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The following content was developed by members of the McMaster Model United Nations 
conference planning team for the sole purpose of framing delegate discussions and debate at the 
conference and does not represent any official position of the University or anyone engaged in 

preparing the materials. Delegates should use this information to guide their research and 
preparation for the conference but should not assume that it represents a complete analysis of the 

issues under discussion. The materials should not be reproduced, circulated or distributed for 
any purpose other than as may be required in order to prepare for the conference.
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“There is nothing we can say to the world’s children that can convince them the 
world needs to be the way it is. That means we must do everything we can to 

close the gap between the world as it is, and the world as it should be.”
– UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon



Committee Overview
Mandate and Function of the Committee
 
On January 10th, 1946, representatives from 51 nations gathered in London for the first General 
Assembly of the United Nations. First formed to set standards for international law to maintain 
peace among different nations, the General Assembly now holds a central position as the chief 
deliberative, policymaking and representative organ of the United Nations. The General Ass-
embly currently comprises of all 193 members of the United Nations. As representatives of a 
nation in the General Assembly, the delegates are responsible for making decisions that dictate 
global contributions for global peace and wellbeing.

Under the Charter of the United Nations, the functions and powers of the General Assembly 
include:

I. To discuss and approve the United Nations budget and establish the financial assessments of 
Member States

II. To elect the non-permanent members of the Security Council and members of other United 
Nations councils and organs and on the recommendation of the Security Council, appoint 
the Secretary-General

III. To consider and make recommendations on the general principles of cooperation for main-
taining international peace and security, including disarmament

IV. To discuss any question relating to international peace and security (except when a dispute 
or situation is being discussed by the Security Council)

V. To make recommendations for the peaceful settlement of any situation which might harm 
the friendly relations among nations

VI. To discuss and make recommendations on the powers and functions of any organ of the 
United Nations

VII. To request  studies and make recommendations to promote international cooperation,  the 
development of international law, the protection of human rights, and international collab-
oration on economic, social, cultural, educational and health issues

VIII.To receive and discuss reports from the Security Council and other UN organs
 
The General Assembly has five main committees, each which handle different issues. The Third 
Committee, also known as the Social, Humanitarian and Cultural Committee (SOCHUM), deals 
with international matters such as:
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“...the advancement of women, the protection of children, indigenous issues, the 
treatment of refugees, the promotion of fundamental freedoms through the 

elimination of racism and racial discrimination, and the right to self- 
determination.  In addition, the Committee addresses important social 

development questions such as issues related to youth, family, ageing, persons with 
disabilities, crime prevention, criminal justice, and international drug control.”



The recommendations from the General Assembly are an important representation of the world’s 
opinion on global issues. However, the General Assembly may not override or make decisions on 
issues that the Security Council and the International Court of Justice are considering. The Gen-
eral Assembly also cannot force a nation to follow the suggested recommendations.
 
Each Member State of the General Assembly has one vote. Matters are decided by simple maj-
ority.  Decisions on important  issues  such as  international  peace and security,  admitting new 
members and the UN budget are decided by a two-thirds majority.
 
Recent Activity
 
In September 2016, the 71st session of the General Assembly commenced with the general deb-
ate, during which delegates debated over international issues and allocated agenda items to its six 
Main  Committees.  The  Third  Committee  was  assigned  issues  relating  to  the  protection  and 
promotion  of  human  rights.  Topics  tackled  included  the  rights  of  indigenous  peoples,  the 
advancement of women, the elimination of intolerance, and international drug control. 

Over the course of two months, the Third Committee drafted and submitted draft resolutions 
addressing  the  agenda  items  to  the  General  Assembly  for  further  debate  and  approval.  In 
December 2016, the General Assembly convened to discuss and approve the submitted draft 
resolutions.  Draft  resolutions  concerning  sexual  orientation,  gender  identity,  and  human 
trafficking proved to be especially controversial. Ultimately, the General Assembly adopted fifty 
resolutions and eight decisions recommended by the Third Committee. 
 
