are enclosed in the network of patron-client circles and cycles in Angola.


Co-optation has been widely used by the government since independence, and churches have been subject to it. In 1980, the MPLA invited two priests and a bishop from the Roman Catholic Church to join the National Assembly. The invitation was duly refused on the grounds that the invitees would be unable to perform their ecclesiastical and political duties.
 The ground reasons were that such a move would configure a ratification of the dictatorial one-party regime and in that way further limit the Church’s ability to confront the state. On the other hand, such an invitation could have been a unique though improbable opportunity to influence the system from the inside.

The regime has also been known to buy allegiance not just from its cohorts but also from the opposition.  In a country still recovering from a long and devastating war, few religious organizations are self-sufficient. Most depend on international governmental and nongovernmental donors, private national and international enterprises’ donations and governmental funding. Although all kinds of external funding are believed to have strings attached, governmental funding is a restraining factor on any civil society actor in any country. In Angola, a non-democratic society, conflict of interests and limitations imposed by accepting public money are even higher, especially considering that literally, it is not tax payers’ money but presidential. Governmental funding is distributed through a number of channels, but mostly by the different state ministries, i.e. health ministry for specific campaigns, or through public companies, such as Sonangol, the state oil monopolist. The dispute for funds and the lack of transparency are particularly worrisome in the context of Angola.
 

The end of the Marxist-Leninist, one-party rule in Angola and the introduction of a multiparty electoral system did not result in democracy in Angola. There is still a long way to go for the achievement of “participation in voting, in discussion, in self-assertion and self-help, in the establishment of a democratic culture both within church and state.” 

According to Freedom House (2009), Angola is not a free country, though there have been advances, general elections in 1992, and legislative elections in September 2008. Nevertheless, the last electoral process was responsible for further concentration of power in the hands of president José Eduardo dos Santos who has been in power since 1979 and is set to be reelected in case he runs in the planned 2009 presidential elections. Human rights violations are common, while corruption in the public sector and government is endemic. In 2008, the ruling party since 1975, the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola, MPLA, won nothing less than 81.64% of the popular vote, against 10.39% of its historical rival, the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola.  Apart from being a highly centralized regime, most of its income comes from a single source, oil, which accounts for over 50% of the Gross National Product, 95% of exports, and 80% of government revenues.

2008 Angolan legislative elections results
	
	Total votes
	% of total valid votes
	Number           of seats

	MPLA
	5.266.112
	81,64%
	191

	UNITA
	670.197
	10,39%
	16

	PRS
	204.478
	3,17%
	8

	ND
	77.405
	1,20%
	2

	FNLA
	71.600
	1,11%
	3

	Other parties
	160.615
	2,49%
	0

	Total
	6.450.407
	100,00%
	220


Sources: Comissão Nacional Eleitoral (CNE), in Shun Govender and Beatrice Mutale Skagestad (2009). Civil Society and Oil for Development in Angola: Ways to enhance Strategic Cooperation among Non-state Actors. Pretoria: Institute for democracy in South Africa (Idasa).

In a controversial move, twenty political parties that received less than 0.5% of votes in the 2008 legislative elections were closed by Angola’s Constitutional Court in January 2009. As a result, only six parties were left, despite the fact that according to the country’s law, those political parties that were closed are allowed to re-group under different names and try once again to obtain the minimum number of votes in the next electoral contest. The 2008 elections confirmed the regime in power and virtually all analysts and opposition parties left agree that the next presidential elections expected for the second semester of  2009 or later, will be a mere formality to confirm José Eduardo dos Santos in a de fato lifelong office. Probably, all six opposition parties will have their own presidential candidate, but none of them has significant national projection and will possibly not represent a genuine challenge to the ruling party’s candidate.

As indicated in a European Union report (2008), the multitude of political legends, combined with a lack of political skills, continuous in-fighting and divisions, have debilitated some of the most promising opposition parties. The government uses the opposition’s feebleness to its own benefit, as it freely manipulates the constitution and the promiscuous judicial system to subdue the pro-democracy movement. Simultaneously, the president simulated free and fair legislative elections knowing his party would win and strengthened his government’s previous dominance to an unprecedented four-fifths majority in the parliament.

