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The United Nations has con-
demned the practise of child 
marriage in Zimbabwe fol-
lowing the death of a 14-year-
old girl after she gave birth at 
a church shrine, an incident 
that caused outrage among 
citizens and rights activists.

The case has brought to the 
fore the practice of child 
marriage within Zimbabwe’s 
apostolic churches, which 
also allow polygamy.

The government has tradi-
tionally turned a blind eye to 
the practice of child marriage. 
Zimbabwe has two sets of 
marriage laws, the Marriage 
Act and Customary Marriag-
es Act. Neither law gives a 
minimum age for marriage 
consent, while the customary 
law allows polygamy.

A new marriages bill that is 
before parliament for debate 
seeks to synchronise the laws, 
ban marriage of anyone below 
18 years and prosecute any-
one involved in the marriage 
of a minor.

The U.N. in Zimbabwe said in 
a statement that it “notes with 
deep concern and condemns 
strongly” the circumstances 
leading to the death of Mem-
ory Machaya, the 14-year-old 
girl from rural Marange in 
the east of the country.

“Sadly, disturbing reports of 
the sexual violation of un-
der-age girls, including forced 
child marriages continue to 
surface and indeed this is 
another sad case,” the U.N. 
said in its statement, dated 
August 7.

One in three girls in Zim-
babwe was likely to be mar-
ried before turning 18 years, 
said the UN, whose office in 
Zimbabwe groups all 25 U.N. 
agencies operating in the 
country.

Police and the country’s state 
gender commission said 
they were investigating the 

circumstances that led to the 
girl’s death and burial.

Thobekile Mpofu was 15 
when she got pregnant to a 
41-year-old man who quickly 
accepted responsibility and 
married her, avoiding possi-
ble legal action for having sex 
with an underage girl.

Child rights activists on 
Thursday launched a cam-
paign to call on the author-
ities to crack down on men 

using marriage to avoid 
criminal charges for having 
sex with a minor, one of the 
factors fuelling the number of 
child marriages in Zimbabwe.

Figures from the United Na-
tion’s child agency, UNICEF, 
show that one in nine girls 
aged under 15 in Zimba-
bwe are married, with child 
marriage often ending a girl’s 
education and exposing her 
to health risks from early 
childbearing and HIV.

Mpofu said her marriage was 
a “nightmare” and she ran 
away from her husband after 
he took a second wife.

She says she has nothing but 
regrets 10 years on for being 
married so young which she 
hopes will not happen to 
other girls. 
“I cannot wish this on any-
one ... I fled to South Africa 
to my sisters. That’s how the 
marriage ended,” said Mpofu 
who, together with her child, 
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now lives with a relative in 
Bulawayo.

The campaign calling for 
authorities to do more to stop 
child marriages was launched 
by the Research and Advo-
cacy Unit, Girls Legacy, the 
Zimbabwe Women Lawyers 
and Human Rights Watch.

Girls Legacy Director Ju-
dith Chiyangwa questioned 
whether the government was 
committed to act despite 
mounting pressure. “Is there 
political will to do this?” Chi-
yangwa asked.

The exact scale of child 
marriage in Zimbabwe is not 
known as most child marriag-
es are unregistered customary 
law unions.

A 2014 survey by Zimbabwe’s 
National Statistics Agency 
found one in three women 
aged 20 to 49 reported that 
they married before age 18 
while an estimated 4 percent 
marry before age 15.

But Zimbabwe has conflicting 
legal provisions on the mini-
mum age for marriage.

Its constitution does not 
expressly prohibit child mar-
riage and a number of laws 
effectively condone it.

Extreme poverty, poor access 
to education, and certain 
harmful religious beliefs and 
social norms fuel child mar-
riage in Zimbabwe, according 
to a Human Rights Watch 
report.

A recent UNICEF report said 
an estimated 125 million girls 
are child brides in Africa and 
that number is expected to 
rise to 310 million by 2050 
with girls married to pay off 
family debt or for traditional 
reasons.

Jane Khumalo, a teacher and 
counsellor in Bulawayo, said 
often families allowed their 
daughters into these marriag-
es, particularly if they were 
pregnant, because they could 
not afford to look after them.