Simulation Style/Composition of the Committee
 
The General Assembly will be composed of three designated Chairs responsible for maintaining 
the course of debate in accordance to the National Model UN rules and procedures. The Chairs 
will open and close each meeting, set the agenda, manage the list of speakers, and facilitate the 
discussion. In addition, the Chairs are given the final rule on any disputed points, and declare 
when motions are to be voted on by the body. It is also the decision of the Chairs to pass any 
draft resolution to be introduced for debate.
 
The General Assembly will consist of 85 delegates representing their assigned Member States. 
Delegates are expected to research the following topics, submit a position paper and be prepared 
to debate based on their country’s global stance and foreign policy.
 
Two pages will be present during the meetings to pass notes between delegates. Pages will be 
screening notes to ensure appropriate content and to maintain a professional environment.
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Sample Timeline

9:30-9:40 – Roll Call
9:40-9:55 – Setting the Agenda
9:55-12:30 –  Debate on the Agenda Topic and Motions
12:30-1:30 – Lunch
1:30-4:00 – Debate on the Agenda Topic, Motions, and Draft Resolutions
4:00-4:30 – Voting on the Draft Resolutions
4:30 – Closure/Adjournment of Debate

Forming Resolutions

Resolutions represent the opinions of the United Nations body as a comprehensive solution to the 
issue at hand. It is a final result of the discussions and negotiations regarding a topic that details a 
recommended course of action. A resolution is first considered a draft resolution prior to being 
voted on by the body. During the course of debate delegates can decide to work alone or collab-
orate with others to write a draft resolution. The delegates writing the resolution are considered 
“sponsors”  and  must  recruit  a  certain  number  delegates  as  “signatories”  in  order  for  their 
resolution to be introduced by the Chairs to the committee. Signatories are members who wish to 
bring the resolution to debate but do not have to support the document. Once brought to debate, 
amendments can be made until the final resolution is voted on by the body. 

Position Papers
 
The Position Paper is a detailed essay of your country’s policies and position on the topics that 
are going to be discussed in your committee. The creation of your position paper is an important 
task because it will help you, the delegate, to organize your thoughts and ideas about MACMUN 
topics  so that  you can successfully engage with the rest  of  the committee.  Additionally,  the 
position papers will be judged by the conference hosts, and the writer of the top position paper in 
each committee will be recognized at the conference award ceremony. Please note that to be 
considered for any award at MACMUN 2017, you must submit a position paper.
 
Your goals are to research your assigned country in depth, to examine the stance they take on the 
given topics, and to summarize this information in one position paper. The length should not 
exceed one page per topic, single spaced.
 
A strong MACMUN position paper should include the following:
1. How your country is affected by the issues
2. Your country’s policies with respect to the issues
3. Quotes from your country’s leaders about the topics
4. Actions that your country has taken with regard to the issues
5. What your country believes should be done to address the issues
6. What your country would like to accomplish in the committee’s resolution
7. Description of your relations with other countries’ as it relates to the issues at hand
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Important Notes:
• Include your name, assigned country, and committee
• Please do not include illustrations, diagrams, decorations, national symbols, watermarks, or 

page borders
• Include citations and a reference page, making sure to use a standardized citation style of your 

choice consistently, giving due credit to the sources used in research (the reference page is not 
included in the page limit)

 
The deadline to submit your position paper is February 5, 2017 at 11:59PM; submissions should 
be emailed to macmunconference@gmail.com.
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Topic #1: The Right to Protest

Introduction

Protests are statements and actions which express disapproval or objection to specific policies, 
circumstances or events. Taking the form of demonstrations, boycotts, strikes and more, they 
allow individuals and groups to express grievances, to share opinions, to expose flaws in govern-
ance, and to publicly demand that authorities rectify problems and are held accountable for their 
actions. By enabling direct participation in public affairs, protests encourage citizen engagement 
and help lend a voice to those who are otherwise marginalised. 

As protests can secure human rights and create positive change, the right to protest is indirectly 
protected in many international treaties and national constitutions. However, given the potential 
risks and harmful effects of protests, the right to protest is usually also limited. For example, the 
right to the freedom of assembly is often restricted in the interest of national security. 

