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INTRODUCTION
In September 2015, leaders from Africa joined
other governments from around the world in
adopting the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), including a target to
end child marriage in the next 15 years. 
In sub-Saharan Africa, a staggering 40 percent of girls
marry before age 18, and African countries account for 15 of
the 20 countries with the highest rates of child marriage. 3

For example, 77 percent of girls in Niger,4 and over 60
percent of girls in Central African Republic and Chad, marry
before they turn 18.5 Without progress to prevent child
marriage, the number of girls married as children will
double by 2050, and Africa will surpass South Asia as the
region with the highest number of child brides in the world.

Girls who marry young are often denied a range of human
rights: many must discontinue their education, face serious
health risks from early and multiple pregnancies, and
suffer sexual and domestic violence. Agenda 2063, the
African Union’s 50-year action plan for development,
recognizes that child marriage is a major impediment to
regional development and prosperity. Countries lose out on
potentially enormous social, economic, and political contri-
butions these girls could make if given the right
opportunities from the start. 

At present, unprecedented attention is being paid to child
marriage globally, including public commitments by heads
of states to fight child marriage in their countries, as well
as the support of international donors, UN agencies, and
civil society groups. 

African leadership is essential for harnessing this attention
to effectively prevent and eliminate child marriage.
Promising initiatives include the launch in Ethiopia on May
29, 2014 of a continent-wide campaign to end child
marriage, and the appointments in Ethiopia of a new AU
special rapporteur on child marriage, and of a Goodwill
ambassador for the AU Campaign to End Child Marriage. 

Most importantly, there must be concrete changes
nationally and locally. There is no single solution for ending
child marriage. Rather, to achieve this goal, African
governments should commit to comprehensive change that
includes a range of measures, including ensuring legal
reform and enforcement, access to quality education, and
sexual and reproductive health information and services;
promoting girls’ empowerment; and changing harmful
social norms. 
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I faced a lot of problems in marriage. I was
young and did not know how to be a wife. I was
pregnant, had to look after my husband, do
housework, deal with in-laws, and work on the
farm. My worst time was when I was pregnant; I
had to do all this and deal with a pregnancy
while I was just a child myself.1

—Elina V., 19, married a 24-year-old man when she was
15, Mangochi district, Malawi, September 2013

We have a crisis on our hands. The UN estimates
that 15 million girls experience child marriage
each year…. We must move from vulnerability to
voice and leadership. Africa is young and full of
innovation. This energy must be harnessed to
ensure that we have lasting solutions.2

—Nyaradzayi Gumbonzvanda, African Union Goodwill
ambassador on Ending Child Marriage in Africa,
national launch of the AU Campaign to End Child
Marriage in Africa, July 31, 2015

Helen, 16, stands with her husband Jade, 50, outside their home in
a village near Juba. Helen married at 15 and said she would have
chosen school over marriage, but her family was unable to afford
school fees. She was in labor for five days before having a cesarean
section. Her son is now 8 months old. 
Kansuk, Central Equatoria State, February 2013
© 2013 Brent Stirton/Reportage for Human Rights Watch











Sexual and Domestic Violence
Child marriage exposes girls and young women to violence,
including marital rape, sexual and domestic violence, and
emotional abuse. Rose M., a mother of two, was married
when she was 16. She told us: “I experienced a lot of
problems in my marriage. We had no food or clothes. We
washed our clothes with leaves. My husband beat me at
least twice a week and he used to force me to have sex
with him. Also, I was not allowed to go out of the home.”23

While not all child marriages are marked by domestic
violence, the risks increase when there are large gaps in
age between a girl and her husband.24 Many countries fail
to criminalize marital rape, and even when it is a crime,
child brides have little ability to seek help. Married girls
and young women between the ages of 15 and 19 with low
levels of education are at a much greater risk of domestic
and sexual violence from their spouses than older and
more educated women.25

A study across seven countries found that girls who married
before the age of 15 were more likely to experience spousal
abuse than women who married after 25.26 Limited
information about their rights, lack of access to services—
especially legal assistance; discriminatory divorce,
inheritance, and custody laws; and rejection from their own
families—can leave many trapped in abusive marriages
with no means of escape. A lack of understanding and
access to information on healthy relationships,
reproduction, and sexual intercourse among both boys and
girls contributes to abusive relationships.