Nonetheless, most religious institutions have adopted a cooperative stance towards the government rather than being hopelessly confrontational. Participation in the recent legislative and in the upcoming presidential elections has been strongly encouraged by church leaders. Many churches have declared their willingness to collaborate directly with the government. Religious institutions employed their staff to mobilize the population to register and vote, apart from encouraging congregations to participate in the electoral process in general. Some denominations invited the National Electoral Council to use their premises as registration posts. Most acknowledge that the role played by churches in the 2008 elections was positive and understand that some projects should be continued and new started in the upcoming presidential elections.

Just as the population in general, churches feared a return to war in case the September 2008 elections results had been rejected by the losing side. In that context, religious leaderships, some on a weekly basis, appealed to their congregations to register and cast their vote as a sacred and patriotic duty, in the spirit of national reconciliation. Understandably, there was little room for disputing the frequent irregularities and use of state resources and media by the MPLA. When the opposition finally accepted the results of the ballot, there was universal relief. But now, there are renewed fears that the next years will be a reenactment of the one-party period, and as before, run by the MPLA.

International advocacy groups working directly or indirectly in Angola would prefer a more openly critical role from local religious institutions in an interdenominational bid to ensure political security. However, international faith-based organizations almost completely avoid addressing political issues themselves in fear of alienating authorities and, in turn, endangering their permits to operate their basic human security programs in the country. Both international and national religious institutions walk a very fine line. As previously stated in this chapter, their presence in Angola is welcome by the government as essential service providers, but only as long as they maintain their activities focused on basic human security and on strictly religious issues or, in the most, promote state approved citizenship programs. In theory, international donors encourage recipient religious organizations to become more involved in actual governance issues, but in practice due to operational and legal limitations rarely are able to indent the carapace of the Angolan government.

There have been successful cases of localized grassroots-level democracy-building programs in Angola that could be emulated by religious institutions. An encouraging example is that of America’s Development Foundation (ADF) 20-month program (February 2005 – September 2006), funded by USAID in fourteen communities of the Planalto Central (Central Plateau), called The Angolan Citizens Participation Initiative, “[a]ctivities contributed to participatory local development while building citizen participation and fostering productive engagement between communities and local government,” which “achieved important results that paved the way to stronger democratic governance in the provinces in which it took place[.]”
 The program was based on three key components: “citizens’ meetings to define local priorities and elect representative Community Development Groups (CDGs), which were trained as effective interlocutors with government and project managers; promoting dialogue and partnerships between communities and local government; and implementing local development projects responding to priorities identified by participating communities.”
 

The program was a success partly because it gave the community an opportunity to participate and share costs. But the maintenance of the program was compromised due to its finite funding period. Presently, local religious institutions offer the best option for international partnerships of this kind, especially in what concerns the continuation of the projects. Usually, churches and other related institutions have a longer lifespan and oftentimes, a permanent nature that can offer prolonged support long after external assistance has left.

Church based higher education institutions are increasingly prominent and potentially influent incubators of human, social, economic, and political security in Angola. As of 2009, the largest is the Catholic University of Angola (UCAN) which was officially launched by CEAST in February of 1999. Portugal, South Africa, Norway, Spain, Italy and most importantly, the United States contributed towards the establishment of the university. USAID through its faith-based organizations program and the Norwegian Embassy support the Center for Economic Studies and Scientific Research (CEIC), an independent think-tank housed in the Catholic institution, that has already produced new market oriented analyses and publications. Another institution is the Methodist University of Angola (UMA) that had its first inaugural lecturers in 2008 and is an ambitious project of the United Methodist church in Angola. It still is premature to predict how deep an influence these institutions will have in Angola’s political landscape in the coming years.

In a country where nearly 60 percent of the population is illiterate and only 14 percent of domiciles have televisions, radio stations are critical to national relevance as 38 percent of households in Angola own a radio set. Restrictions on private radio stations are a serious handicap to religious institutions influence in Angola. Until 1974, the Emissora Oficial, Rádio Clube de Angola, Rádio Ecclesia, and several others, including local radio clubs, were available to Angola’s population. The MPLA’s Voz da Revolução (Voice of the Revolution) and FNLA’s Voz de Angola Livre (Voice of the Free Angola) also started to operate near independence in shortwave. But soon after independence, the MPLA prohibited all private media until 1992, even if during the long war, UNITA had its own shortwave propaganda weapon, Voz Resistência do Galo Negro (VORGAN - Black Cockerel Voice of Resistance), until it was finally shut down in 1999.