Despite the existing international human rights laws concerning the right to protest, it has been 
widely recognised that states need greater guidance in understanding and implementing their 
obligations in this field. Many governments and regimes treat protests as either inconveniences to 
be controlled or threats to be extinguished. Indeed, protests can destroy property, cause the loss 
of lives and even topple regimes. Thus, governments and international organizations must find 
the tricky balance between the upholding the right to protest and suppressing turbulent revo-
lution. 

History and Description

International  law only began to  take form after  the  horrors  of  the  two World Wars  and the 
formation of the United Nations (UN) in 1945. In 1948, the UN General Assembly passed the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which included the article: “Everyone has the 
right  to  freedom of  peaceful  assembly and association.”  However,  the  UDHR is  not  legally 
binding. In fact, few international treaties guaranteed a “right to protest”. Rather, when citing 
legal  authority,  protesters  often  referred  to  other  fundamental  protected  human  rights,  most 
notably, the right to freedom of assembly, the right to freedom of association, and the right to 
freedom of speech. 
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“Agitators are a set of interfering, meddling people, who come down to some 
perfectly contented class of the community and sow the seeds of discontent 
amongst them. That is the reason why agitators are so absolutely necessary. 
Without them, in our incomplete state, there would be no advance towards 

civilization.”
– Oscar Wilde, The Soul of the Man Under Socialism



In 1966,  the United Nations signed the International  Covenant on Civil  and Political  Rights 
(ICCPR) to enforce the ideals enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Article 
21 of the ICCPR, which was put into effect in 1976, states:

Although 168 countries have ratified the ICCPR, making it legally binding for domestic law, 
countries like the People’s Republic of China, Cuba, Myanmar, and Saudi Arabia have not yet 
ratified it.    

Together, the UDHR and the ICCPR, along with the 1976 International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights make up the International Bill of Human Rights. Separate from the 
ICCPR and legally non-binding, Article 4 of the 1990 UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force 
and Firearms states that law enforcement officials “may only use force if other means remain 
ineffective or have no promise of achieving the intended result.”

Current Situation

Currently, governments and protesters face both old 
and new challenges concerning the right to protest. 

Firstly, governments and law enforcement officials 
define the difference between lawful and unlawful 
protests,  and  can  abuse  this  power  to  respond 
brutally to protesters,  especially when the protests 
threaten the rule of the current government. During 
the Arab Spring, many pro-democracy protests and 
uprisings were held in the Middle East and North 
Africa,  challenging  some  of  the  region’s  most 
entrenched authoritarian regimes. These include the 
Jasmine Revolution in Tunisia, the Egypt Uprising 
of 2011, the Yemen Uprising of 2011-12, the Libyan Crisis, and the Syria Uprising of 2011-12. 
While some demonstrations resulted in their country’s peaceful and successful transformation to 
a democracy, other demonstrators faced violent crackdowns, which caused hundreds of civilian 
deaths. In response to the unrest, in 2013, the Human Rights Council passed Resolution 22/28, 
which emphasized the importance of “the promotion and protection of human rights in context of 
peaceful protests”, “called upon all States to avoid using force during peaceful protests” and 
encouraged States to “investigate any death or injury committed during protests.” Despite this, 
human rights continued to be violated in the ensuing conflicts.
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“The right of peaceful assembly shall be recognized. No restrictions may be placed 
on the exercise of this right other than those imposed in conformity with the law 

and which are necessary in a democratic society in the interests of national 
security or public safety, public order (ordre public), the protection of public 

health or morals or the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.”

Figure 1: An image depicting the Egypt Uprising 
of 2011 that ended the three decade-long 
presidency of Hosni Mubarak.



Secondly, it  can be difficult to determine whether protests will  eventually lead to productive 
change. Protests can degenerate into violent and unlawful activity, including the destruction of 

property and the combative engagement of law enforcement, especially when protesters feel that 
governments are not receptive and that such actions are necessary for change. Additionally, while 
protests have advanced human rights and UN values, protests have also been used to promote 
hateful ideologies like xenophobia and racism. Anti-immigration demonstrations have been held 
in various European countries, including Germany, Italy, and Bulgaria, in response to terrorist 
attacks and the influx of Syrian refugees. Countries in which these demonstrations have been 
held have grappled with the importance of maintaining the freedom of speech and the freedom of 
demonstration while upholding anti-discriminatory UN values.

