
 

 
Submission to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights  

Report of the Secretary-General on child, early and forced marriage 
pursuant to resolution 71/175 of the United Nations General Assembly 

 
Geneva, 3 November 2017 

 

Save the Children is the world’s leading independent organisation for children, working in 120 countries 

through our members, programmes and partners. Our mission is to inspire breakthroughs in the way the 

world treats children and to achieve immediate and lasting change in their lives. Save the Children works 

as a development and humanitarian agency, covering issues such as health and nutrition, education, child 

protection and child rights governance. We believe that child, early and forced marriage (CEFM) critically 

infringes on children’s rights and negatively affects girls’ health, education, psychosocial wellbeing and 

lifelong development. 

 

1. General measures taken to implement the recommendations of the last report on preventing and 

eliminating child, early and forced marriage. 

 

African Union Ministerial Statement on Child Marriage. The African Union (AU) launched their 

campaign to End Child Marriage in 2015. Save the Children joined this campaign with the aim of 

establishing an accountability mechanism on ending child marriage at the African Union (to set the legal 

age of marriage at 18). We proposed a political accountability mechanism – the AU Accountability 

Framework - that would bring together key stakeholders and ensure the campaign would result in lasting 

impact for girls across Africa. This framework would make sure that countries are taking necessary steps 

towards ending child marriage, and reporting on the progress they make. In 2017, under the leadership 

of Zambian President Lungu, the AU hosted a high-level meeting on child marriage in January 2017, 

during which, in addition to President Lungu, the Heads of States from Senegal, Malawi, Chad, Ethiopia, 

Gambia and Nigeria also attended. The heads of states all made statements in support of the African 

Union Child Marriage Campaign and committed to implement measures in line with the campaign at the 

national level.  

 

West and Central African High-Level Meeting to End Child Marriage. In October 2017, the 

Senegalese Government, in partnership with UNICEF, UNFPA, UN Women, Save the Children, Girls 

Not Brides, Plan International, World Vision, FAWE and with the support of the African Union hosted 

the High-Level Meeting on Ending Child Marriage in Dakar, Senegal. The meeting called on national 

level political actors from across West and Central Africa including Nigeria, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal Sierra 

Leone Niger, Ghana and others as well as regional body ECOWAS and the African Union to address 

child marriage in West and Central Africa – which is currently home to six of the top ten highest child 

marriage prevalence countries around the world. As a consequence of the meeting a series of 

commitments were made by Governments across the region to tackle child marriage domestically. 

Additionally, a commitment was made to take the momentum and action forward towards the African 

Union Girls’ Summit, which is being held in Rwanda in February 2018. The commitments made are 

included in Annex 1 of this submission. 

 



 
 

2. Measures adopted to address the root causes, systemic and underlying factors, such as poverty, 

insecurity, lack of education, of child, early and forced Marriage, including in humanitarian 

settings. 

 

Jordan’s response to child marriage among Syrian refugees. As part of the Regional Response to 

the Syrian crisis, Save the Children is helping children in Syrian Arab Republic, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq 

and Egypt to cope with the worst effects of the war. In Jordan, the organization runs community-

awareness sessions on child marriage with children, adolescents and parents, with a focus on prevention 

of child marriage. Across the region, the organization’s child-protection teams respond to issues related 

to child marriage and forced marriage, referring cases of gender-based violence to specialized agencies so 

that victims get specialist support. In Jordan, Save the Children has collaborated with other agencies to 

launch a campaign to raise awareness of the dangers of marriage and to spread the message “Our sense 

of safety is everyone’s responsibility”. Proven strategies in these contexts include: empowering girls with 

information, skills and support networks; providing economic support and incentives to girls and their 

families; educating and rallying parents and community members; enhancing girls’ access to a high-quality 

education; and encouraging supportive laws and policies.1 

 

3. Progress in the enforcement of laws and policies to promote gender equality, prohibit violence 

against women and girls, repeal discriminatory provisions, and eradicate harmful practices. 

 

Malawi. In 2014, Save the Children provided technical and financial support to the Non-Governmental 

Organization Coalition on Child Rights (NGO CCR) to undertake a series of in country consultations – including 

consultations with children. These consultations highlighted that raising the legal age of marriage was a top priority 

for activists in Malawi. 

As a consequence, the coalition drafted Alternative Universal Periodic Review (Alternative UPR) which called on 

Malawi to harmonise the national legal definition of a child in line with its international obligations. Consequently 

the child rights related recommendations included a call for the Malawian Government to: 

“Speed up the revision of the Constitution of the Republic of Malawi and ensure harmonization of laws 

in line with its international obligations regarding the definition of the child’. 

The inclusion of this recommendations laid the foundations for the amendments that were subsequently made in 

Malawi with regards to the legal age of marriage. Following on from the periodic review, Save the Children; the 

NGO CCR and the Malawian Human Rights continued advocacy towards the Malawian Government on this 

matter and popularise the recommendations made in the UPR within Malawi. This sustained advocacy also led to 

the submission of two reports on the UN CRC to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child in 2016. 

