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D R A F T 
 

EARLY/FORCED MARRIAGE 
 
 

A VIOLATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS - ALL TOO COMMON 
While public awareness of violence against women rises slowly – at last!  - it has 
been often overlooked that girls suffer worldwide violence in all forms. Child, ear-
ly and forced marriage (CEFM) is a human rights violation and a harmful practice 
that disproportionately affects women and girls globally, robbing them of their 
ability to make decisions about their lives, disrupting their education, making 
them more vulnerable to violence, discrimination and abuse, and preventing 
their full participation in economic, political and social spheres – an inter genera-
tional, lifelong severe and harmful interference. 
 
Child or early marriage means any marriage where at least one of the parties is 
under 18 years of age – often enough girls at the age of 12/13 years of age! 
Forced marriages are marriages in which one and/or both parties have not per-
sonally expressed their full and free consent to the union. Research confirms that 
girls who marry in childhood are at greater risk for intimate partner violence than 
girls who marry late. Early marriage most often means social isolation, interrup-
tion of education, limited socio-economic opportunities and increased risk of do-
mestic violence.  
 
Child marriage is often accompanied by early and frequent pregnancy and child-
birth, resulting in higher than average maternal morbidity and mortality rates. 
The children of child brides are also at higher risk of poor health outcomes than 
children of girls who marry later. Child marriage leads to more frequent births 
than in case of marriage at older years of age. CEFM also drives women and girls 
to flee their communities or to commit suicide to avoid or escape the marriage.  
 
Child marriage happens commonly at the local community levels. Girls drop out 
of school – if at all. Their interest is defined to suit the lives they are accustomed 
to. The pressure to become pregnant once married can be intense, and child 
brides typically end up having many children to care for while still young. In Ne-
pal, for example, over one third of women aged 20 to 24 who married before 
their 15th birthday had three or more children compared to one percent of wom-
en who married as adults.  
 
The most driving cause of early/forced child marriage is poverty of families – the 
younger the daughter the earlier one person less to feed and the lower the dow-
ry. Other causes of early marriage that “override” the law are customs, tradition, 
religion, honour of family, gender inequality, higher risk of violence before/during 
marriage. Although child marriage is often against the law, the causes “excuse” 
the risk of marriage justified by the perception that marriage will provide ‘protec-
tion’ and complies with social norms. 
Read more: 
https://data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/FGMC_Brochure_Lo_res_1613.pdf  
https://rm.coe.int/female-genital-mutilation-and-forced-marriage/16807baf8f  
http://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation 
https://www.dsw.org/5-fragen-5-antworten-zu-kinderehen 
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MORE FACTS  
Worldwide, more than 700 million women alive today were married before their 
18th birthday. Early marriage occurs predominantly in the following parts of the 
world: Middle and Southern Africa, Middle and Southern America, South-East 
Asia. Globally the cases of early marriage decrease: in the year 1980 1 in 3 girls 
got married with 18 years of age, today the number dropped to 1 in 5. That 
means however, that every year 12 million girls are married before the age of 
18. If progress is not accelerated, 150 million girls could be married in childhood 
by 2030.  
 
An important underlying cause of early marriage is gender discrimination: in 146 
States the rule of law combined with the „customs“ allow girls under 18 years of 
age to marry with the parents’ and official bodies’ consent, resp. In fact in 52 
countries girls under 15 years of age are allowed to marry with the parents’ 
agreement. In contrast, in 180 countries boys are bound to marry only with 18 
years of age. In sum, early marriage of girls is socially more ready to be accept-
ed than of boys.  
 
As the driving factor for early marriage is poverty, the highest rates of early 
marriage occur above all the poor sub-Saharan Africa. Niger has the highest de-
mographic growth rate in the world and the highest total fertility rate, with 
7.6 children per woman.  It also has the highest rate of child marriage, with 
76.3 per cent of girls married before the age of 18, almost a third of whom be-
fore the age of 15. In the following countries half of the girls experience early 
marriage  - i.e. by the age of 18 years: Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Nepal, Niger, Ni-
geria, Pakistan, Republic of Congo, Uganda and Zambia. Bangladesh has the 
highest rate of marriage involving girls under age 15. South Asia is home to al-
most half (42 per cent) of all child brides worldwide; India alone accounts for one 
third of the global total. 
 
It is estimated that about 74 million women experience pregnancy not wanted, 
the reason being: one in four women cannot prevent due to lack of knowledge 
and availability resp. of contraception. 
 