Lack of shelters is a key obstacle to effectively responding
to child marriages. Many governments lack shelters or safe
spaces where girls can seek protection and help when at
risk of child marriage, or when they run away from them.
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Rose was married when she was 16 and now has two
children. Her husband would beat her often and force
her to have sex with him. Rose said she contemplated
suicide in order to escape the marriage. 
Moshi, Tanzania. August 6, 2014.
© 2014 Marcus Bleasdale/VII for Human Rights Watch
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THE WAY FORWARD
While the harms caused by child marriage are grim, the
benefits of ending the practice are transformative and far-
reaching. Tackling child marriage is a strategic way to
advance women’s rights and empowerment in several
areas, ranging from health, education, work, freedom from
violence, and participation in public life. 

In order to do so, it is essential that all relevant
stakeholders—including community and religious leaders;
school teachers and administrators; health care workers;
police, prosecutors, and the judiciary; government
officials; media; parents, and of course, girls and boys—
understand and commit to their role in ending child
marriage.

The absence of comprehensive national strategies on child
marriage and poor coordination among government
ministries and agencies undermines the effectiveness of
government efforts. Without clear guidelines on how
authorities should handle cases of child marriage,
government responses remain fragmented. 

For example, in Malawi, various government entities,
officially coordinated by the Ministry of Gender, Children
and Community Development, are mandated to tackle
violence against women, including child marriages. The
Ministry of Justice is responsible for the prosecutors, the
Ministry of Gender, Children and Community Development
for child protection workers, and the Ministry of Interior for
the police. However, there is little communication or formal
referrals on specific cases among these entities. 

Similarly, the AU has launched disparate campaigns and
initiatives that address child marriage but has not
coordinated them, for example, the Campaign for
Accelerated Reduction of Maternal Mortality (CARMMA), the
African Women’s Decade, and the African Youth Decade
Plan of Action.

Effective solutions require coordination by multiple actors
and must put girls’ empowerment and voice at their center.
Regional and international institutions, governments, and
civil society groups should work together to ensure that the
SDG target of ending child marriage by 2030 is achieved. 
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Sister Felicita Humwara, the head of history and religious studies at
Juba Day Secondary School, offers support and encouragement to
young mothers who have returned to school after having children. 
Juba, Central Equatoria State, February 2013.
© 2013 Brent Stirton/Reportage for Human Rights Watch



Children watch a video at an outreach event held by Agape AIDS Control
Program, a nongovernmental organization working to end child marriage. 
Shinyanga, Tanzania. August 4, 2014. 
© 2014 Marcus Bleasdale/VII for Human Rights Watch



TO NATIONAL MINISTRIES OF EDUCATION

• Ensure girls’ access to quality education, including secondary education, by: 

— Committing the resources necessary to guarantee access to free, compulsory primary education for
all girls and boys.

— Developing retention strategies, such as incentives for families to keep girls in school, offering
scholarships, expanding school feeding programs, ensuring schools have adequate sanitation
facilities, and offsetting the costs of secondary school by subsidizing or eliminating costs of
uniforms, exams, and textbooks. 

• Develop retention strategies and life skills programs for married girls through targeted outreach and
support programs, initiating evening or part-time formal schooling and vocational training opportu-
nities, and following up with students who drop out of school.

• End the discriminatory practice of mandatory pregnancy testing of girls, expelling pregnant girls from
school, and excluding married students from school.

• Empower girls and boys with information and knowledge of their reproductive and sexual rights by
introducing comprehensive sex education curriculum.

TO NATIONAL MINISTRIES OF HEALTH

• Develop and implement a national policy and strategy on adolescent reproductive health with a strong
focus on the right to health information and services, including contraception; address factors that
contribute to unplanned pregnancies; and train health workers on engaging adolescents. 

• Improve access to emergency obstetric care including monitoring of labor, trained birth attendants,
newborn care, and contraception.

TO NATIONAL MINISTRIES OF JUSTICE AND HOME AFFAIRS

• Provide regular training for police and prosecutors on their legal responsibilities to investigate and
prosecute violence against women, including child marriage.