Lastly, both protesters and authorities have taken advantage of the recent advancement of social 
media and technology to either hinder or enable protests. The Dakota Access Pipeline protests, a 
grassroots movement spurred by the Native American Standing Rock Sioux Tribe,  started in 
reaction to the approved construction of a pipeline that threatened the region’s clean water and 
ancient burial grounds. By holding demonstrations and setting up encampments, protesters hoped 
to halt construction of the pipeline. The movement drew upon lessons learned from the Black 
Lives Matter  movement to effectively wield social  media to raise awareness,  and eventually 
gained an international virtual following of millions through its status updates and live video 
feeds. Authorities have also used social media and technologies to regulate and disrupt protests. 
Technologies like Geofeedia can track protesters’ posts, videos, and social media activity in real 
time, allowing them to identify and arrest protesters. While it is unclear whether Geofeedia was 
used specifically in Standing Rock, similar technologies have been used to control protests. This 
has raised concerns of whether the use of such technologies violates individual privacy rights. 
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Figure 1: The user interface of Geofeedia, a technology that can track real-time social media 
activity to allow the identification of where breaking news is occurring.



New frameworks may be necessary to guide countries into appropriately responding to protests 
in the era of social media. 

Bloc Analysis

Although various international treaties uphold the right to protest, this right is not universally 
implemented or enforced. Each country faces unique challenges and circumstances to upholding 
the right to protest. 

China
China  has  not  ratified  the  International  Covenant  on  Civil  and  Political  Rights  (ICCPR). 
Although its constitution states that citizens have “freedom of speech, of the press, of assembly, 
association,  of  procession,  and  of  demonstration”,  the  country  is  known  for  its  widespread 
censorship practices and its intolerance of dissent. 

Currently, to prevent the uncensored dissemination of information, the government censors the 
internet of undesirable content by blacklisting controversial keywords and banning Facebook, 
Twitter and Youtube. Authorities also suppress movements critical of the government, including 
the  2014  pro-democracy  Hong  Kong  protests,  with  methods  like  strengthened  tear  gas  and 
batons. China shows no sign of reversing its policies, even though they alienate the country from 
other democracies. Instead, the government continues to further restrict the free dissemination of 
information and discourage civil unrest, prioritizing internal stability over the aforementioned 
rights.

European Union
All members of the European Union (EU) are signatories of the Convention for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR), an international treaty which upholds the 
freedom of expression and the freedom of assembly. These rights do not extend to hateful and 
discriminatory speech, and can be suppressed in times of public emergencies that threaten the life 
of a nation. Many countries of the Union with histories of extremist politics, such as Germany, 
also strictly enforce regulations surrounding hate speech and discrimination.

However,  with  the  escalating  popularity  of  right-wing  populist  parties,  which  run  on  anti-
establishment and Eurosceptic platforms, and the recent exit of the United Kingdom from the 
EU, the very existences of the EU and its treaties, including the ECHR, are threatened. Indeed, 
with the Syrian refugee crisis and recent terrorist attacks, these frameworks have already failed 
to prevent the rise of anti-immigrant movements and what the UNHCR chief has called a worry-
ing “climate of xenophobia”. Countries thus must grapple with maintaining the right to protest 
and  the  freedom  of  expression  while  preserving  public  security  and  limiting  the  spread  of 
discriminatory ideology. 
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South Africa
Protests have garnered significant successes in the history of the country, from ending the aparth-
eid, to increasing the accessibility of direly-needed HIV medications. Many current protests tar-
get socioeconomic inequities that have persisted post-apartheid.

