
1

CARE Mozambique 
Advocacy Brief 
September 2020

THE NEGATIVE IMPACT 
OF EARLY MARRIAGES ON GIRLS’ 
EDUCATION IN CABO DELGADO

© Josh Estey/CARE
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CONTEXTUALIZATION
Mozambique occupies a prominent place in southern 
Africa and the world in cases of early marriages, 
affecting almost one in two girls. Data from 
the Government of Mozambique (Government of 
Mozambique, 2015 for the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF), indicate that the country ranks 
tenth in the world in terms of the prevalence of 
early marriages, with 14 percent of women between 
the ages of 20 and 24 married before the age of 15 
and 48 percent married before the age of 18.

Early marriage in Mozambique is a well-known 
phenomenon that occurs in many communities. The 
number of girls involved in this practice tends to 
grow, compromising their future and, in many cases, 
forcing them to stop attending elementary school, 
as reported by Rede de Comunicadores Amigos da 
Criança (RECAC) in 2015, the research conducted 
by UNICEF, the United Nations Population Fund 
[UNFPA], and the Coalition for the Elimination of 
Early Marriages [CECAP] (UNICEF, UNFPA, and CECAP, 
2015).

Meanwhile, in October 2019, the Law on Prevention 
and Fight Against Early Marriages was enacted in 
Mozambique, where according to Article 30, “The 
adult, regardless of his or her marital status, who 
joins with the child will be punished by a penalty of 
8 to 12 years and a fine of up to two years.”

The most recent report presented by UNICEF, entitled 
A Profile of Early Marriage in Africa (UNICEF, 2016), 
points out that the reduction rates for women who 
have married while still children are slow, having 
only decreased 10 percent since 1990, when there 
were 44 percent throughout the African Continent 
or 34 percent today. The report also warned that 
projections indicate that, if this situation does not 
reverse by 2050, the African continent will have the 
highest number of early married women, surpassing 
the South Asian region, known worldwide.

Early marriages have become a frequent practice to 
the extent that they are considered normal in several 
communities in Cabo Delgado Province, a fact that 
seriously compromises the education of girls and 
consequently human development. ©
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SUMMARY

Specific recommendations for the Provincial 
Directorate of Gender, Children and Social 
Action, Victims of Violence Assistance Office, 
Provincial Prosecutor’s Office

• Invest in socialization, implementation and 
enforcement of the law against early marriages, 
as stated in the policy brief presented by Save the 
Children and Girl Child Rights.

• Ensure implementation of policies that 
ensure that women and girls enjoy the rights 
enshrined in the CEDAW Convention and the 
protocol on women’s rights to the African Charter.
• Promote women’s participation programs 
at the formal work level and occupy community 
leadership positions.

• Involve women and girls in social projects 
aimed at social empowerment with an emphasis 
on communities far from the urban center.

Recommendations for Health Services, Women 
and Social Action, Office of Assistance to Family 
and Minor Victim of Violence, International 
Agencies for Gender, ONGS and Civile Society 
Stakeholders.

• Raising awareness and mobilizing local 
authorities and communities as a whole to change 
behavior about early marriages and the protection 
of girls and women.

• Community involvement in raising 
awareness and mobilizing about premature unions 
in communities.

• Strengthening of police stations with a 
gender perspective and community police with 
knowledge against gender violence.

• Integrate girls’ empowerment programs on 
early marriages into the teaching and learning 
system.

Relationship between 
early marriages and formal 
education for women and girls
The Strategic Development Plan for the Province 
of Cabo Delgado 2010/14 states that of the total 
population, it appears that only 10 percent have 
completed some level of education, of which 90 
percent only primary education and 7 percent the 
1st level of secondary level. The percentage of 
people with no completed level remains very high, 
82.1 percent on average, with 88.6 percent women.

According to the report published by Fórum da 
Sociedade Civil para os Direitos da Criança (ROSC), 
in 2013, early marriages have two direct effects on 
education: the first is school dropout and the second, 
the poor school performance of the girl. In the Gender 
Strategy of the Education and Human Development 
Sector 2016-2020, Ministry of Education and Human 
Development Mozambique (MINEDH), notes that as 
girls grow, dropout rates increase.

For example, “between 2010 and 2014, the difference 
between boys and girls in grade 1 was 2 percent, 
favoring boys and it went up to 20 percent in grade 
7.”(MINEDH 2015, p. 11). School performance is 
measured by passing, dropout and repetition rates.
Illiteracy is one of the biggest obstacles to its 
affirmation in the community. Anything that can 
be done for the literacy of women, for the entry of 
girls into the education system, will always have a 
positive effect. It is known, for example, that of the 
800,000 illiterate people, 60 percent are women. This 
limits their access to knowledge, information and 
technologies, thereby reducing their opportunities 
for individual participation in the community’s 
development process and expanding the possibilities 
of suffering any form of gender-based violence such 
as premature marriages, B. Clemente (2014).

According to the ideas of the authors mentioned above, 
it can be concluded that the lack of schooling is an issue 
that propagates the worst form of violation of the rights 
of girls and women, early marriages in Mozambique, in a 
specific case of Cabo Delgado Province. 
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Reasons and determinants 
of early marriages in 
communities in Cabo Delgado
In the context of the Mozambican society, there are 
several causes and factors that lead girls to marry 
before adulthood. In a survey conducted by Save the 
Children and Girl Child Rights, in the Provinces of 
Sofala, Manica and Cabo Delgado, they point out as 
reasons:

Extreme poverty
In families heavily affected by natural disasters, 
girls sometimes represent the only potential “source 
of income” to alleviate urgent economic needs. The 
poorest families are most vulnerable, as they are 
the least able to support their daughters and the 
most dependent on whatever price or livestock their 
marriage may bring. 