Although the practice of child marriage is slowly declining; this “progress” is 
most dramatic when it comes to the marriage of girls under 15 years of age: 
globally, 1 in 4 young women alive today were married in childhood versus 1 in 3 
in the early 1980s. The proportion of young women who entered into marriage 
before age 15 declined from 12 per cent to 8 per cent over the same period. 
However, progress has been uneven across regions and countries. In the Middle 
East and North Africa, the percentage of women married before age 18 has 
dropped by about half, from 34 per cent to 18 per cent, over the last three dec-
ades. In South Asia, the decline has been especially marked for marriages in-
volving girls under age 15, dropping from 32 per cent to 17 per cent; the mar-
riage of girls under age 18, however, is still commonplace.  
 
If the current rate of progress is sustained, the proportion of women married as 
children will continue to decrease: from 33 per cent in 1985 to 22 per cent by 
2030 and to 18 per cent by 2050. Despite gains, this rate of decline is barely fast 
enough to keep pace with population growth. Even if progress continues, the to-
tal number of women married as children will still be around 700 million in 2050, 
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although nearly 490 million girls will have avoided early marriage – due to popu-
lation growth! 
 
Ending child marriage could contribute to national welfare gains that add up to 
over $500 billion per year globally by the year 2030, solely from the benefits of 
lower population growth. Globally: prevention of early marriage has a longtime 
effect not only on population growth, but equally important on a country’s health level, 
improving economic growth and social concerns. 
Read more:  
https://data.unicef.org/topic/gender/harmful-practices-and-intimate-partner-violence/ 
https://www.unicef.org/media/files/Child_Marriage_Report_7_17_LR..pdf 
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Child-marriage-in-
humanitarian-settings.pdf 
https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/32905-file-
campaign_to_end_child_marriage_in_africa_call_for_action-_english.pdf  
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/ 
https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-marriage/  
https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/dsgsm1220.doc.htm 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/Humanitarian/NoteVerbale_EN
.pdf 
 
EFFORTS OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 
A) UN CONVENTIONS .... 
(1) In 1989 world leaders decided that children needed a special convention be-
cause people under 18 years old need special care and protection that adults do 
not. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child CRC is the first legally 
binding international instrument to incorporate the full range of human rights—
including civil, cultural, economic, political and social rights. The Convention, 
adopted in 1990 postulates – among others – to abolish all traditional customs 
that affect children’s health. UNICEF reports that increasingly people have come 
to understand the negative effects of this child-unfriendly tradition, with the re-
sult that there has been a drop in the rate of prevailing “customs”. This remark-
able progress in the fight against Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting (FGM/C) and 
early marriage signifies the most rapidly and widely ratified international human 
rights treaty in history. The unprecedented acceptance of the Convention clearly 
shows a wide global commitment to advancing children’s rights and is seen as a 
direct result of the commitment of the political authorities, the involvement of 
traditional and religious leaders and NGOs.  
 

(2) The UN Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Mar-
riage and Registration of Marriages is a treaty agreed upon in the United Na-
tions on the standards of marriage. The treaty became effective on December 9, 
1964 in accordance with article 16 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR): „No marriage shall be legally entered into without the full 
and free consent of both parties....“ The Convention reaffirms the consensual 
nature of marriages and requires the parties to establish a minimum marriage 
age by law and to ensure the registration of marriages. 

(3) Early marriage and by definition FGM represent not only violence against 
women and girls but at the same time it is a severe form of discrimination. 
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women CEDAW defines the right to be free from all forms of discrimination 
against women. The convention adopted by the General Assembly (GA) 1979 
represents the basis to prevent FGM/C, thus to ensure women’s human rights.  
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…. UN RESOLUTIONS 
(4) Several Resolutions were adopted by the GA concerning and dealing with the 
subject Early Marriage, Violence against women and girls: 

- resolution 68/148 of 18 December 2013 on child, early and forced mar-
riage,  

- resolutions 66/140 of 19 December 2011 and 68/146 of 18 December 
2013 on the girl child,  

- resolution 67/144 of 20 December 2012 on the intensification of efforts to 
eliminate all forms of violence against women,  

- Human Rights Council resolution 24/23 of 27 September 2013, on 
“Strengthening efforts to prevent and eliminate child, early and forced 
marriage: challenges, achievements, best practices and other previous 
resolutions relating to child, early and forced marriage,  

- And lately ....Resolution adopted by the GA 69/XX, November 2014. Child, 
Early and Forced Marriage  

 
The list documents the intense work of the UN Human Rights Council in discuss-
ing and researching the situation and development of violence against women 
and girls in the broadest sense. 
 
(5) Finally to mention: Paris Agreement, adopted under the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, in which the parties acknowledged in the pre-
amble that they should, when taking action to address climate change, respect, 
promote and consider their respective obligations with regard to human rights, 
the right to health, the rights of indigenous peoples, local communities, mi-
grants, children...... 
See also:  

- Arab Charter on Human Rights: Cruel and humiliating treatment is 
criminal and needs combatting. The Charta became effective in 2008. 

- The Declaration of Human Rights in Islam, adopted in 1990, says 
“Safety from bodily harm is a guaranteed right. It is the duty of the state 
to safeguard it, and it is prohibited to breach it without a Shari’ah-
prescribed reason”.  