The Regulation of Gatherings Act protects the right to peaceful protest and defines the differ-
ences between lawful and unlawful protests. However, the government has been criticized for 
abusing the Act and the criminal justice system to restrict protests. Various municipalities have 
restricted the definition of lawful protests by creating additional administrative requirements, 
which,  if  violated,  can  be  sufficient  grounds  for  arrest,  even  if  the  protest  is  peaceful.  The 
government also uses activist-intimidation and violent suppression tactics to dismantle protests. 
In  2012 Marikana massacre,  police  shot  mine workers  who were striking for  higher  wages, 
killing 34.

Some protesters use these barriers to protesting as justifications for unlawful activities, including 
poo throwing, the destruction of property and the unlawful occupation of land. Ultimately, the 
relationship between the government and protesters have deteriorated significantly as the country 
struggles to regulate protests without violating human rights. 

United States
The First  Amendment  to  the  United States  Constitution protects  the  freedom of  speech,  the 
freedom of expression, and the right to peaceably assemble. Notable recent movements include 
the  Black  Lives  Matters  protests,  the  Dakota  Access  Pipeline  protests,  and  the  anti-Trump 
protests. Demonstrations range from walk-outs, protest marches, to the establishment of peace 
camps. In addition to these more traditional forms of protest, these movements have also used 
social  media  to  spread  awareness,  attracting  tens  of  thousands  of  on-the-ground  and  online 
participants to their cause. In the anti-Trump protests alone, an estimated six thousand people 
demonstrated in Los Angeles, while ten thousand people marched from Union Square to Trump 
Tower in New York. 

Law enforcement regularly utilize social media surveillance tools, like Geofeedia, to track the 
identities, movements, and intentions of protesters. Such usage has come under harsh criticism 
from tech industries and civilians for being a violation of privacy rights and for intimidating 
people from exercising their right to protest. As the US experiences a new wave of social media 
activism, the country must determine if and how to uphold the right to privacy and whether the 
use of social media surveillance tools is justified. 

Conclusion

Protests remain relevant in a variety of countries and contexts. Though many protests continue to 
pave the  way for  human rights,  the  right  to  protest  can also be used to  spread problematic 
ideology. Governments have responded differently to protests, with some treating protests as a 
fair method to communicate feedback, and others violating fundamental human rights to quash 
movements challenging their rule. It is necessary for the General Assembly to find a way to 
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maintain the right to protest while preventing discriminatory movements and the violation of 
human rights. 

Research Questions

1. How does one define and differentiate between lawful and unlawful protests? Can countries 
be trusted to enforce such distinctions in an objective manner?

2. How can countries ensure that protests remain lawful, and that fundamental human rights 
are maintained?

3. What roles should the UN, and other international and foreign entities take to encourage or 
discourage actors? Do these actors have the right to intervene?

4. What new regulations should be developed given the increased usage of social media by 
both protesters and authorities?
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Topic #2: Child Marriage

Introduction

Gender equality has long been a major goal for the United Nations (UN), appearing in both the 
Millennium  Development  Goals  (MDGs)  and  the  Sustainable  Development  Goals  (SDGs). 
Considered a “necessary foundation for a peaceful, prosperous and sustainable world”, the UN 
has committed multiple organizations and numerous resources to levelling the playing field.

Child marriage is both a cause and a manifestation of gender inequality.  An immensely complex 
and stubbornly persistent issue, the continued practice of child marriage is entangled in tradition, 
law and socioeconomic circumstances. Some previous efforts to eliminate child marriage have 
proved unsuccessful due to their inability to holistically address its causes. Nonetheless, given 
the harmful consequences and the human rights violations caused by  early marriage, the UN is 
committed to eliminating the practice by 2030. 