Negative overcoming mechanisms caused by 
natural disasters
In the most desperate situations and in the absence 
of other resources, some girls are forced to engage in 
transactional sex as a last resort to increase family 
income. In such cases, families may prefer to marry 
their daughter to avoid stigma against poverty.

Set of cultural beliefs and practices
The definition of girl: in many communities, 
physical characteristics are believed to determine 
whether a girl is ready for marriage, rather than 
age and mental ability. The development of female 
physical attributes and the first menstruation are 
interpreted as strong signs of readiness. The field 
team said that “people in communities see a girl 
as a woman when she is over 12”. In Cabo Delgado, 
there are initiation rites where the girls are taught 
how to ‘become a woman’. This ritual can last up to 
a month and reaffirms the gender inequalities that 
exist between men and women. UNFPA - p. 8, 2013

The highest price attributed to the value of 
virginity: usually in the form of some kind of dowry. 
‘The Girl is the wealth of the house’. Virgins are 
especially valued for marriage in many communities, 
and the family will be paid more if the daughter 
is married as a virgin. These practices encourage 
very early marriages to prevent girls from becoming 
sexually active before marriage. In some cases, proof 
of virginity is required, for which several people can 
act as witnesses and attest to the girl’s virginity 
- this is also recognized as a form of sexual and 
gender-based violence. Failure to not marry as a 
virgin can lead girls to be stigmatized and abused 
by other members of the community.

It is worth highlighting the aspects mentioned 
above, because they are more frequent and notorious 
in the daily lives of Cabo Delgado communities, as 
factors that weigh more for premature marriages in 
many communities in a specific way.
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Specific recommendations for the 
Provincial Directorate of Gender, 
Children and Social Action

Strengthen policies, programs and projects 
aimed at the social empowerment of women and 
girls, with emphasis on communities far from 
urbanization. 

Influence sociocultural change. Marriage is a 
social phenomenon shaped by social attitudes and, 
therefore, causing changes so that the marriage 
occurs later through interventions focused on 
individual families, is not likely to cause changes 
in attitudes and behavior at the broadest level of 
the community. Promote local actions that promote 
livelihood through female entrepreneurship, so 
that widowed women, heads of families, the poor, 
the elderly, adolescents and young people, can 
have a main or secondary livelihood income, such 
as the initiative to empower vulnerable women in 
Mozambique, where the Coca-Cola company benefited 
150 women in the city of Matola, Maputo Province, 
with a kit containing coleman and various products 
worth 9 thousand meticais, so that they can resell 
the products, keeping the profits and without having 
to return the initial value.

Recommendations for local 
governments, international 
gender agencies, NGOs and civil 
society stakeholders
There is an urgent need to raise awareness of 
communities in changing behavior about early 
marriages and protecting our girls and women in 
the community.

There is an urgent need for mobilization of local 
leaders, such as the local community structure and 
community stakeholders in influencing positive 
attitudes and in combating this problem that 
proliferates in our communities; and to promote the 
involvement of boys and men in these actions, so 
that they understand that it is a crime and know the 
doors of reference for reporting cases.

Engagement of local authorities and community 
stakeholders in raising awareness and mobilizing 
about early marriages in the community.

Working with traditional leaders, churches and 
mosques, as well as with girls who are in charge 
of initiation rites, is crucial to convey the benefits 
of delaying marriage. This can be supplemented 
through campaigns through the media and social 
networks (Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter), 
including community radio (UNICEF 2015). It 
is necessary to involve local structures in each 
community to be engaged in promoting the fight 
against early marriages, so that they serve as models 
in their communities and can have the authority to 
report cases to the competent authorities.

Integration of girls’ empowerment programs on 
premature marriages in the teaching and learning 
system.
 

According to the report published by Save the children 
and Girl Child Rights, there are several examples of 
cases in which early marriage was unsuccessful as it 
involved empowered girls who faced their parents / 
guardians, refusing to marry before finishing school 
and / or reach the legal age of majority for marriage.

Invest in socializing, implementing and enforcing 
the law against early marriages: experience shows 
that successful implementation and enforcement 
of laws depends on several factors, including:

a) Promotion and awareness at community level, 
appropriate to the local context (for example, 
translation into local languages, oral explanations 
of the law and its implications). It is necessary to 
ensure that all groups are part of these community 
actions, so that results are achieved at all levels.

b) Active application of the new law across the 
country to ensure that girls’ rights are protected.



THE NEGATIVE IMPACT OF EARLY MARRIAGES ON GIRLS’ EDUCATION IN CABO DELGADO

6

Promote women’s economic empowerment. 

Girls and their families need to improve their 
economic prospects. Only when families and girls 
can reap the economic benefits of investing in 
their education, through greater purchasing power 
in adult life, will families and girls themselves be 
able to view investment in education as a very 
strong incentive to delay age of marriage (UNICEF 
2015). Alliances must also be created with religious 
structures, so that they can spread the law against 
early marriages during religious services, but also to 
avoid and report cases of the kind whenever they 
witness in their communities.

Promote the training and engagement of legal 
system in raising awareness and overseeing the 
implementation of the law to fight early marriages. 
Similarly, establishing a Community Group that can 
constitute the observatory of early marriages in rural 
areas, where this observatory would be a safe space 
where boys and girls can share situations of forced 
/ early marriages.

It is crucial that school and marriage are mutually 
exclusive - although measures can and should be 
taken to provide opportunities for girls already 
married to return to school. 
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