The curse of child marriages — Gulsher Panhwer

The main reasons of child marriages include lack of awareness, lack of legislation, poor implementation of the law, poverty, outdated customs and traditions

The UK government’s Forced Marriage Unit estimates that between 5,000 and 8,000 people are at risk of being forced into marriage every year in England. In the past year, 29 percent of the calls received by the unit’s helpline concerned minors. The youngest was just five years old.

Mostly, these marriages are carried out by immigrant communities from Asia. Recently, a Pakistani man was arrested in the UK for allegedly arranging his minor girl’s marriage when he took her to Pakistan and now he is tightlipped about the whereabouts of his daughter.

The major reasons for rampant child marriages are a lack of education and old traditions. Child marriage is a serious human rights violation, which contravenes both the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. The high ratio of child marriages in Pakistan warrants a coordinated national campaign to address this issue. The United Nations’ Adolescent Girls Task Force (UNAGTF)

has launched a camping against child marriages in Pakistan with different civil society organisations in the four provinces. From Dadu, the Sindh Sujag Sansar organisation (SSO) is the partner of the UNAGTF. The campaign includes awareness and advocacy through theatre and walks, and a seminar is geared to bring all different stakeholders, community representatives, civil society, line departments and chosen representatives of people to check a comprehensive coordinated mechanism for the future to prevent child marriages. Aziz Kingrani, the playwright, poet, short storywriter, columnist and historian termed child marriages a social robber against children, especially girls.

There is a great deal of medial implication for the mothers of the victims of child marriages and their children. Girls under 15 are five times more likely to die in childbirth compared to women in their 20s. When a mother is under 18, her baby is 60 percent more likely to die in its first year of life than the one born to a mother who is 19 or older. In Pakistan, one woman dies every 20 minutes during childbirth and the major cause of the high maternal mortality ratio, 276 per 100,000 live births, is child marriage.

Child marriage has directly hindered the achievement of six of the eight Millennium Development Goals. According to Mashooque Birhamani, Chief Executive Officer SSO, the main reasons of child marriages include lack of awareness, lack of legislation, poor implementation of the law, poverty, outdated customs and traditions, and considering women/girls as personal/family property. Mr Mashooque says that the joint initiative of the UNAGTF and SSO is a flame of light against the dark tradition of child marriages and the community. During the campaign, they had been highly encouraged by the response of community and different stakeholders. They are confident that a candle is being lit and this light would defeat the heinous practice of child marriages. He said that the formation of Anti Child Marriages Committees from union council to district level is a very important component of the campaign and these committees would continue working even after the end of the project. Abdul Waheed Leghari, the project coordinator of the project on child marriages said that media is playing an important role in checking the child marriages issue and we are closely working with local electronic and print media reporters for seeking their help in checking child marriages. Hakimzadi, the media coordinator of the SSO said that after seeking information through theatre and other activities, media reporters are becoming more responsive. She said that the majority of the parents would abandon marriages of children after seeking information through project activities, and those who did not would be dealt with by the law. In this regard, the UC-based anti-child marriages committee would be linked with local journalists and human rights cell, Dadu.

Basran, the social organiser of the project said that if a child marriage is planned in a nearby village, the anti-child marriages committee members would persuade the parents not to go ahead with the marriage. But if they did not desist, the anti-child marriages committee would report the case to the media and the human rights cell by phone. Arrangements are made that the names of the reporter would be kept secret where there is fear of a clash among the families or communities.

Speaking to the participants of the walk by the SSO in Taluka headquarter Johi, where more than 800 persons participated, Dr Aziz Ahmed Chandio, Medical Superintendent Taluka Hospital, Johi, said that child marriages create a host of medical complications for girls. These waste the economic resources of the family as all their limited resources are spent on the treatment of the girl victim. But they do not know that the suffering is due to child marriages as they lack awareness but the SSO and UNAGTF deserve kudos for filling this huge gap by creating awareness through a very important and easy to understand tool of theatre.

The SSO is also strategised to convey awareness through FM radio. This is meant to increase awareness in a large number of people in the most backward areas. A seminar was arranged, where hundreds of men, women and children appeared to hear and express their views on child marriages. The chief guest at the event was Ms Kalsoom Chandio, the MPA from Dadu, who said that she in her personal capacity, and on behalf of her party condemns child marriages. She said that when an eight-year-old girl is married to a 40-year-old man, it is regrettable. She also added that the late PPP Chairperson Benazir Bhutto and President Zardari condemned victimisation of women, advocated women empowerment and took practical steps like unprecedented legislation for women empowerment and financial empowerment through the BISP.
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