- European Convention on Human Rights  - Istanbul Convention – 
details see page 6. 

Read more: 
https://www.who.int/pmnch/media/events/2014/child_marriage.pdf  
https://documents-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G18/258/79/PDF/G1825879.pdf?OpenElement 
http://www.endvawnow.org/en/articles/645-sources-of-international-human-rights-law-
on-female-genital-mutilation.html (UN Women) 
http://itacec.org/document/learning_resources/2014/UNGA69-CEFM-Resolution_Draft-
14-Nov2-Final%20%281%29.pdf 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/MinimumAgeForMarriage.aspx 
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf 
https://www.humanrights.ch/en/standards/other-regions-instruments/arab-charter-on-
human-rights/ 
http://www.humanrights.se/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Arab-Charter-on-Human-
Rights.pdf 
http://www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/FMRpdfs/Human-
Rights/cairo.pdf 
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/Humanitarian/NoteVer
bale_EN.pdf 
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 (6) UNICEF 
The United Nations Children's Fund UNICEF works for children's rights and well-
being, their survival, development and protection, guided by the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child CRC. UNICEF as mandated by the Convention repre-
sents the “accelerator” of children’s rights in both humanitarian and development 
settings. Together with partners, UNICEF works in 190 countries and territories 
to translate the commitment into practical action, focusing special effort on 
reaching the most vulnerable and excluded children, to the benefit of all children 
in particular improving adolescent and maternal health and achieving gender 
equality and the empowerment of women and girls.  
 
In response to the UN Secretary-General's Study on Violence against Chil-
dren (2006), UNICEF in East and South Africa was the first to partner with gov-
ernments to measure magnitude, context and nature of violence against chil-
dren. With support from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) in the United States, national population-based surveys were conducted 
in several countries to generate important evidence on violence against children. 
 
A popular strategy for addressing violence is through the establishment of ”one-
stop centers” (OSCs), which provide integrated, multi-disciplinary services in a 
single physical location, including health care, psychosocial support, and police 
and justice sector responses. 
Read more: 
https://www.unicef.org/esaro/factsonchildren_5780.html 
https://www.unicef.org/esaro/5480_violence-against-children.html 
https://www.unicef.org/violencestudy/reports.html 
 
(7) UNFPA 
The UN Population Fund UNFPA is the lead UN agency for delivering a world 
where every pregnancy is wanted, every childbirth is safe and every young per-
son’s potential is fulfilled. None of this will be realized when child, early and 
forced marriage prevail! UNFPA mission is to expand the possibilities for women 
and young people to lead healthy and productive lives. UNFPA calls for the reali-
zation of reproductive rights for all and supports access to a wide range of sexual 
and reproductive health services – including voluntary family planning, maternal 
health care and comprehensive sexuality education. 
Read more: 
https://www.unfpa.org/about-us 
 
(8) SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS SDG  
In 2015 the “2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” was adopted by the UN 
GA. The Agenda formulates 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) (with alto-
gether 167 targets). Goal 5 Achieve gender equality and empower all wom-
en and girls to end all forms of discrimination against women and girls every-
where, and to eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls in the pub-
lic and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and other types of exploi-
tation as well as FGM/C and early marriage.  
Read details:  
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ 
 
(9) UNESCO 
UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion seeks to build peace through international cooperation in Education, Scienc-
es and Culture. UNESCO's programs contribute to the achievement of the SDGs 
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defined in Agenda 2030, UNESCO speaks up for each child and citizen to have 
access to quality education by developing educational tools to help people live as 
global citizens free of hate and discrimination.  
Read more: 
https://en.unesco.org/about-us/introducing-unesco 
 
B) COUNCIL OF EUROPE (CoE) 
European Convention on Human Rights  -  Istanbul Convention  
Both, the European Convention on Human Rights and the Istanbul Convention 
are legally binding and comprehensive conventions on preventing and combating 
violence against women including domestic violence. 
 
The Council of Europe adopted in 2011 the Istanbul Convention – Action 
against violence against women and domestic violence, the most far-reaching 
international treaty to tackle violence against women: Prevention, protection, 
prosecution, mentoring. The convention breaks new ground by requesting states 
to criminalise the various forms of violence, including physical, sexual and psy-
chological violence, domestic violence, stalking, sexual harassment, female geni-
tal mutilation, forced marriage, forced abortion and forced sterilization, including 
FGM/C.  
 