History and Description

Child marriage is defined as the entrance into a formal marriage or an informal union before the 
age of 18. Child marriage historically has been widely accepted and practiced around the world. 
In many ancient and medieval societies, a girl was seen as a woman once she began to men-
struate, and was expected to marry in order to fulfill her role as a wife and a mother. It was only 
in the 20th century that the morality of the practice began to be questioned. Since then, many 
states around the world have implemented laws to prevent child marriage. However, in other 
countries,  this  practice  continues  to  be  considered  a  social  norm.  According  to  the  United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the primary factors that promote child marriage are:

Gender Inequality
Patriarchal values are deeply rooted within many cultures, with boys being valued more than 
girls. Girls are often limited to the roles of daughter, wife, and mother, and are considered the 
property of their fathers and husbands, who can control their sexuality and behaviour. For this 
reason, girls are told who to marry and how they should behave. Sometimes, girls are used as 
pawns,  with families  arranging marriages to repay debts  and reinforce social,  economic and 
political ties. 
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“In most parts of the world, when a girl is born, her wings are clipped. She is not 
able to fly.” 

– Ziauddin Yousafzai, Malala Yousafzai’s father



Poverty
More than half of girls married underage are from extremely poor families in the developing 
world. In many communities, girls are seen as economic burdens, and that it is believed to be 
more worthwhile to invest in the education and future of boys. Consequently, by marrying their 
daughters at a young age, families can transfer this economic burden to another family. Specif-
ically,  the  Indian  culture  widely  practices  the  dowry system,  in  which  the  bride’s  family  is 
required to give cash and expensive gifts to the groom’s family. As the bride’s family is obligated 
to give less money if the bride is young and uneducated, many poor Indian families marry their 
daughters off at a younger age to reduce these costs. 

Insecurity 
In  some  communities,  unmarried  girls  and  women  are  frequently  verbally,  physically,  and 
sexually harassed and assaulted. Often, law enforcement fails to protect women against their 
perpetrators, either because of lax enforcement of laws, or because the laws themselves leave the 
victims in vulnerable situations. For instance, some countries, including Lebanon and Tunisia, do 
not pursue charges against a rapist if he marries the victim, leaving the victim in even more 
precarious situations than before. Families residing in areas of high incidences of harassment 
therefore marry their daughters off early to protect them from harm and to prevent such out-
comes.

Culture and Tradition
Child marriage is unquestioningly practiced in many regions simply because it has become deep-
ly entrenched within many cultures. Along with other traditional practices like female genital 
mutilation, it is usually considered a rite of passage into womanhood. Additionally, some cultures 
have deeply ingrained notions of family honour. As a girl’s pregnancy outside of a marriage can 
greatly dishonour her family, families marry off their daughters at a young age to ensure that they 
conceive a child within the honourable institution of marriage. It must be acknowledged that 
these factors are all inexorably linked. It is impossible to address one factor in isolation. 

The Impact

The current state of child marriage is alarming. Girls are disproportionately affected by child 
marriage and the harmful consequences it entails. One third of girls in developing countries are 
married under the age of 18. Worldwide, more than 700 million women and over 150 million 
men were married as children. Child marriage directly violates the child’s human rights by hav-
ing profound and adverse impacts on the child’s education, health, safety and economic well-
being.

Education and Financial Impacts
Child marriage often results in the end of a girl’s formal education, as education is seen as unnec-
essary for girls who are destined to carry out only the domestic duties of a wife and a mother. 
Consequently, girls become financially dependent on their husbands as they are less likely to be 
able to financially provide for themselves.  This becomes especially problematic later  in life. 
Many girls in child marriages are significantly younger than their husbands. When they are 
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widowed earlier than women who marry later, they face economic challenges due to their lack of 
financial independence.

Health Impacts
The health and lives of girls are also put at great risk by child marriage. With little access to 
sexual health education and contraception, young mothers are put at a greater risk of contracting 
sexually transmitted infections. In a research study based in sub-Saharan Africa, it was observed 
that girls ages 15-19 are 2-8 times more likely than boys of the same age to become infected with 
HIV. Due to the lack of sexual health education, girls in child marriages also become pregnant at 
a younger age, which presents many risks in itself. Compared with women over the age of 20, 
girls 10-14 years of age are 5-7 times more likely to die from childbirth and girls 15-19 years of 
age are twice as likely. Some reasons for these high mortality rates include postpartum hemorr-
hage, HIV infection, and obstructed labor. In particular, obstructed labor arises when the girl’s 
pelvis is too small to deliver a fetus because her body has not fully matured. These complications 
put the mother’s and fetus’ survival and health at risk. As well, child marriage puts the next 
generation at a higher risk for illness and death. Adolescent mothers are more likely to deliver 
babies who are preterm and of low birthweight. Mortality rates are also significantly higher for 
infants born to mothers under the age of 20 when compared to infants born to older mothers. 

