
Austria: "Anti-Face-Veiling Act" enters into force. Ban on burkas 

and niqabs in public places.  
 

On October 1st, a ban for full veils such as niqabs and burkas in public places has 

come into effect in Austria. The “Anti-Face-Veiling Act”was enacted as part of a so 

called integration package. Penalties for violating the law can be up to 150 euros 

 

The law itself explicitly indicates its goals in the first paragraph:   

 

“Ziele dieses Bundesgesetzes sind die Förderung von Integration durch die 

Stärkung der Teilhabe an der Gesellschaft und die Sicherung des friedlichen 

Zusammenlebens in Österreich. Integration ist ein gesamtgesellschaftlicher 

Prozess, dessen Gelingen von der Mitwirkung aller in Österreich lebenden 

Menschen abhängt und auf persönlicher Interaktion beruht.” 

 

“Goals of this federal law are the support of integration through strengthening the 

participation in society and the preservation of a peaceful coexistence in Austria. 

Integration is a process for society as a whole, whose success depends on the 

contribution of all humans living in Austria and on personal interaction.”  

 

The law was passed earlier this year by the Social Democrats (SPÖ) the and the 

conservative People’s Party (ÖVP) who form a government coalition, after 

negotiations starting in August 2016. The far-right Freedom Party (FPÖ), who 

originally started to pledge for a veil ban, voted against the law. The FPÖ called the 

integration package a “sedative pill without sustainability”, arguing for stricter 

regulations including headscarves as well. Head of the ÖVP, Sebastian Kurz, who in 

contrast spoke out against a ban of burkas by law in the past, changed his mind and 

supported the law, justified by the events since Austria’s refugee crisis in 2015. The 

Greens and the Liberals (NEOS) voted against the law. 

 

Law is causing irritation 

Although the law is formulated in a “neutral” way, it is clearly geared towards Muslim 

women wearing niqabs and burkas. The law provides that in public places “facial 

features may not be hidden or concealed by clothes or other objects in such a way 

that they are no longer recognizable”. 

 The face must be shown from chin to hairline if there are no special indicators for 

exceptions such as medical reasons or working clothes, as this illustration by the 

Ministry of the Interior and the Austrian Press Agency shows. It depicts which forms 

of face covers remain allowed, which ones are considered legal under certain 

circumstances and which ones are forbidden at all. In the first mentioned category 

the ministry of the interior cites hats and headscarves as examples. Forbidden at any 

point are full face veils such as burkas and niqabs. 

Especially the second category, which declares wearing a big scarf and a cap to be 

legal in cases of cold weather, a breathing protection in case of medical reasons and 

allows face-covering disguises such as clown masks when there is a custom behind, 

caused a lot of confusion. In the law itself there are no further explanations of these 
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second category cases, leaving it up to the to the police to judge case by case and 

on the spot. 

The Ministry of the Interior even felt compelled to release a statement, to clarify that 

scarfs continue to be legal. Another illustration indicates that the traditional Austrian 

custom of ‘Krampus’, a helper to St. Nicholas who wears a goat-like mask, will stay 

legal too, suggesting even clearer the new law is targeted against burkas and 

niqabs..  

 

 

Criticism from various sides 

Muslim groups have condemned the law, stating it criminalizes women and restricts 

them to their homes. "This open society is, in a hypocritical way, endangering its own 

values," says Carla Amina Baghajati of the Islamic Religious Community. 

 

 

 
Tweet by the Ministry of the Interior: Scarfs are allowed as a protection against bad 

weather and frost. 

 

The police stated, it will execute the so-called burka-ban “with sensitivity”. The police 

union also complained about the implementation of the law and calls to create legal 

certainty. Hermann Greylinger, chief of the police union, said that the full veil ban 

poses another task with administrative effort and obligations, the police union refuses 

to carry out in this form: The executive forces are burdened by an ad hoc legislation 

with a new task. Up to the present day, full veils raised no problem.” He also criticizes 

the unspecific instructions. For example, policemen and women are told to give an 

info folder to concerned persons and allow them to go home, where they have to 

“establish a lawful condition”. “How long is this valid, is somebody allowed to drive 

through whole Austria to reestablish this condition?”, Greylinger asks. 

 

Furthermore, the president of the Austrian bar association, Rupert Wolff, strongly 

criticized the so called integration package to be “bad and wrong” “deeply intervening 

into basic rights”.. 

During the evaluation process the Austrian bar association itself has proposed to fully 

drop the law, arguing it is “unnecessary, inappropriate and questionable from a 

fundamental rights point of view”. 

Amnesty International as well has suggested the complete suspension of the law. 

They have declared the law inappropriate to reach its defined goal and stated: 

“Amnesty International represents the clear stance, that it is incompatible with the 

universal validity of human rights, that women are forced by state or non-state actors 

to wear a veil. At the same time, it is contrary to the constitutionally ensured rights of 

freedom of expression (art. 10 ECHR) and of freedom of thought, conscience and 

religion (art. 9 ECHR) to forbid women by law to wear veils.” 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/10/01/austrias-burka-ban-comes-force-prohibiting-face-veils-public/
http://wien.orf.at/news/stories/2867986/
http://wien.orf.at/news/stories/2867986/
http://www.wienerzeitung.at/nachrichten/oesterreich/politik/920122_Praesident-der-Rechtsanwaelte-gegen-Burka-Verbot.html
https://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXV/SNME/SNME_09528/imfname_621554.pdf
https://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXV/SNME/SNME_09472/imfname_621388.pdf


Even the president of Austria, Alexander Van der Bellen called it „not a good law“. 

Despite his concerns, he signed it. 

 

First fines and incidents  

There are an estimated 150 women living in Austria wearing burkas or niqabs. 

Hence, the majority of people concerned are tourists in Vienna and Zell am See, a 

small city south of Salzburg, known for its strong tourism from Arabic countries. No 

wonder, one of the first cease-and-desist warnings were inflicted in Zell am See. “The 

women were cooperative and took off their veils”, said Martin Waltl, vice county 

police commander of Zell am See.  

 

An NGO for documentation of anti-islamic racism reported five cases in which women 

wearing full face veils were told by passersby to take off their headscarves. There is 

an reported incident where the public transport had to stop because of people 

harassing a woman because of her appearance and of a hand to hand fighting 

started by a muslin woman after she got compelled to unveil by several passersby. 

 

Two people were fined at the edge of a demonstration against the new law in front of 

the parliament. They were dressed as clowns. A cyclist got stopped for wearing a 

scarf because police claimed it wasn’t cold enough. The case ended with a warning. 

Another man dressed in a shark costume for a PR event promoting the opening of a 

new shop in downtown Vienna was told to take off his mask and fined by police. 

 

 

 

Further links:  

Information leaflet, Ministry of the Interior: From 1 October 2017: Face cover ban in 

Austria http://www.bmi.gv.at/bmi_documents/2090.pdf 
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