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Joint Submission to inform the report by the Secretary-General on progress towards ending child, early and forced marriage in Egypt


Committee for Justice and Nazra for Feminist Studies


TO: ohchr-registry@un.org 
Copy to: ohchr-wohchr@un.org 


· Introduction:

By submitting this report, Committee for Justice (CFJ) and Nazra for Feminist Studies (Nazra) would like to humbly inform the preparation of the Secretary-General’s report to the United Nations General Assembly on the issue of child, early, and force marriage, with a geographic focus on Egypt. 

Child, early, and forced marriage (CEFM) in Egypt persists as a profound challenge, reflective of broader societal complexities deeply intertwined with cultural, economic, and political dimensions. Despite the prevalence of this issue not only in Egypt but also across many Arab countries, research on the topic remains relatively sparse, hindering comprehensive understanding and effective interventions. While there are some legal frameworks in place, including amendments to the Child Law in 2008 establishing a minimum marriage age of 18 for both genders, the prevalence of CEFM persists, particularly in rural and impoverished regions. This phenomenon is exacerbated by various factors, ranging from socio-economic challenges to cultural norms and harmful practices.

The rise of political Islamists following the January 2011 revolution has brought heightened concerns regarding the status of CEFM, with discussions in the media advocating for the removal of the minimum age of marriage and non-compliance with existing laws prohibiting marriage before the age of 18. This issue has garnered increasing attention from human rights organizations, particularly those advocating for the rights of women and children, amidst fears of insufficient legal protection in the wake of the 2012 Constitution.

Child marriage is more prevalent in rural areas, particularly in Upper Egypt, where poverty and low levels of literacy exacerbate the issue. The economic dimension plays a significant role, as families often view girls as both an economic burden and a potential source of income through dowries. Moreover, factors such as limited access to education, harmful cultural practices like consanguineous marriages, and the persistence of female genital mutilation and cutting (FGM/C) further perpetuate the cycle of CEFM. The social dynamics surrounding CEFM are complex, influenced by notions of family honor, gender inequality, and the commodification of girls, particularly evident in practices such as “tourist marriages” to wealthy older men from Gulf countries. 

Initiatives such as the National Strategy to Prevent Child Marriage and the ratification of international conventions, such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) have shown promise but have been hindered by political instability and limited implementation. Efforts by civil society organizations, religious authorities, and international agencies to raise awareness and advocate for legal reforms have been crucial in addressing the issue. However, the persistence of unofficial customary marriages and the lack of criminal penalties for violating the legal marriage age highlight the need for sustained and comprehensive action to combat child marriage in Egypt, which perpetuates gender inequality and violate the rights of women and children.


Guiding questions:

1. What efforts have been made or are planned to address the recommendations of the latest report of the Secretary-General on the issue of child, early and forced marriage (A/77/282)? 

Several initiatives have been undertaken to combat child, early, and forced marriage (CEFM) in Egypt, reflecting efforts from both governmental and non-governmental actors. These initiatives aim to address the root causes of CEFM and protect the rights of women and children. 
· Legal Reforms: The Egyptian government has enacted legal reforms to raise awareness and prevent CEFM. This includes the amendment of the Child Law in 2008, which established a minimum marriage age of 18 for both men and women, and subsequent efforts to criminalize child marriage.
· National Strategies and Awareness Campaigns: The government launched a five-year National Strategy to Prevent Child Marriage in 2014, with a focus on reducing the prevalence of child marriage by 50% within five years. Additionally, awareness campaigns have been initiated to educate communities about the harmful consequences of CEFM and promote gender equality.
· Political Advocacy: Civil society organizations and human rights activists have advocated for policy changes and legal reforms to combat CEFM. Initiatives include calls for raising the legal age of marriage to 21, criminalizing child marriage for girls, and addressing the loopholes that allow for unofficial forms of marriage, such as urfi marriages.
· Religious and Cultural Engagement: Religious leaders, including the deputy Grand Imam of al-Azhar, have issued fatwas against child marriage, emphasizing the importance of consent in marriage. Cultural initiatives, such as the Dawwie initiative, engage adolescent girls and boys in activities to challenge societal norms and promote gender equality.
· Educational Support: Programs like the Girls' Education Initiative, implemented by the World Food Programme and the Ministry of Education, provide support for girls' education by offering nutritious meals to incentivize school attendance. Education is seen as a key factor in preventing CEFM by empowering girls and addressing societal pressures.

Nevertheless, enforcement mechanisms for laws prohibiting CEFM remain weak. Families may bypass legal age requirements through unofficial forms of marriage, such as urfi marriages. Furthermore, deeply entrenched cultural practices, including the perception of girls as economic burdens and the emphasis on family honor, continue to perpetuate CEFM. These norms pose significant barriers to change. Poverty and economic instability contribute to the prevalence of CEFM, as families may view early marriage as a means of financial security or income generation through dowry. Limited access to education, particularly for girls in rural areas, hinders efforts to prevent CEFM. Factors such as the lack of schools and safety concerns on the journey to school contribute to low attendance rates. Political upheavals and instability in Egypt have disrupted the implementation of initiatives to combat CEFM, diverting attention and resources away from addressing the issue effectively.