Presently, the only religious radio station (possibly the only non-state radio) with the technical capacity to broadcast nationally on longwave, the most easily accessible wavelength, Rádio Ecclesia, owned by CEAST, is licensed in the capital city, Luanda, only. The government has a virtual monopoly over the media in the provinces. Although there are private radio stations in Benguela, Cabinda, Luanda and Lubango, they are owned by government-friendly individuals and corporations and most are strictly music radios. Other religious groups do not own radio stations in the country and as a result, are only able to buy airtime in commercial radio stations and subject to a number of restrictions, and much self-censorship in order to avoid problems.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Churches are considered the most trustworthy institutions in Angola, according to a 2001 United Nations survey, when compared to governmental organs and international agencies. Christian institutions are a latent political force awaiting strengthened and united activism. Although post-war political contestation is becoming more and more difficult as the government seeks partnerships and consent from churches and not dissent. Nonetheless, faith-based institutions have the potential to become a leading role-model that can generate the necessary momentum for increased civil society influence in governmental decisions and in due course, in political security. Change is likely to come from within Angolan society in a bid to influence the regime from the inside out, and from bottom to top.

Religious institutions should continue their partnerships with governmental institutions especially in civic activities such as registration and voting. These actions engender mutual respect and appreciation, essential ingredient in participative democracy. Simultaneously, religious institutions – churches, schools, aid groups – must maintain their independence, principally financial independence in relation to government. Financial independence is crucial for continued moral bearing amid a society that accepts bribery as a legitimate recourse in everyday life. The monolithic nature of the party in power, MPLA, thwarts any significant opportunities for increased religious institutions and civil society participation in politically relevant issues. The informal economic and social inter-relations and interdependence characteristic of most Angolans’ constant survival struggle facilitates dialogue and not defiance. For that reason, considering the present political landscape in Angola, it is problematical to advocate open and direct opposition as the only way to a democratic society. Rather, a multi-directional, multi-faceted, holistic approach is called for.

Churches should call for provincial, municipal and communal elections as a way to encourage further democratic processes in the country, given the certainty of presidential elections results. Local elections would probably allow more popular participation in local issues, apart from offering more people a chance to experience the possibilities of real democratic contests, preparing local leaderships for the dynamics of democracy. Grassroots projects modeled on the ADF experience are, most probably, the basis for a democratic Angola in the long run. Religious institutions, both national and international, should engage in sustainable programs and projects that sow the seeds of a genuine democratic culture, engaging civil society, empowering all citizens to take part in a true Angolan democracy.

Reconciliation initiatives are another facet to be pursued by religious organizations. A formal truth and reconciliation process is unlikely to be accepted by the ruling party in the foreseeable future. Even so, a general self-imposed societal blackout of the recent past does not help to bring about durable peace. General impunity as a means to promote peace is historically inadequate and is not conducive to sustainable public security and order. Religious institutions have the ability to purse ‘micro’ reconciliation processes within their areas of influence. 

Foreign contacts and aid can play a decisive role not only by providing financial means but also in promoting actual governance practices within religious and general civil society organizations. International donors should encourage transparency and open accounting practices in order to instigate an environment of accountability from the bottom to the top of Angolan society. Democratic values and inclusive management practices must be infused into the very institutions that are to influence society at large and ultimately, the national government. A culture of dialogue and compromise needs to be created at grassroots’ organizations level and democratic governance must be seen as a viable, successful management and governing method. In a country that has always been governed by decree and coercion, practical examples of democratic interplay need to be multiplied and proliferated in all provinces and municipalities. 

Religious organizations in conjunction with international NGOs and government should make available training courses for local traditional, community and church leaders, to promote democratic principles, political tolerance and participation. Simultaneously, continued pressure should be applied on the government to allow church owned radios (most importantly the existing one, Radio Ecclesia of the Roman Catholic Church) to broadcast nationally in FM. An ecumenical radio station could be the answer to the high costs involved in implementing and operating such a venture. 

Detailed field research is called for in order to assess Angola’s religious institutions demand for democratic government and governance. Presently, there is an absence of empirical data in all areas, including preferences and general commitment to democracy surveys. 
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