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Letter from the Chair 
 
Dear Delegates,  

Hello and welcome! My name is Bink Vijitkasemkij and I am a junior at Dana Hall School as                  

well as part of the Model United Nations team. I am from Bangkok, Thailand, and I moved to                  

Wellesley, MA last summer. During my sophomore year, I have discovered my passion for              

debating and expanding my knowledge on real-world issues, thus leading me to join the Model               

UN club at Dana and evidently being on the team. Apart from MUN, I enjoy drawing and                 

reading during my spare time. I am particularly interested in the topic of child marriage because I                 

believe it’s one of the main drivers of gender oppression in certain countries. I am looking                

forward to meeting you all and being able to listen in on all your fruitful debates and the                  

solutions you will bring to the table for this issue.  

Thank you, and see you in December! 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Committee Description 
 
Founded not long after World War II ended, the United Nations International Children’s             

Emergency Fund, or UNICEF, was initially created for the purpose of providing “relief and              

support to children living in countries devastated by the war” (Editors, History.com). In 1953,              

the United Nations made UNICEF a permanent member of the UN and its name was abridged to                 

the United Nations’ Children’s Fund. Over the decades, the organization has become a strong              

voice for children’s rights worldwide, with particular focus paid to issues of education, safety,              

health, poverty reduction, protection from abuse and exploitation and other basic human rights.             

Perhaps not surprisingly, many of UNICEF’s programs make a “special effort [to reach] the most               

vulnerable and excluded children”(About UNICEF), who often live in disadvantaged          

environments.  

According to its website, UNICEF “works in 190 countries and territories to save             

children’s lives, to defend their rights, and to help them fulfil their potential, from early               

childhood through adolescence” (What We Do). Though it’s considered an official UN body,             

much of UNICEF’S work—approximately “85 per cent” takes place “in the field” (UNICEF:             

FAQ). However, the overall structure of the organization includes “seven regional offices as well              

as country offices worldwide, a research centre in Florence, a supply operation in Copenhagen, a               

shared services centre in Budapest and offices in Geneva, Tokyo and Brussels. UNICEF             

headquarters are in New York” (UNICEF: FAQ).  



For the purpose of this conference, member nations belonging to UNICEF will meet in a               

GA-style committee, in which delegates will have the opportunity to try and collaboratively             

solve a current issue facing children worldwide, while keeping in mind the cultural, political and               

economic realities of their respective nations. UNICEF can make recommendations, encourage           

and endorse, but they cannot compel any nation to comply with decisions made, nor can they use                 

any sort of physical forms of enforcement or coercion to ensure compliance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Statement of the Problem 

The International Center for Research on Women defines child marriage as “a formal or informal               

union where one or both parties are under the age of 18” (ICRW, 2). Though globally, child                 

marriage—also referred to as ‘early marriage’— is reportedly on the decline, it is believed that               

today, over 650 million women living at this moment, are now or were child brides (Girls Not                 

Brides). Moreover, studies suggest that by 2030, “without further acceleration [of the issue],             

more than 150 million additional girls will marry before their 18th birthday” (UNICEF).  

Considered a human rights issue, child marriage is perceived by many throughout the             

global community as “a cross-cutting issue; harming all aspects of a girl’s life throughout her               

lifetime [and] undermining the development of her family, community and nation” (ICRW, 3).             

Women who are child brides will be more vulnerable to poverty, health risks, and              

physical/sexual abuse. In addition, they are more likely to experience higher rates of infant              

mortality and maternal mortality (ICRW). Further, child marriage inhibits educational          

opportunities. “By robbing girls of a chance to learn, grow, and fully realize their potential, child                

marriage systematically disempowers them. It ensures that they remain dependent on others all             

their lives, strips them of their agency, and hands control over their lives to someone else”                

(Selby). Child marriage also affects boys, though it it far less prevalent an issue than for girls.                 

Still, UNICEF reports that “in eight countries [ranging from Cuba to Madagascar], more than 10               

per cent of boys are married before age eighteen” (UNICEF 5). Regardless of gender or region of                 



the world, experts note that child marriage has consequences that extend well beyond the              

individuals involved, as “it can also impact communities’ and countries’ social, economic and             

political development” (ICRW, 3). 

With all of this in mind, there are several ways to address this issue. First, in order to                  

effectively combat the topic of child marriage, it is imperative that UNICEF consider the factors               

that often contribute to higher rates of child marriage (i.e. poverty, gender discrimination,             

cultural and religious beliefs, etc.). While the international community itself can collectively            

denounce the practice of child marriage, it is implausible to foresee and end to this practice                

without also addressing the fundamental causes or influences of child marriage. Additionally, it             

is incumbent upon delegates to recognize that the definitions of marriage and what constitutes ‘a               

child’ may themselves be obstacles to addressing this issue, as culture and tradition may              

supersede any international definitions. Finally, it should be noted that while there are many              

laws already in place to prevent child marriage, poor enforcement coupled with leniency towards              

particular traditional and religious interpretations, have emboldened traffickers and practitioners          

alike. For example, “Many countries such as Pakistan have laws against child marriage, [but] the             

laws are not enforced; [while] in Afghanistan, a new law was written into the country's code                

enabling Shiite, or Hazara, communities to impose their own form of family law--including            

permitting child marriage” (Tristam). 