• Ensure that police and prosecutors investigate and prosecute forgeries of birth or marriage certificates
under the applicable law. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
TO THE AFRICAN UNION

• Ensure a coordinated and comprehensive approach among child marriage initiatives, including the
Campaign for Accelerated Reduction of Maternal Mortality (CARMMA), the African Women’s Decade, and
the African Youth Decade Plan of Action.

• Incorporate an indicator to monitor progress towards ending child marriage into the AU Agenda 2063.

• Incorporate child marriage into the work of the African Regional Economic Communities (RECs) and the
inclusion of an end to child marriage into its development strategies.

• Urge governments to develop comprehensive national strategies for combating child marriage, help
share best practices regionally, and support programs to implement these strategies.

TO HEADS OF STATE AND GOVERNMENT AND PARLIAMENTS

• Set 18 as the national minimum age of marriage for both boys and girls and develop strategies and
training for enforcement.

• Enact marriage laws that include provisions that establish free and full consent of both spouses,
requirements for proof of age before marriage licenses are obtained, and penalties for violence or
intimidation against anyone who refuses to marry.

• Ratify the Maputo Protocol.

• Ensure access to reproductive information and healthcare for all girls and women in rural and urban
areas by allocating greater resources from national health expenditure.

• Provide access to information to parents, guardians, and community leaders about the harmful effects
of child marriage, for example, by initiating a nationwide awareness campaign against child marriage,
emphasizing the health risks of early pregnancy, the benefits of girls’ education, the law prohibiting
child marriage, consequences for those who break the law, and the mechanism for reporting child
marriage and obtaining assistance. 

• Implement nationwide programming to empower girls. Build on best practices by providing economic
incentives and support to girls’ families coupled with designing programs tailored to local communities
that provide girls with safe spaces and equip girls with information about the harms and illegality of
child marriage, awareness about sexual and reproductive health, including menstrual hygiene
management, skills training, career guidance, and support networks. 