Domestic and Sexual Violence Impacts
Child marriage puts girls at a high risk of domestic and sexual violence. In many instances of 
child marriage, there is a large age gap between the child and her spouse, pressuring her to sub-
mit to her husband. The age gap increases the power and control a husband has over his wife, 
increasing the risk of spousal violence. In a research study conducted in India, it was found that 
marital violence is significantly more likely to be experienced by Indian women who married as 
adolescents compared with those married as adults. Domestic violence, besides harming a girl’s 
physical well-being, is also extremely detrimental to the mental health of young girls, who are at 
a critical stage of psychological development.  

Similar to the causes of child marriage, the impacts of child marriage are all associated and can-
not be addressed in a sequestered manner.

Current Initiatives & Efforts

Child marriage violates a child’s right to health, education, equality, and freedom from violence 
and exploitation, all of which are protected under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Resultantly, the United Nations has enacted measures with the goal of ending child marriage. 

In 2013, the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) adopted a resolution against child 
marriage  in  which  it  formally  recognized  child  marriage  as  a  human  rights  violation  and 
committed to eliminating the practice as part of the UN’s post-2015 global development agenda. 
As promised, a target of the fifth Sustainable Development Goal is to eliminate early and forced 
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marriage. In 2014, the UN’s Commission on the Status of Women added to their initiatives the 
goal of eliminating child marriage. The World Health Organization recommends furthering the 
formal education of girls,  increasing enforcement of existing marriage laws which forbid the 
marriage of minors, and spreading awareness about the risks associated with child marriage.

Bloc Analysis

Although child marriage is practiced in many countries worldwide, certain regions such as sub-
Saharan Africa and South Asia have notably high rates of child marriage. While most countries’ 
legal frameworks prohibit the marriage of girls under the age of 18, these laws can be poorly 
enforced by the government.

India
Child marriage is a widespread issue in India. It is estimated that the country is home to one-third 
of the world’s child brides, with nearly half of married women married as girls. India is a mem-
ber of the South Asian Initiative to End Violence Against Children, which has adopted the miss-
ion of ending child marriage.

Currently, there is a legal framework operating within India to prevent child marriage and protect 
children from harm. The 2006 Prohibition of Child Marriage Act outlaws the marriage of girls 
under 18 years of age and of boys under 21 years of age. Violation of this Act is punishable by 
law, with a fine up to INR 100,000, or up to two years of imprisonment, or both. The Dowry 
Prohibition Act prohibited the practice of dowry, making it punishable by law with a fine up to 
INR 15,000 and up to 5 years of imprisonment. The Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of 
Children) Act, 2000, the 2005 Domestic Violence Act, and the 2012 Protection of Children from 
Sexual Offences Act, also provide protection to child brides. 

Although the prevalence of child marriage is declining within India partly due to these initia-
tives, the rate of decline remains slow. It is crucial for India to implement alternative, effective 
measures to eliminate the practice of child marriage within its borders. 

Ethiopia 
Child marriage is closely linked with the practice of female genital mutilation, both being deeply 
rooted in tradition in some Ethiopian communities. 

Although Ethiopia’s Criminal Code prohibits the marriage of individuals under the age of 18, 
these laws are not heavily enforced. Ethiopia also lacks functional national or regional systems to 
register births or deaths, making it difficult to prove that a married individual is underage. The 
government of Ethiopia has taken several steps to address the issue, such as launching a National 
Strategy and Action Plan on Harmful Traditional Practices Against Women and Children, which 
aims to eliminate the practice of child marriage and female genital mutilation in the country. The 
Ethiopian government also attended the Girl Summit in 2014 and made a commitment to elimin-
ate  child  marriage  by  2025  through  the  enforcement  of  accountability  mechanisms  and 
increasing the budget of their initiatives to end the practice alongside female genital mutilation.
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However, these initiatives likely are not sufficient. In Ethiopia, the prevalence rates of child mar-
riage remain high and vary greatly by region, with nearly 45% of girls married under the age of 
18 in the Amhara region. Nationwide, two in every five girls are married under the age of 18 and 
nearly one in five girls marries before the age of 15. The Ethiopian government may need to 
further its research and efforts to ending child marriage in the country.

