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Topic 1: Child Marriage 

Background: 

Child marriage is when girls younger than 18 are married. Child marriage is a common 

practice around the world, but it is especially prevalent in developing nations where there are 

deep religious and cultural ties. There are 158 countries that have imposed legislation that sets a 

minimum age for marriage. Although this issue is mainly present in developing nations, it is a 

growing problem. For example, in 2013, a WHO study showed that 14.2 million girls become 

child brides a year, which equates to 142 million child brides in the next decade. The five 

countries with the highest percentages of child marriage are Niger, Chad, Central African 

Republic, Bangladesh, and Guinea, with 75, 68, 68, 66, 63 percent of women who were child 

brides respectively. However, India has the most child brides in the world, where 47 percent of 

women are married before 18 years old, which equates to 275.5 million people. 

There are many different reasons for child marriage. For example, many cultures view 

women as a burden which causes parents to “dispose of them through marriage.” Since the 

dowry price is generally lower for younger brides, parents choose to marry off their daughters 

earlier, because of economical constraints in rural areas. Also in areas of high sexual assault, 

families presume that these women would be safer when married; therefore, they choose to 

marry off at younger ages to leave them less susceptible to domestic violence. However the 

inverse is true, these women face domestic violence from their spouse. Child brides also have a 

different perspective towards this type of domestic violence than women married after 18 years 

old. For example, 36 percent of child brides thought that a man is justified in beating his wife, 
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compared to the 20 percent of women who were married after they turned 18 years old. 

However, the most prevalent reasons for child marriage is religious practice. For 

example, Sharia Law (Islamic Law) dictates that the practice is acceptable, because the prophet 

Muhammad married one of his wives, Aisha, when she was approximately 67 years old. Due to 

its deep religious ties, child marriage has proven to be an ethical grey area. Since the issue is so 

deeply rooted in religion, the UN does not necessarily have the jurisdiction to ban this practice. 

Child marriage also comes with its own plethora of problems. Girls that are married off 

young are unable to pursue an education that could ensure them independence. For instance, in 

India, 58 percent of women do not obtain a primary school level education. Without a proper 

education, these women are unable to provide for themselves and are susceptible to similar abuse 

as women in Kenya. In addition to limited educational opportunities, these girls have higher rates 

of infection with HIV and sexual assault from their husbands. According to the UNICEF State of 

the World’s Children, every year there are 70,000 childbirth deaths for 1,519 year old girls. 

Infant mortality rates also increase by 60% for women who give birth before they reach the age 

of 18 years old. Children of teen mothers are more likely to experience low birth weight, under 

nutrition, and late physical and cognitive development. Child Marriage also is a violation of 

human rights. Each person is guaranteed the right to only “be entered into only with the free and 

full consent of the intending spouses.” 

UN Involvement: 

Under the UN Declaration of Human Rights Article 16, “Marriage shall be entered into 

only with the free and full consent of the intending spouses.” This article is rarely upheld in the 

case of child marriage, because girls are not given the opportunity to choose their partner in 
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arranged marriages or are given few other options due to social stigma. The Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) calls upon countries to 

remove all forms of segregation between the sexes. The CEDAW applies to child marriage, 

because girls are unable to exercise their “basic human rights and fundamental freedoms in the 

political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field.” Different UN bodies have called for 

different standardized marriage ages. For example UNICEF has campaigned for an international 

minimum age for 18 year old for marriage. There are 187 countries that have ratified the 

CEDAW. However, the CEDAW also calls upon countries to set a minimum age for marriage, 

but it has no intention of creating a minimum age for all nations. 

The UN has passed multiple resolutions regarding child marriage to protect young girls 

and promote gender equality. For example, in 2014, the UN passed the first resolution, 

A/RES/69/156 that mandates that specific action take place to combat “child, early, and forced 

marriage.” Due to this resolution, specific directives have been taken after the implementation of 

A/RES/68/148 which called for research and information to be gathered and shared with the UN. 

Since the issue regarding child marriage is deeply rooted in gender differences, the UN 

attempted to close this gender gap through A/RES/66/140, “The girl child,” which encourages 

gender equality in all aspects of life. Through this resolution, the UN requests that governments 

work with them in bilateral talks and agreements to strengthen the equality of school systems 

while simultaneously reducing gender stereotypes to promote equality and choice for women to 

prevent early marriage. In addition, the UN has taken action against the domestic violence in 

2012 through A/RES/67/144 entitled “Intensification of efforts to eliminate all forms of violence 

against women.” This resolution recognizes any form of coercion as a form of violence, even if 
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this coercion does not involve violence. This resolution was a landmark for child marriage, 

because it acknowledges the social stigma and coercion that is correlated with child marriage 

which had not been recognized by the international community before. Furthermore, child 

marriage involves six of the eight UN millennium development goals: child marriage, such as 

extreme poverty, gender equality, child mortality, maternal health, HIV/AIDS, and universal 

primary education. 