18 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

ENDING CHILD MARRIAGE IN AFRICA



ENDNOTES
1 Human Rights Watch interview with Elina V., Mangochi district, Malawi, September 21, 2013.
2 African Union, “The Republic of Zimbabwe Launches AU Campaign to End Child Marriage in Africa,” August 2, 2015, 
http://sa.au.int/en/content/republic-zimbabwe-launches-au-campaign-end-child-marriage-africa (accessed November 13, 2015).
3 UNICEF, Ending Child Marriage: Progress and Prospects, 2014, http://data.unicef.org/corecode/uploads/document6/uploaded_pdfs/
corecode/Child-Marriage-Brochure-HR_164.pdf (accessed November 15, 2015). While sub-Saharan Africa has the highest rates of child marriage,
due to population size, the largest number of child brides reside in South Asia.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Human Rights Watch interview with Pontinanta J., Yambio County, South Sudan, March 7, 2012.
7 Human Rights Watch interview with Aguet N., Bor County, South Sudan, March 15, 2012.
8 Belinda Maswikwa et al., “Minimum Marriage Age Laws and the Prevalence Of Child Marriage and Adolescent Birth: Evidence from 
Sub-Saharan Africa,” International Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, (2015) vol. 41(2):58–68,
http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/journals/4105815.pdf (accessed November 13, 2015); Girls Not Brides, “Minimum Age of Marriage in Africa,”
Compiled by the African Child Policy Forum (ACPF), 2013, http://www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/
Minimum-age-of-marriage-in-Africa-March-2013.pdf (accessed November 13, 2015).
9 Tanzania National Bureau of Statistics and ICF Macro, “Tanzania Demographic and Health Survey 2010,” 2010,
http://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR243/FR243%5B24June2011%5D.pdf (accessed November 10, 2015), p. 27.
10 Human Rights Watch interview with Happiness Eliufoo, police officer at the Police Gender and Children’s Desk, 
Hai police station, Moshi, Tanzania, April 2014.
11Human Rights Watch interview with Janet G., Mwanza, Tanzania, March 31, 2014.
12 Human Rights Watch interview with Anita G., Kahama district, Tanzania, April 2, 2014.
13 Human Rights Watch interview with C.M, midwife in the Johwane Masowe Shonhiwa Apostolic faith sect, 
Masvingo, Zimbabwe, October 14, 2015.
14 Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol), art. 6(b); 
African (Banjul) Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR), OAU Doc. CAB/LEG/67/3 rev. 5, 21 (1982), art. 18. 
The Maputo Protocol in article 6 calls on governments to develop laws that establish 18 as the minimum age of marriage. 
The African Charter in article 18 obligates governments to “ensure the elimination of every discrimination against women and also 
ensure the protection of the rights of the woman and the child as stipulated in international declarations and conventions.”
15 Human Rights Watch interview with Aisha S., Kahama, Tanzania, April 2, 2014.
16 UN Women, “Child Marriages: 39,000 Every Day – More than 140 million girls will marry between 2011 and 2020,” March 7, 2013,
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2013/3/child-marriages-39000-every-day-more-than-140-million-girls-will-marry-
between-2011-and-2020 (accessed November 13, 2015).
17 World Health Organization (WHO), “WHO Guidelines on Preventing Early Pregnancy and Poor Reproductive Outcomes Among Adolescents in
Developing Countries,” 2011, http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2011/9789241502214_eng.pdf (accessed November 10, 2015), p. 2.
18 Human Rights Watch interview with Gloria C., Yambio County, South Sudan, March 7, 2012.
19Human Rights Watch interview with Mary K., Yambio County, South Sudan, March 7, 2012.
20 UNICEF Innocenti Digest, “Early Marriage Child Spouses,” No. 7, March 2001, http://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/digest7e.pdf 
(accessed November 13, 2015), p.12.
21 Human Rights Watch interview with Anyier D., Bor County, South Sudan, March 15, 2012.
22 Human Rights Watch interview with Chanika B., Mangochi district, Malawi, September 21, 2013.
23 Human Rights Watch interview with Rose M., Kahama district, Tanzania, April 2, 2014.
24 UN Women, “Child Marriages: 39,000 Every Day – More than 140 million girls will marry between 2011 and 2020,” March 7, 2013,
http://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2013/3/child-marriages-39000-every-day-more-than-140-million-girls-will-marry-
between-2011-and-2020 (accessed November 13, 2015).
25 WHO, “Multi-country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against Women: Initial Results on Prevalence, 
Health Outcomes and Women’s Responses: Summary Report,” 2005, 
http://www.who.int/gender/violence/who_multicountry_study/summary_report/summary_report_English2.pdf 
(accessed November 16, 2015), p. 8. The multi-country study found that in all the countries studied, except Japan and Ethiopia, 
girls in this age bracket were more vulnerable to physical and sexual abuse by a partner, non-partner, or both, than older women.
26 Sunita Kishor and Kiersten Johnson, “Profiling Domestic Violence: A Multi-Country Study,” Measure DHS+ ORC Macro, June 2004,
http://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/od31/od31.pdf (accessed November 13, 2015), p. 29.

20 HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH

ENDING CHILD MARRIAGE IN AFRICA

http://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR243/FR243%5B24June2011%5D.pdf


HRW.org

H U M A N 

R I G H T S 

W A T C H

(cover) A young, unmarried girl stands amid a herd of cattle
outside Bor, the capital of Jonglei State, South Sudan. Cattle
carry significant social, economic, and cultural importance for
South Sudan’s pastoralist ethnic groups, which use cows for the
payment of dowry— a key driver of child marriage. 

Bor, Jonglei State, February 2013.
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In sub-Saharan Africa, a staggering 40 percent of girls marry before age 18 and African countries account for 15 of
the 20 countries with the highest rates of child marriage. These girls are denied many of their human rights: they
often discontinue their education, face serious health risks from early and multiple pregnancies, and many suffer
sexual and domestic violence.

In September 2015, leaders from Africa joined other governments from around the world in adopting the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals, including a target to end child marriage in the next 15 years. Agenda
2063, the African Union’s 50-year action plan for development, recognizes that child marriage is a major
impediment to regional development and prosperity. Countries lose out on the potentially enormous social,
economic, and political contributions these girls could make if given the right opportunities from the start. 

Based on Human Rights Watch research in Malawi, South Sudan, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
Nepal, and Yemen, this document reviews the main drivers of child marriage, the devastating consequences, and
makes recommendations to the AU and national governments aimed at ending this scourge and allowing the
potential of every girl to develop.
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