safeguard futures
ban CHILD MARRIAGE
Child marriage is “any formal marriage or informal union
between a child under the age of 18 and an adult or another
child” (UNICEF). Parliament has recognised, by raising the
minimum age for leaving education or training to eighteen, that
childhood should be safeguarded as a time for learning and
personal development.

Safeguarding children from
child marriage will enable every child
the opportunity to complete their
education, make informed choices about
their future and reach their
full potential.
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I was 15 and I remember my Dad asking me to get married,
I giggled “I’m so young”. The next time I felt if I said no, it
would damage our relationship. I was on study leave from
school, preparing for my GCSE’s. Dad was receiving so much
praise from the community for getting his girls married. I
was a child, I wanted to please him, All I wanted was to
focus on my education. I didn’t comprehend at 16 that
it was a life-changing decision that actually meant leaving
my family and forming my own. I didn’t understand the
consequences.
I remember thinking Oh My God, he looks old, he was losing
his hair. I was just hoping he wouldn’t want me, that he’d say,
“she’s just a baby!”
I had to quit college for a bit because my husband
complained that I wasn’t caring for him, cooking for him.
He said to my parents, “she needs to have a baby”. It made
me feel sick. I was 16 and I ended up pregnant. I didn’t
fully comprehend it, all I knew was that I didn’t want a baby.
I should never have been put in that situation, where I had
to make that decision. It has haunted me for almost two
decades.
To get divorced, I had to agree to take the blame of not
being a good wife, with all the backlash that entails.
I did not choose child marriage, it ruined my future. It
led me astray from my dreams of focussing on my
education, it took away the best years of my life. I’ll never
again be that innocent 16-year-old.

It is for us to change things for the next
generation and make child marriage a crime, so
they don’t suffer like I have

Payzee Mahmod, British, married in a religious and then
civil ceremony in London when she was 16 years old. Her
sister Banaz Mahmod was murdered in an “honour” killing.

types of child marriage
Child marriage is both impacting children from the UK and is
also being perpetrated by men from the UK against children
overseas. It takes the form of registered marriages,
which are recognised under British law and also religious
or customary marriages, which can happen at any age and
may or may not also be registered. An unregistered child
marriage causes no less harm than a registered marriage.
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Office of National Statistics (ONS) data shows that in the
last 10 years, for which data is available (2006-2016), 3354
marriages involving children aged 16 and 17 were registered
in England and Wales. Significantly, overall, the average age
of marriage in England and Wales has continued to rise and
the number of people getting married aged 17 and under has
fallen (to 179 in 2016). This shows that as a society we have
moved on and that most people no longer want child marriage.
However, as the data shows, child marriage is continuing
and the damage that it causes to the children it
harms is so profound, that no time must be wasted
in ensuring the law is fit for purpose to protect
children from this abuse; every child matters.
Registered marriages are only part of the picture of the UK
child marriage problem; the ONS statistics do not capture
non-registered religious or cultural marriages or child
marriages that take place abroad involving children or adults
who have lived in the UK.

I saw him the first time, and just ran. He was a very big
man and 11 years older. Child marriage is a big mistake.
Because I have experienced it, I know how it feels, when
you are just a girl and you get married. It is very hard.
I loved studying and had many ambitions, which child
marriage stole from me. You need to grow up first and
make yourself. Then you can make the right choices
for you. You should choose your own life. No-one should
choose it for you. Now I need to divorce. In my culture,
being 19 and divorced is a problem. No one can accept
you as you. Still none of my friends know I am married. I
don’t want to tell them. I just tell them I came to England to
study. If they knew I was married, getting divorced…

Child marriage should be a crime

Nadia (not her real name), Syrian, was married by a British
man 11 years older than her when she was 16 years old in
Lebanon before coming to the UK on a spouse visa when
she was 18 years old (represented by IKWRO).

