Appendix 29: Forced marriage (See Article
16)
The total number of forced marriages in the UK may be as high as 8,000 per year1
and in 2011 the Forced Marriage Unit dealt with 1,500 cases, of which 400 involved
children.2 Women’s NGO Iranian and Kurdish Women’s Rights Organisation3 is
aware of several marriages involving girls under the age of 16 being performed in
this country. Behind this lies the fact that registration of religious marriage is not
compulsory in the UK. Without appropriate legal safeguards, some religious
leaders are conducting unregistered marriages where one of the parties does not
consent or is too young to do so. Some will even conduct marriages where the
bride is not present, as long as consent is given on her behalf by her father or
brother. (See Appendix: 31)
Whilst we welcome the announcement in 2012 of a series of measures to
strengthen current responses to forced marriage we have some major concerns
about the Government’s primary focus on a legislative solution:
(1) There may be unintended consequences that may undermine its
effectiveness:
Children and young women often see legal interventions as a last resort, and are
more likely to prioritise safety and empowerment. There is a distinction between
an adult taking criminal action against an intimate partner compared to a child
taking significant family members to court that may lead to a prison sentence.4
Some victims of forced marriage who responded to the Home Office
consultation5 on these changes stated that they did not want to see parents going
through the courts or imprisoned, and feared ostracism and reprisals from the
family/community.6
(2) A number of forced marriage specialists have for a number of years
expressed doubts about the merits of stand-alone legislation unless
inadequacies in the system are addressed:
A report published prior to the proposals to criminalise forced marriage found that
50% of the respondents did not support a separate criminal offence, 64% felt that
the existing legislation was sufficient and the majority (57%) felt that
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criminalisation would make it more difficult for victims to come forward.7 The
response from women’s NGO Imkaan8 to the consultation was endorsed by 47
agencies who did not feel that criminalisation was the priority in effectively
addressing forced marriage.9 We believe that resources would be better spent on
a training; prevention and early intervention; specialist women’s support services;
and a co-ordinated campaign to raise awareness of and promote the consistent
implementation of existing laws including the statutory guidelines.10
(3) Forced Marriage Protection Orders (FMPOs):
Since the implementation of the Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Act 2007,11 50
applications were expected in the first year of operation. This was exceeded and
339 orders were made up by June 2011 and five breaches were recorded. This was
a higher number than anticipated. This provides evidence that there is confidence
in the legislation and victims are prepared to use it to obtain protection and other
remedies.12 However some concerns have been raised about the lack of support
structures in place to protect girls who may be returned home despite being under
a FMPO and a lack of enforcement and monitoring that would protect girls from
further violence including repeat incidents of forced marriage. One women’s NGO
highlighted a recent case, “We recently supported one young woman who has
seven FMPOs against members of her family and an Imam [Islamic religious
leader]. Following a court hearing she was threatened outside the court. Despite
special measures, it was the support of her case worker that meant she returned
safely to the refuge”.13 It is critical that civil remedies already being used by women
are monitored, enhanced and robust and that they remain accessible alongside
proposals to criminalise forced marriage. A thorough review has never been
conducted to establish a robust evidence base, evaluating both the advantages
and disadvantages of the civil protection system and to inform developments in
policy and practice.
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As is the case with any other form of gender-based violence, prosecution cannot
work on its own and must run parallel with other sources of support to improve
rates of disclosure among women and girls. (See General Recommendation 19)
The Government must implement a robust package of support alongside the new
legislation.14
Forced marriage prevention
The Government has introduced statutory guidance15 which obliges public bodies
to protect children and adults from forced marriage. A recent review of the
guidance found that “schools, further education colleges, health services, local
authorities and local authority housing departments will need to do more”.16
Schools have a particularly important role to play, and the 2011 Home Affairs
Select Committee report called on the Department for Education (DfE) to
“provide more active support to teachers to enable them to carry out a role which
may risk upsetting cultural sensibilities but is nonetheless vital for child
protection”.17 The Committee called on the DfE to remind schools of their
responsibilities in relation to forced marriage. So far, however, the DfE has refused
to comply and girls in schools are not getting the information and assistance they
need. (See Article 10)
We welcome the Government’s plans to work with schools. Embedding a wholeschool approach should be a critical component for addressing violence against
women and girls (VAWG). There is a growing evidence base on the positive impact
of prevention. (See General Recommendation 19) In the UK, the average cost of a
murder investigation is over £1,000,000, and over one hundred women in the UK
are killed every year, by a current or former partner. However, some of the costs
associated with doing prevention work are significantly lower. For example, one
school programme to prevent forced marriage, led by the Ashiana Network18 in
London, cost only £31,000, and has resulted in 95% of girls feeling more confident
about forming healthy relationships has prevented a number of forced marriages
from taking place, and increased the confidence of staff.19 The work of Southall
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Black Sisters,20 who carried out a pilot study using the ‘whole schools approach’ in
preventing violence against Black, minority ethnic and refugee (BMER) women,
including forced marriage, found a high success rate in increasing levels of
awareness amongst teachers, young people and governors. In particular, it helped
to change attitudes and behaviour amongst young people, who were more willing
and informed about how to help victims.21 A key stumbling block is a major
disconnect between this position and the UK Government’s approach which
emphasises 'localism' and promotes self-direction in education, health, criminal
justice and local government priorities. In practice, this means that VAWG is either
excluded from the curriculum completely, or tagged on to activities in an
occasional lesson, 'drop-down' days and assemblies. This also means that local
VAWG services, who have developed/adapted prevention programmes, and who
are often poorly funded, are only able to get the work into schools when there is
interest from the school's leadership.22
The fact that many Muslim marriages go unregistered23 also facilitates the practice
of polygamy, and makes it more difficult for Muslim women to obtain their rights
through the courts in the event of marital breakdown. In turn, this increases the
likelihood that women will have to resort to bodies such as the Islamic Shariah
Councils or Muslim Arbitration Tribunals in order to access divorce and obtain
closure. (See Appendix: 31)
Forced marriage and health (See Article 12)
The health consequences of forced marriage have not been adequately
addressed. Women and girls may experience self-harm, panic attacks, depression,
psychosis and trauma and where there are gaps in responses this can result in
either an exacerbation of perceived, or hidden mental health needs and issues.