Central African Republic
In the Central African Republic, 68% of girls are married under the age of 18. Although the legal 
minimum age for marriage is 18, marriage can be permitted down to 13 years of age with court 
or parental approval if a girl is pregnant. The high prevalence of child marriage in the Central 
African Republic is widely due to poverty and lack of access to education. On average, girls in 
the Central African Republic attend school until they are 7 years of age. Furthermore, as the 
country regularly experiences internal conflict,  families often see child marriage as a way to 
guarantee their daughters’ safety.

Although measures such as the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on 
the Rights of Women in Africa and the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights oppose 
child marriage, the Central African Republic severely lacks initiatives to reduce the prevalence of 
child marriage. Without active implementation of measures to combat child marriage, it is esti-
mated that the number of girls married under the age of 18 in Africa will double by 2050.

Bangladesh
Bangladesh has the highest rate of marriage involving girls under 15 years of age. In rural areas, 
child marriage is extremely prevalent, with 71% of girls married under the age of 18. Driving 
factors for the high prevalence of child marriage in the country include cultural beliefs, poverty, 
economic security and the need to protect girls from sexual harassment. Dowry is widely prac-
ticed  within  the  country  and  is  often  a  driving  factor,  as  prices  increase  with  a  girl’s  age. 
Additionally,  natural  disasters  encourage  families  to  marry  their  daughters  early  due  to  the 
constant threat of insecurity and increased poverty.

Although Bangladesh is a member of the South Asian Initiative to End Violence Against Child-
ren, which has adopted the mission of eliminating child marriage, the Government of Bangladesh 
has not implemented effective measures to end child marriage within the country. Though the 
Child Marriage Restraint Act sets the minimum legal age for marriage as 18 for women and 21 
for men, this law is poorly enforced and the punishment for the offence is not harsh. Moreover, 
in 2014, the Cabinet of Bangladesh approved lowering the minimum age of marriage from 18 to 
16 years of age for girls. As a result, the Cabinet faced severe backlash from multiple sources 
and delayed passing the legislation for two years. In 2016, the Cabinet promised to permit child 
marriage in the cases of accidental or illegal pregnancy, or when marriage would protect family 
honour. There are concerns that this legislation would permit statutory rape and encourage child 
marriage.

Currently, no effective initiatives are in place despite the high prevalence of the practice within 
the country. Change is unlikely to happen unless the minimum legal marriage age is enforced and 
policies are rewritten to discourage child marriage.
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Conclusion

Child marriage is a practice that disproportionately threatens the lives of young girls and often 
violates their rights to health, education, and opportunity. Although most countries prohibit the 
marriage of girls under the age of 18, these laws are poorly enforced by some governments. As a 
result, the practice of child marriage continues to stubbornly persist in these countries. Through 
the cooperation of diplomacies within the General Assembly, the practice of child marriage can 
potentially be eliminated. Active participation of countries with high prevalence rates of child 
marriage, specifically countries in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, is needed to implement 
strategies to end the practice within their borders and surrounding regions. 

Research Questions

1. How will  countries attempt to eliminate child marriage in regions where the practice is 
deeply rooted ingrained into cultural beliefs?

2. Is the denunciation of child marriage objective or influenced by Western ideologies? Should 
child marriage be prohibited in regions of the world where it serves as an important trad-
itional practice?

3. Is  legislation  effective  in  eliminating  the  practice  of  child  marriage?  Would  active,  on-
ground intervention in communities where there is a high prevalence of child marriage be 
more effective?
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Figure 3: A visual depicting the twenty countries where child marriage is most common and 
the percentages of girls that are involved. 
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