Child marriage is a hidden form of child abuse, so it is
important to look to a range of sources for prevalence. In
2018 a third of cases (33%, 574) dealt with by the UK’s
Forced Marriage Unit involved children aged 17 and under.
The vast majority of victims (75%) were females, showing
that this issue is disproportionately affecting girls. The
cases relate to 110 countries demonstrating the breadth of
the UK child marriage problem globally.
Since 2015, Karma Nirvana, who run the National
helpline for “honour” based abuse received 852
child marriage cases involving 17 year olds and
under, and many other charities working domestically
have been supporting many more children at risk of child
marriage within the UK and abroad.
Many child marriages are never reported nor captured
by statistics. Current ambiguity in the law is a barrier to
protection and likely keeps the known numbers down.
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Comparisons to other age related laws:
The Children Act 1989, in line with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a
child as ‘a person under the age of 18’. Under the age of 18 a person cannot:

Leave education
or training

Enter into most
contracts

Gamble or
get a tattoo

Vote or
serve on a jury

Drive a medium or
heavy-goods, or
large passenger
vehicle

Buy alcohol,
tobacco or
fireworks

Buy a knife,
razor blade or axe

Current law is failing to safeguard children
from child marriage

CURRENTLY
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There is no explicit crime of child marriage, at any age (including under 16, the minimum age that a
marriage can be registered). A child marriage that takes place involving a child aged under 16 is simply not
legally binding, unless it qualifies as a forced marriage.
For a child marriage to qualify as a forced marriage, relies upon whether both parties are deemed to
have consented and had the capacity to consent. The test for capacity to consent is defined under the
Mental Capacity Act 2005 and, importantly, age is not a stand-alone factor in determining lack
of capacity to consent. So one or both parties being a minor does not automatically qualify a child
marriage as being a forced marriage and therefore a crime. the onus is on the child to recognise
the marriage is forced in order to get protection from it, which in practice leaves many
vulnerable to child marriage.
Forced marriage law is insufficient to protect children who do not have the agency, on account of being
children who are likely to be living at home under the influence of their family or community, to declare
their marriage as being forced. They may be victims of coercive control. Reliance on the child victim to
raise the alarm can put them in great danger from “honour” based abuse, they may be fearful of being
harmed or being removed from school and taken elsewhere immediately if their family finds out they have
asked for help. Some may not want to get their family in trouble.
Current civil law permits child marriage under the age of 18 across the UK, including in England and
Wales, through the legal exception of parental consent, which too often amounts to parental and
community coercion.

As the National Policing Lead for “Honour” Based Abuse, Forced Marriage and
Female Genital Mutilation, I am delighted to lend my support to this campaign
to see a change in the law to prevent child marriage under 18. Society has
moved on since these antiquated laws, more needs to done to protect children
when they are vulnerable between the ages of 16 and 17, not to be forced into
what is effectively child marriage. A change in the law, making it clear that all
marriage under 18 were a crime, would assist all parts of the criminal justice
system in protecting children.
Commander Ivan Balhatchet, National Police Chiefs Council Lead for “Honour” Based Abuse,
Forced Marriage and FGM

Current law is undermining the UK’s
international work to end child marriage
The Government has taken a leading role
internationally as a force for ending child
marriage. however our domestic law is undermining
these efforts, as demonstrated by comments from
Bangladesh who have cited the UK As
being hypocritical.

The UK worked hard to ensure the inclusion of child
marriage within Goal 5 of the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) and a specific target has been achieved.
This is a timely opportunity to bring domestic
legislation in line with global commitments to end
child marriage under target 5.3 of the SDGs.

what needs to happen

The minimum age for registering a marriage must be
18 with no exceptions and all forms of child marriage
(civil, religious and customary) involving a child aged 17
and under must be made a crime.
Criminalisation will act as a deterrent and empower those
at risk. It is known that criminalisation helps victims; in the
year after criminalisation of forced marriage there was a
68% increase in reporting to the police.
Criminalisation would make it clear to statutory agencies
(in particular police and social services) that all children
must be safeguarded from the offence of child marriage
and that they must take positive action and assist them
readily, even if there are no obvious indications of sexual or
physical violence. Currently such cases can sometimes
be overlooked.

Only adults should be culpable for the offence of child
marriage. There should be no change to the age of sexual
consent, which is a distinct matter.
The Marriage and Civil Partnership (Minimum Age) Bill [HL]
2016-2017 to raise the age of marriage to 18 and make
child marriage a crime successfully passed through the
House of Lords and only did not progress to the House of
Commons due to lack of time.

how you can help

back the campaign and the Bill and help gather support.
To confirm your support or for further information please contact Sara Browne, Campaign Manager at IKWRO
at Sara.Browne@ikwro.org.uk or on 0207 920 6460.
The Girls Not Brides UK partnership is Co-Chaired by IKWRO, Karma Nirvana, FORWARD and the Independent
Yemen Group. It is part of the Girls Not Brides global network which comprises over 1000 organisations
working to end child marriage around the world.
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