(See Appendix: 22) As well as education, health professionals have been identified
as being less engaged on forced marriage yet should play a key role in identifying
girls at risk. The recently published review of multi-agency guidelines found that
“health services do not engage or work proactively to ensure staff are able to
identify cases of forced marriage”.24
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Early intervention
Despite well-established child protection policy in the UK, professionals often lack
the confidence, skills and knowledge to utilise existing systems and therefore
there is often an over-reliance on girls to come forward. Given that disclosure is
more complex, i.e. girls are more likely to frame forced marriage in the context of a
family/community expectation and have fewer opportunities for accessing
external support, it is essential that agencies that are likely to come into contact
with girls are more pro-active and skilled in identifying and appropriately
responding to girls at risk. We are pleased that there are plans to embed forced
marriage into child protection policy and practice. We would want to ensure that
professionals receive consistent, good quality training, and that any guidelines are
routinely implemented and that quality assurance mechanisms are robust to
ensure consistency in practice.
BMER specialist women’s services have historically held the expertise and
experience of working on forced marriage and are frequently the very services that
women and girls trust and are most likely to disclose to.25 99% of BMER women
who had stayed in a specialist BMER women’s refuge stated that it made them feel
safer and protected and women were also more likely to engage with the criminal
justice system once they had accessed support from a BMER specialist service.26
Yet, services have remained fragmented and non-existent in some areas and
inevitably women and girls will have fewer opportunities for safe disclosure and
support. There are gaps in therapeutic support and consistent support for women
at different points including points at which they are most at risk, i.e. disclosure,
during legal proceedings, longer-term resettlement and support. For example,
there are only two specialist forced marriage refuges in London.27 (See Appendix:
5)
Levels of reporting are also low among some groups where factors such as age,
disability, ethnic background and sexuality have an impact on disclosure. Targeted
policy and service responses are lacking that address and respond to key risk
factors including disability and sexuality. Equally, forced marriage affects a wide
range of communities, including Irish Traveller, Afghan, South Asian, Kurdish, Iraqi
Kurdish, Arab and some African communities. Yet, current service structures,
policy approaches and messages reinforced by the media have led to a
perception that this is an issue largely affecting Asian communities. The
stereotyping and labelling of certain communities as being disproportionately
affected by forced marriage, in turn prevents women and girls from some BMER
groups who face similar issues from seeking assistance. Current levels of reporting
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highlight disparities in reporting among some groups and should be better
integrated within future awareness-raising, policy and service planning.
Questions we would like the Committee to ask the UK Government:
1. Are there plans within this financial year for the Ministry of Justice to
thoroughly review and evaluate the effectiveness and impact in the
use of FMPOs?
2. Will there be a national review of the impact of the new legislation –
specific criminal offence?
3. What mechanism would the Government have in place to provide
long-term support services to under 18 year-olds who decide to
report their parents/others to the police?
4. What support measures will be in place to ensure adequate
protection of victims and witnesses who are engaged in criminal
proceedings?
5. What quality assurance mechanisms will be in place to review the
impact of changes within the child protection system and the
training of staff?
6. How will the Government ensure that the statutory and practice
forced marriage guidelines are implemented?
7. Will the Government work with the Department of Health to address
gaps in health responses?
8. What will be done to address the significant gaps in specialist BMER
support services that address the need for crisis-based
accommodation, ongoing and consistent case work support,
outreach, resettlement and therapeutic support needs of women
and girls? What will the Government do to ensure Local Authorities
include forced marriage as a strategic priority within local VAWG/DV
strategies?
9. What will the Government do in response to the stereotyping of
certain BMER groups which has a direct impact on lower levels of
disclosure among some groups who are similarly affected by forced
marriage but remain under-represented within current services?
10. Will the Government develop a strategy on prevention to ensure
that work in schools is delivered on a consistent level and how will
VAWG experts be engaged in the delivery?
11. Will the Government ensure that training is delivered to external
professionals to an agreed quality standard to ensure quality
responses to women and girls?

Women’s equality in the UK: CEDAW shadow report 2013

6