In addition to the UN action against child marriage, numerous NGOs have become 

involved to combat the issue with aid and relief that the UN does not have the capability to 

perform. For example, CARE works to improve educational standards around the world and 

limit gender based violence through “strengthening capacity for self-help, delivering relief in 

emergencies, influencing policy decisions at all levels, and addressing discrimination in all its 

forms.” CARE is currently working with 90 different countries mainly in Africa, the Middle 

East, South America, and Southeast Asia. In addition, Too Young to Wed is a nonprofit 

organization that works with and supports local nonprofits, which create income generating 

endeavors to fund literacy classes to increase educational rates. In addition, Too Young to Wed 

supports the creation of girl support groups, which provides safe environments for child brides to 

express the hardships they encounter regarding child marriage. One of the largest NGOs is Girls 

Not Brides is a civil society partnership, which currently has over 550 member organizations 

spread out over 70 different countries. Girls Not Brides spreads awareness about child marriage 

by calling upon governments to establish laws and policies that prevent the lapse of child 

marriage. Furthermore, Girls Not Brides also calls upon different programs and NGOs to be 

established in countries that it cannot reach due to logistics, so that as many girls are protected as 
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possible. 

 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How can social stigma be reduced to allow women and girls make decisions for 

themselves? 

2. Does trying to change social stigma affect the sovereignty of religious countries? 

3. Where should the line be drawn between respecting different countries religious beliefs 

and women’s rights? 

4. What are the differences between cultural traditions and norms versus religious practices 

that allow cultural traditions to be banned? 

5. Is it possible for women to fight cultural norms and traditions in countries where women 

already have limited rights? 

6. What can your country do to reduce social stigma and break cultural traditions? 

 

Works Cited: 

"Child Marriages: 39 000 Every Day." WHO. UN, 7 Mar. 2013. Web. 20 Apr. 2016. 

"Child Marriage Facts and Figures." RSS. International Center for Research on Women, n.d. 

Web. 22 Apr. 2016. 

"Child Marriage and Domestic Violence." (1997): n. pag. International Center for Research on 

Women. International Center for Research on Women. Web. 20 Apr. 2016. 

"Child Marriage." UNICEF. UN, 22 Oct. 2014. Web. 22 Apr. 2016. 

"India Child Marriage Around The World. Girls Not Brides." Girls Not Brides. Girls Not 

Brides, n.d. Web. 22 Apr. 2016. 



 
  

   

 

6 
 

EHSMUN Advanced 
October 15-16, 2016 UNICEF 

 

Topic 2: Intercountry Adoption 

Background: 

 The U.S. Bureau of Consular Affairs defines intercountry adoption as a process by which 

a person “adopts a child from a country other than [their] own through permanent legal means 

and brings that child to [their] country of residence to live with [them] permanently”. In the 

majority of cases, children are being adopted from impoverished areas where their quality of life 

is devastating. In the eyes of many, adopting children from developing nations is the equivalent 

to providing them with the family life and opportunities they would have never had in their 

country of origin. However, others see intercountry adoption in a different light, finding it a way 

for imperialistic first-world nations to reassert their dominance over developing nations by taking 

their most precious resources, children. Adoption fees can range from $10,000 and all the way to 

$40,000. As of 2015, the top five nations that are the origins of adoptions are China, Ethiopia, 

South Korea, Ukraine, and Uganda. On the other hand countries such as the U.S., France, 

Canada, Italy, and Spain are dominating the field when it comes to receiving children of 

adoption.  

Peter Selman, a statistical advisor for the UN Hague Convention, estimates that in 

between 2000 and 2010 there were approximately 410,000 international adoptions by the citizens 

of 27 various countries. However, there has been a dramatic decline in the number of 

international adoptions occurring. By 2014 there were only about 11,000 children being adopted, 

which is a 75% decrease from 2004. This has mainly come as a result of three separate causes: 

the Chinese government promoting domestic adoption, the Russian Federal Law 272-FZ, and 
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Guatemala suspending any new intercountry adoption. UNICEF estimates that there are 169 

million children worldwide who have lost one or two of their parents and are in need of adoption, 

which is problematic considering the decrease in the amount of intercountry adoptions occurring.  

Other issues revolving around this topic include the deceit of parents in developing 

nations, the illegal adoption of children who actually still have parents or family to care for them, 

and an adoption process that moves at glacial speeds leaving mass amounts of children in 

institutions. Desperation for economic prosperity is driving people to put any child through the 

adoption process despite the fact that they have families who care for them. Brokers involved in 

the adoption process receive monetary compensation for each child which can be as much as 

$5,000. The influence of money causes this corruption of brokers as well as a complete disregard 

for the well-being of the children involved in intercountry adoption. For example, while some 

adoption processes can be expedited, the average time for a child to be moved to a new home is 

about 2-3 years. Children being adopted from impoverished nations may often have medical 

issues which can vary from malnutrition all the way to HIV/AIDS. An American study in 2000 

examined the health of 452 Chinese children who had been involved in international adoption. 