The Malawi State Party Report to the UN CRC was reviewed in January 2017 and the Concluding Observations 

made strong reference to the definition of a child; 

“While welcoming the information provided by the State Party’s delegation during the dialogue about a 

Government Bill to amend the Constitution that defines a child as a person under 18 years of age and 

raises the minimum marriage age to 18, and about the forthcoming further harmonization of all 

legislation in this regard, the Committee urges the State party to expeditiously adopt these amendments 

to the Constitution and legislation and ensure wide public awareness of these legislative changes” 

 

                                                           
1 Extracted from Global Accelerated Action for the Health of Adolescents (AA-HA!), Guidance to Support Country 
Implementation, World Health Organization, 2017, Case Study A5.21, Annex 5, page 99. 



 
 

In April 2017, the Malawian parliament passed a constitutional amendment that raised the legal age of 

marriage was raised to 18. Previously, the constitution had allowed for persons aged between 15 and 18 

to marry with parental consent, and included a section which stated that the government would “actively 

discourage persons from marrying where either of them is under the age of 15” but it wasn’t explicitly 

prohibited. Additionally, the Malawian constitution had previously included a section (Section 23(6)) that 

set the legal age of childhood as 16 and under – contravening international norms. As well as changing 

the legal age of marriage to 18, and deleting the sections that permitted marriage before 18, Section 23 

(8) was amended and childhood broadened to include all persons under the age of 18. As a consequence 

of the constitutional amendments, authorities can no longer register marriages for persons below the age 

of 18 under the Marriage Divorce and Family Relations Act; any child marriage that involves a child is 

now null and void; courts are to now recognise relevant cases in both criminal and civil courts. 

 

El Salvador. Following consistent lobbying, advocacy and campaigning by Save the Children and other 

civil society actors, in August 2017, The Government of El Salvador unanimously decided to amend the 

law and eliminate the exception that allowed girls and adolescents to marry in the case of sexual abuse 

and pregnancy.  The amendments made to Article 14 of the Family Code closed a loophole that had 

previously made it permissible for a girl under the age of 18 to be married in the case of sexual abuse or 

pregnancy. By closing this loophole, and reforming Article 14, the Government was effectively 

implementing the National System for Comprehensive Protection of Children and Adolescents and 

strengthening the efficacy of the Child and Adolescents Integral Protection LAW.  

 

Guatemala. Article 81 of the Guatemalan Civil Code, created in 1963, set the legal age of marriage at 14 

for girls and 16 for boys with parental consent – and as per Article 89, in the event of pregnancy, marriage 

was in fact permissible at any age (with parental consent). To address this violation, Save the Children, in 

partnership with 15 other organisations, established the Coalition for Girls and Adolescents. The 

coalition lobbied congress and other political actors to establish a decree that bans child marriage, and 

amend the provisions that allow the marriage of children under the age of 18. In August 2017, Congress 

approved the decree 13-2017, which removed the exception in the Civil Code that allowed adolescents 

to marry before the age of 18. 

 

4. Measures undertaken to promote girls’ and women’s autonomy and build the capacity of other 
stakeholders to promote social norms that support gender equality. 

 
a) Save the Children is the managing partner for the More than Brides Alliance, which includes Oxfam 

Novib, Population Council and Simavi. The alliance is working together to implement a five year 

programme (2015 – 2020) to help end child marriage and the harmful consequences of child marriage in 

Niger, Malawi, India, Pakistan and Mali. The alliance is funded by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

The programme employs a multi-pronged approach that includes empowering girls with increased 

information and skills, enhancing girls’ access to education, economic and livelihood opportunities and 

increasing girls access to Sexual and Reproductive Health services, child protection services; the 

programme also includes work with broader communities to try and tackle harmful norms that perpetuate 

child marriage. Additionally, the programme has produced and published research to contribute to the 

broader evidence base on “what works” to help end child marriage.  

Research products include: 

- More than Brides Alliance: Baseline Report, Niger: 

http://www.popcouncil.org/uploads/pdfs/2017PGY_MTBA-BaselineNiger.pdf


 
 

http://www.popcouncil.org/uploads/pdfs/2017PGY_MTBA-BaselineNiger.pdf 

- More than Brides Alliance: Baseline Report, Malawi: 

http://www.popcouncil.org/uploads/pdfs/2017PGY_MTBA-BaselineMalawi.pdf 

- More than Brides Alliance: Baseline Report, Mali: 

http://www.popcouncil.org/uploads/pdfs/2017PGY_MTBA-BaselineMali.pdf 

 

b) In order to address social norms and measure how they can be changed, Save the Children is also 
supporting the Global Early Adolescent Study which focuses on developmental issues of younger 
adolescents, age 10 to 14 years, in 15 different high-, middle-, and low-income countries across the world. 
Save the Children has supported the research in Bolivia and Egypt. The study focuses on adolescents 
within low-income settings in all 15 countries, to capture relatively unexplored contexts for gender 
identity development. Preliminary findings emerging from the Study include recommendations to: 
 

a) Engage adolescents in open discussions about gender norms and attitudes that take into account 
their evolving cognitive capacities;  
b) Stimulate critical reflection to change attitudes and norms within peer groups; 
c) Incorporate content on gender-equitable norms in parenting interventions; 
d) Change norms by working simultaneously at different levels of the ecological framework 
(individual, family, community, society etc.);  
e) Strengthen school-based efforts to promote equitable gender attitudes; 
f) Tap into the reach and influence of media and technology; 
g) Develop measures and research methods to understand and track how gender norms evolve and 
identify what works. 

 
Further related research can be found in the Journal of Adolescent Health, October 2017 supplement, 

available at http://www.geastudy.org/blog/2017/9/27/special-supplement-if-the-journal-of-

adolescent-health-now-online 
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