Since these violations often occur during childhood, they also constitute a viola-
tion of children’s rights. The Declaration of the Committee of Ministers (CoE) on 
the need to step up efforts to prevent and combat FGM/C and forced marriage in 
Europe calls on member States to fully recognise these practices as human rights 
violations which concern European States, and to develop national action plans 
and strategies, and to promote exchanges of practices in order to fight against 
these human rights affronts. 
Read more:  
https://www.coe.int/en/web/istanbul-convention/the-convention-in-brief 
http://rm.coe.int/ending-all-forms-of-violence-against-children-by-2030-the-council-of-
e/1680732f2d 
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children 
https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/integrated-strategies#{"12441295":[1]}  
 
C) ZONTA INTERNATIONAL RESPONSE to Early Marriage  
Zonta International mission focuses on empowering women, eradication of dis-
crimination of and ending violence against women and girls – altogether to en-
sure that women and girls worldwide fully enjoy their human rights. On this 
background education of girls represents the key for progress. 
 
(1)Delaying early marriage - NIGER 
Niger has one the highest child marriage rate in the world. Zonta International 
supported the UNFPA project with U.S. $ 1 million during the biennium 2016-
2018. The funding from Zonta International covered with the participation in the 
educational and health oriented program of approximately 11,000 adolescents 
from 2016-2018. In addition, parents, relatives and peers also benefited from 
knowledge and information shared by the girls.  
 
(2) Let Us Learn - Madagascar 
Zonta renewed its commitment to UNICEF USA to support the project with $1 
million over 2018-2020. “Let Us Learn” is an integrated education program that 
is creating opportunities for vulnerable and excluded children, particularly girls, 
to realize their right to an education in a secure and protective environment. 



	   7	  

Zonta’s support in 2018-2020 will enable more than 40,000 children to access a 
quality education thanks to new classrooms, teacher and school director training, 
cash transfers to households in extreme poverty, catch up classes, violence pre-
vention and services, and communication and messaging promoting school en-
rollment and retention. Sustainable development will only be possible with the 
education of all children, in particular girls. Every additional year of secondary 
school boosts a girl’s eventual wages by 15-25 percent. 
 
(3) The Future We Want – Nepal  
Zonta International has committed US$1 million to UN Women from 2016-2018 
for The Future We Want project. The goal is to create sustainable foundations for 
addressing the links between human trafficking and foreign labor migration/ ex-
ploitation of women and girls in Nepal. The project is based on a Theory of 
Change that: if (1) an enabling cohesive legal and policy framework is in place 
and effectively implemented; if (2) favorable social norms are promoted in 
homes and communities and information is made available on safe migration and 
trafficking; and if (3) women are equipped with economic empowerment oppor-
tunities; then there will be a reduction in incidents of trafficking linked to foreign 
labor migration of women and girls. The skills of development training incorpo-
rate sensitization and awareness raising on Gender Equality and Social Inclusion. 
 
(4) Zonta International’s continuous goal focuses on SDG Goal 5 Achieve gen-
der equality and empower all women and girls with the target 5.3 “Elimina-
tion of all harmful practices, such as child, early and forced marriage and female 
genital mutilation”. Through the Eid bi Eid project Zonta International commit-
ted US$1,000,000 to UN Women thus seizing the opportunity to empower Syrian 
women in and outside the camps, Zonta International has to improve Syrian ref-
ugee and Jordanian women’s access to sustainable and decent employment, 
coupled with protection services and community leadership/engagement, to ena-
ble greater equality and reduced violence against women. 
Read more: 
https://foundation.zonta.org/Eid-bi-Eid 
https://foundation.zonta.org/Media-News/News/zonta-international-president-susanne-
von-bassewitz-emphasizes-need-to-empower-women-affected-by-the-syrian-refugee-
crisis-at-sdg-5-forum 
 
(5) The campaign “Zonta says no to violence against women” was imple-
mented 2012. The goal of the worldwide campaign includes Actions to “End early 
marriage”. Zonta International has committed US$2,000,000 to UNICEF USA to 
support the UNICEF/UNFPA Global Programme to Accelerate Action to End Child 
Marriage in 12 countries: Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana, India, 
Mozambique, Nepal, Niger, Sierra Leone, Uganda, Yemen and Zambia. 
 
The program is turning commitment into tangible action to effect meaningful and 
lasting change in girls’ lives by focusing on building the skills and knowledge of 
girls at risk of child marriage, supporting households in demonstrating positive 
attitudes towards adolescent girls, ensuring laws and policies to protect and 
promote adolescent girls’ rights. 
Read more:  
https://foundation.zonta.org/EndingChildMarriage 
https://foundation.zonta.org/Our-Partners/UN-Women 
https://foundation.zonta.org/Portals/0/Foundation/Programs/NepalProjectUpdateDecemb
er2017.pdf 
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https://foundation.zonta.org/Portals/0/Foundation/Programs/NepalProjectUpdateDecemb
er2017.pdf 
https://www.zonta.org/Portals/0/Zonta/Global%20Impact/ISPHistory2016.pdf  
https://www.zonta.org/Global-Impact/Advocacy/SDGs 
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