The results showed 75% had developmental delay, 39% had growth retardation, 13% were 

anemic, 10% had abnormal thyroid function, 28%, had hepatitis B, 9% had intestinal parasites 

and 3.5% tested positive for tuberculosis. It is important to ensure the wellbeing of adopted 

children both before they travel to a foreign country and after they have integrated into their new 

home. Adoption policies in countries can vary from year to year, which can lead to a foreign 

national’s right to adopt from a specific territory being amended or even eliminated. For 

instance, in 2011, Ethiopia announced that it would cut intercountry adoption by as much as 
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90%. This policy change came amid reports of fraud in what had allegedly become “a lucrative 

baby business” in Ethiopia. 

One of the most pressing matters when it comes to post-adoption is the emotional burden 

on the child. As stated earlier, millions of children at a young age have lost one or both of their 

parents and now must deal with the loss and grief brought along with that. Other psychological 

impacts that adopted children must deal with is not only lack of identity but also lack of self-

esteem. Parents involved in international adoption aren’t able to provide the medical history of 

their child or the child’s family. This can be either because the birth parents or the adoption 

agency places this information into the adoption file which can be kept by an agency or an 

attorney. Without this information adopted children won’t know any threatening genetic diseases 

that run in their family. Also, most children involved in intercountry adoption must adjust to a 

completely new language, culture, and way of life. While international adoption gives orphans 

new families, it may deprive them of their heritage. 

UN Involvement: 

 One of the first multilateral agreements focusing on adoption is the 1965 Convention on 

Jurisdiction, Applicable Law and Recognition of Decrees Relating to Adoptions. A key aspect to 

the convention is the guidelines set on the authorities responsible for parts of the adoption 

process. Although it is thought to have little effect on modern intercountry adoption, the 

convention is a landmark when it comes to current adoption policies. The 1986 General 

Assembly Resolution A/Res/41/85 adopted the UN Declaration on Social and Legal Principles 

relating to the Protection and Welfare of Children, With Special Reference to Foster Placement 

and Adoption Nationally and Internationally. This declaration keeps in mind the legal rights of 
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adopted children such as their name and nationality. Another important factor of the declaration 

is the principle of subsidiarity which states intercountry adoption should be taking place only in 

cases where suitable adoptive parents cannot be found in the country of origin. 

On May 1, 1995 the Hague Convention on Protection of Children and Cooperation in 

Respect of Intercountry Adoption (Hague Adoption Convention) took effect. A total of 95 

countries have ratified the convention, including China, Mexico, Italy, France and the United 

Kingdom. Recognized in the convention is the importance of the family in a child’s healthy and 

happy development. Also addressed within the convention is subsidiarity, safeguards to protect 

children, cooperation among nations, automatic recognition of adoptions, and the use of 

competent authorities. The Hague Adoption Convention has set the standards for intercountry 

adoption that are known today. For example, all ratifiers of the convention must establish a 

Central Authority that acts as the authoritative source of information and point of contact within 

the country. At the 54th session of the General Assembly, Resolution A/Res/54/263 was passed 

which adopted the UN Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the 

Sale of Children, Child Prostitution, and Child Pornography. The main goals of this convention 

are to have all states ensure persons involved with the adoption process act in conformity with 

international legal instruments and that coercive adoption is covered in the penal code of each 

nation. In 2009, the New York branch of the United Nations published a report on the trends and 

policies of child adoption. This 463-page report focuses on the various international agreements 

in place, the current state of international adoption, the policies of each country, and frameworks 

on the future of international adoption. 
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Although all of these international agreements have been put in place, there are still legal 

issues occurring in all parts of the world. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, exit permits 

specified for adoptive children have been suspended and the Congolese immigration service 

refuses to accept any. Another example is China where international adoptions must be approved 

by the government rather than through individual application. Finally, in the United States the 

Senate hesitates to ratify certain international agreements and supersedes certain aspects of 

international agreements with national law. These various legal matters lead to complications 

with different aspects of the adoption process whether it be before, during, or even after an 

adoption has occurred. It is important to keep in mind that there are over 30 nations who have yet 

ratify the Hague Convention and even more who haven’t become ratifiers of the various UN 

conventions and declarations. Despite this fact, the Convention of the Rights of the Hague 

Adoption Convention provides certain guarantees that cannot be overruled by any multilateral or 

bilateral agreements made between nations.  

 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How is your nation involved with intercountry adoption? Is your country the origin of 

adoptions? Are you a receiving country? 

2. What type of issues are involved with intercountry adoption and where are they occurring 

most? How are the children affected? How are parents affected? 

3. How can your country work towards solving the issues affecting children and parents? 

What actions can the international community take? 
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4. What international standards are there for intercountry adoption? How do they vary in 

countries? 

5. Has your country ratified any conventions or declarations that deal with aspects of 

intercountry adoption? 

6. Is intercountry adoption morally right, or is it an example of first world nations exploiting 

their second and third world counterparts for their most valuable resource, their children? 

Are there better ways to help orphaned/impoverished children without putting them 

through an adoption process which may deprive them of their heritage? 
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