2. Please, provide information, inter alia, on measures to: 
a) address the root causes of child, early and forced marriage including social norms, gender inequalities and stereotypes;
b) ensure access to education, decent work, social protection, health services, including sexual and reproductive health, for girls and women who are affected or at risk, who are already married or in informal unions, who have fled such a marriage or union, whose marriage has dissolved, and widowed girls or women who were married as girls;
c) guarantee protection measures, remedies and support services for victims;
d) implement child- and gender-responsive budgeting to support effective measures to eradicate child, early and forced marriage.

Egypt had succeeded in adopting several measures and initiatives at different levels of interventions: 
· At the legal level, criminalizing early marriage and explicitly sets penalties and procedures for anyone involved in this crime, including authorized persons such as legal guardians or instigators. However, the law has not yet been issued. Although Law No. 126 of 2008 stipulates that marriage contracts cannot be documented for individuals under 18, there are no penalties for violations. Moreover, this age limit is often circumvented in poorer, rural, and tribal areas by obtaining a false age certification or resorting to customary marriage until the girl reaches 18, then formalizing the marriage. Hence, there is an urgent need for a law with deterrent penalties for those involved in child marriage and for circumventing the law. 
Also there are no specific measures on protecting the victims and providing remedies and services to them.  
· Egypt had succeeded in developing several strategies and programs that aim at promoting the access of children to education. Also the civil society have played a crucial role in advocating for the amendment of the discriminatory legal provisions and conducting awareness campaign and engaging the political and religious leaders in the different initiatives. 

3. What kind of approaches and tools have been used to collect disaggregated data on child, early and forced marriages, as well as informal unions?

Egypt's government established the Egyptian National Observatory for Women (ENOW) but still has no special holistic approach to monitoring and evaluation and only provides scattered evaluation reports that are not inclusive to all Egyptian women, especially stateless, refugees, women human rights defenders (WHRDs) and women survivors of state violence. There is no structural system on collecting disaggregated data on child marriage with lack of analysis that address the root causes and provide recommendations and measures to prevent it. 

4. Are digitalized birth and marriage registration systems being used in your country, requiring mandatory registration of all births and marriages, including childbirths at home and marriages under customary and religious laws? Do these digitalized registration systems allow to verify digitally birth certificates, before registering any marriage?

There is no structural and digitalizing system in place in Egypt with several barriers and challenges. Women face barriers to birth registration for children born in rural regions with limited access to clinics or hospitals and high levels of poverty, which are the practical difficulties of securing a birth certificate. The law provides for a limited 15-day registration period for children to obtain a birth; after those 15 days, there are additional procedural hurdles, requiring additional fees, a declaration of paternity, and an estimate of the child’s age issued by the health office, and another return trip to the civil registry department.

The Indigenous or ethnic minorities face exacerbated discrimination in documentation and registration. The Bedouin (about identity), Amazigh (in terms of ethnicity), or Baha’i (in terms of certain minority religions), face barriers to traveling to a government registration office. Unregistered individuals — some lack a government-issued ID — cannot travel because they cannot pass security checkpoints to fulfill civil registration processes, preventing access to full citizenship status and being effectively stateless.
Some religious and cultural traditions support early marriage, legally registering the marriage only when the bride turns 18. Underage girls may also enter unofficial customary marriages called “Urfi” Or touristic marriages. In such cases, girls face hurdles in obtaining the nationality of their children. Barriers are exacerbated in the cases of marriage with foreigners and within the lack of support system, the rule of law, and the effective enforcement of the laws.


* Date: 15 April 2024.                                                                          Place: Geneva, Switzerland. 

* Author: Committee for Justice and Nazra Center for Feminist Studies.

Committee for Justice (CFJ) is a Geneva-based non-profit organization that works on monitoring and documenting human rights violations, defending, and promoting human rights in Egypt and increasingly in the Arab World. CFJ was established in 2015 by a diverse group of human rights advocates. 

Nazra for Feminist Studies (Nazra) is a group that aims at contributing to the continuity and development of the Egyptian and regional feminist movement in the Middle East and North Africa, where the group believes that feminism and gender are political and social issues affecting freedom and development in all societies. Nazra aims to mainstream these values in both public and private spheres. Nazra’s team, believes that integrating gender and feminism will be achieved through the efforts of believers in the validity of these values and in the necessity of their implementation in both spheres. Nazra generally works to provide all actors who strive to achieve gender related causes with all forms of support needed; and focuses, specifically, on supporting youth groups who strive to achieve those causes.
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