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ABSTRACT

The social burden of Bangladesh’s already prevalent
child marriage problem has further flared up amid the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. We aim to briefly report on
the current scenario of underage marriage in Bangladesh
from available sources and highlight concerns. The
prevalence of child marriage has increased by at least
13% due to pandemic-enforced long-term school closure
throughout the country, while many cases remain
unreported. Exacerbated financial crisis, the prolonged
shutdown of educational institutions and social insecurities
are the principal triggering factors for such a high pace
of child marriages. We urge the government and local
administrations to address the current situation through
concerted and integrated efforts to combat the early
marriage crisis in Bangladesh.

Child marriage, especially involving female
teenagers or adolescents to much older
male counterparts, has been a long-standing
socioeconomic crisis in Bangladesh with the
highest rate in Asia and fourth highest glob-
ally.! About 59% of women in the country
aged 20-24 years were married before the
age of 18 years." The current number of child
brides is a staggering 38 million, while around
13 million of them have been forced into
marriage even before 15 years of age.” In the
pre-COVID-19 era, Bangladesh had invested
tremendous efforts in preventing child
marriages. Subsequently, over the decade of
2007-2017, child marriages reduced nation-
ally from 66% to 59%, whereas marriage
before 16 years of age plummeted from 46%
to 32%.” Despite the transient progress, thou-
sands of child marriages are regularly occur-
ring in the country, particularly in the rural
and underdeveloped regions.

Child marriage cases have again gained
momentum by increasing at least 13% over
the past year in Bangladesh, coinciding with
the COVID-19 pandemic.” Due to a lack
of country-wide surveillance or data gaps,
we do not have the actual statistics of child
marriage in Bangladesh. What we have are
various media reports and non-government
organisations’ data collation about child
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marriage during the COVID-19 lockdown
in Bangladesh. A survey conducted in 13
districts revealed that around 11 000 early
marriages occurred between 17 March
2020 and 12 September 2021.* In contrast,
Manusher Jonno Foundation has reported
13 886 child marriages that happened from
March to September of 2020 in 21 districts
of Bangladesh.4 Along with the entire
country, the most unfortunate incidents were
reported from Rajshahi, Khulna, Kurigram
and Bagerhat, with around 6500, 3000, 2950
and 3200 child marriage cases, respectively,
during the last 18 months of the COVID-19
lockdown.”*** Among the 103 407 high school
female students of the Rajshahi district, 6512
(around 6.3%) were subjected to underage
marriage during school closures, with the
largest share (n=1785; 27.4%) reported from
Bagmara Upazila of the district.”

Since early 2020, there has been a dramatic
upsurge in the prevalence of underage
marriage, unintended pregnancies and gender-
based violence in Bangladesh.® Increased
poverty, prolonged school closures, service
interruptions, social security concerns, family
honour, societal norms, customary or reli-
gious regulations, parental deaths, and other
social and familial factors have all contributed
to this unexpected upsurge in child marriages
amid the current pandemic. Additionally, the
institutional shutdown may encourage female
students from financially challenged and back-
ward families to drop out of school and never
return. Evidence demonstrated that 71% of
underage marriages in Bangladesh occurred
due to the school closure amid the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic.' Moreover, the loss of the
regular income aggravated economic vulnera-
bility, which resulted in an inclination towards
low-cost marriage ceremonies to alleviate
existing financial burdens.

Regarding the complete abolition of child
marriage practice, the government of Bangla-
desh has been maintaining a resolute and
unwavering commitment to meet the Sustain-
able Development Goal and the National Target
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by 2030 and 2041, respectively. Eventually, the government
adopted several synchronous policies and implemented
many actionable measures at root levels. However, the prog-
ress in curbing underage marriage has been substantially
disrupted during the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, the
government and its development partners, private sector
stakeholders and relevant non-government organisations
must step forward in a coalition to reanalyse the current
scenario and undertake competitive initiatives to under-
mine the sudden outrage of this crisis.

Since institutional shutdowns have been contributing
to educational discontinuation and subsequent enforce-
ment of child marriages, respective institutional authori-
ties, in assistance of other available social infrastructures,
should reach out to the vulnerable families and establish
regular communication with them to prevent any mishap
from happening. Moreover, stringent enforcement of
existing laws must be ensured by local administration
to combat child marriage and its adverse impacts. The
government should also concentrate on developing
sturdy and reliable policies to support young girls who are
at greater risk of undergoing early marriage and sexual
harassment. Educational campaigns require to promote
public knowledge regarding reproductive health and
contraception. Moreover, women empowerment, tech-
nical and financial aid to distressed and victimised
women, and proper pedagogy on the mental and physical
implications of underage marriage must be emphasised
urgently to curb this child marriage syndemic during the
COVID-19 pandemic era.
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