 
 
Given these additional factors, it seems that an adequate solution to child marriage requires              

attention to both the causes and conditions that lead to it, as well as how to best respond to the                    

issue after the fact. In other words, there is a need for both preventative and reactive measures. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/geography-of-pakistan-1435275
https://www.thoughtco.com/difference-between-shia-and-sunni-muslims-2003755


 

 

 

History of the Problem 

According to the World Atlas, “Throughout history till the 20th century, child marriages were              

the norm in most parts of the world” (Nag), largely due to the fact that life expectancies were                  

considerably lower than we see today, and also because larger families were common. “Girls              

were usually married off as soon as they reached puberty or sometimes even prior to that” in                 

order to maximize her reproductive capabilities. While today, we often think of child marriage as               

a ‘third world’ phenomenon, it was widely practiced in the western world as well. In England,                

for example, there is documented evidence of child marriage going back as far as the 16th                

century, where, Canon Law allowed marriage contracts beginning at the age of seven (“Child              

Marriage in Modern England”). Sociologist Peter Rushton described marriage as “the ‘lynchpin            

of the family system,’ around which the family elders of both parties placed vested interests. The                

happiness of the bride and groom took a back seat to safeguarding or advancing fortunes,               

protecting land and forging connections. When it came to child marriages, the most frequently              

mentioned reason in the depositions for these marriages taking place was formal or verbal              

agreements between parents or guardians involving land or money” (“Child Marriage in Modern             

England”).  

In the United States, “For most of American history there was no distinction between the               

marriage of two minors or that between one party who was older (sometimes considerably so)               

and one who was younger” (Syrett). In fact, the first time that age is even mentioned with regard                  



to marital status is in the 1880 U.S. Census, where, evidence suggests that “11.7 percent of                

fifteen-to-nineteen-year-old girls were wives” (Syrett). By the twentieth century, however, as the            

demographics of the developed world began to shift—(i.e. rising life expectancies,           

urbanization)—and as women began to gain access to education, suffrage and economic            

empowerment , the recognition and support of child marriage fell drastically throughout the             

western world, and a “growing revulsion…against child marriage” emerged (Syrett).  

Immediately following the end of World War II, where much of the developed world saw a                

growing number of women join the workforce, the international community (led by western             

nations), began to define child marriage as a human rights issue. For example, the Universal               

Declaration of Human Rights, which was passed in 1948, asserted that “consent cannot be ‘free               

and full’ when one of the parties involved is not sufficiently mature to make an informed                

decision about a life partner” (UNICEF, 2). This was further emphasized in “The Convention on               

the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women,” adopted by the United Nations              

General Assembly in 1979, which “covers the right to protection from child marriage in Article               

16, which states the betrothal and marriage of a child shall have no legal effect, and all necessary                  

action, including legislation, shall be taken to specify a minimum age for marriage” (UNICEF).              

Moreover, there have been numerous international conventions and agreements formed to           

specifically address the issue of child marriage, including but not limited to “The Convention on               

Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Marriage and Registration of Marriages [1964], the             

African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child [1990], and the Protocol to the African                 

Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa [2003]” (UNICEF, 2).                

Even the Convention on the Rights of the Child makes mention of the correlation between child                



marriage and “the right to freedom of expression the right to protection from all forms of abuse,                 

and the right to be protected from harmful traditional practices” (UNICEF, 2).  

Nevertheless, despite these efforts, child marriage is a phenomenon that still “occurs in             

virtually every country” (ICRW, 3), including the United States, where “no American state has              

passed a law that categorically forbids the practice” (“Why America Still Permits Child             

Marriage”). In fact, a 2015 Frontline report found that “More than 207,000 American minors              

were married between 2000 and 2015…[and that]twenty-seven states [had] no minimum age for             

marriage” (“Why America Still Permits Child Marriage”). In the developing world, the numbers            

are far more consequential. According to a March 2018 UNICEF report on child marriage,              

“across the globe, levels of child marriage are highest in sub-Saharan Africa, where around 4 in                

10 young women were married before age 18, followed by South Asia, where 3 in 10 were                 

married before age 18. Lower levels of child marriage are found in Latin America and Caribbean                

[nations] (25 per cent), the Middle East and North Africa (17 per cent), and Eastern Europe and                 

Central Asia (11 per cent)” (UNICEF).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Questions to Consider 

1. To what degree can the international community define or standardize marriage on a             

global level and if so, can this be enforced in any way? 

2. Is the current definition of child marriage and the growing resentment towards it truly an               

international one, or the result of western ‘exceptionalism’ dictating cultural          

appropriateness? 

3. Can and should the international community seek to determine a global definition of ‘age              

of consent’? 

4. Recognizing that tradition, culture and religion often influence a nation’s perception of            

marriage, how can the international community protect children from the dangers of child             

marriage while still respecting the diverse cultural ideas about marriage and gender? 

5. Should the UN revisit its commitment to the Millennium Development Goals with an aim              

towards reworking its stated protections for women and children, with particular           

emphasis on preventing child marriage? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Recommended Sites for Research 

To begin your research for this committee sessions, we recommend that you review some of the 

sites below as well as the sources cited in our ‘Works Cited’ list below: 

● Council on Foreign Relations: Child Marriage Info Guide 

https://www.cfr.org/interactives/child-marriage?cid=otr_marketing_use-child_marriage_I

nfoguide%2523!/#!/ 

● Girls Not Brides https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/ 

● UNICEF data on Child Marriage 

https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-marriage/ 

● UN Declaration on the Rights of the Child http://www.un-documents.net/a14r1386.htm 

● The United Nations Population Fund https://www.unfpa.org/child-marriage 
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