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Annamaria Laurini, UNICEF Country Representative in Lebanon, 

Ghida Anani, Founder and Director of ABAAD, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Dear friends, 

 

Tomorrow we mark the international human rights day. The principles of universal respect for 

universal human rights underpin the policies and the work of the European Union across the 

world: The right to a life free of fear, persecution and abuse. It is not an easy quest. There is 

abuse happening everywhere. We are reminded every day, not far from here – across the 

border in Syria – and elsewhere, there are horrendous human rights abuses taking place on a 

daily basis. 

When we hear reports of abuses in the media we are appalled, terrified but sometimes feel 

that there is little we can do about it – a certain degree of helplessness prevails. Yet I believe 



that we need to shake this feeling off and remind ourselves that there are things we can do 

every day to stand up for the rights of others!  

Today, as we gather here to launch an awareness clip about the serious consequences of child 

marriage, we are reminded that we can indeed make a difference. Child marriage is one of the 

almost 'invisible' abuses taking place amongst us. And we can help ending this practice by being 

informed, attentive and above all–by speaking up against it.  

We are in good company today. ABAAD is an organisation made up of people who care - who 

care about universal human rights. Who care about those amongst us in need of a shelter, 

counselling or a voice to speak up on their behalf. UNICEF of course is a global champion of the 

rights of the child and a long standing partner of the European Union, here in Lebanon and in 

the world. The European Union is glad to be able to fund both organisations in their work to 

provide for those in dire in need of assistance and protection.  

The position of the European Union on early and forced marriages is very clear: They must be 

prevented by any means and we are advocating for this objective in our Human Rights Strategy. 

Child marriages happen to girls more often than to boys. For these children, early marriage has 

has a multitude of negative consequences, including on their education, their time and space to 

grow up and interact socially with their age group, growing-up, which is so important for the 

process of maturing of any child. When girls are married as a child there is a higher risk of 

sexual abuse and of early pregnancy. This comes with serious health risks for the mother and 

the child. Even when pregnancies are without complications, the result is a new-born child 

cared for by a child mother.  

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

While child marriage is mainly seen in South and South East Asia and Africa, 5% of child 

marriages in the world happen in the Middle East and North Africa. The latest statistics 

available for Lebanon (2009) indicate that 6% of women were married before the age of 18 and 

1% before the age of 15.  



With the current crisis in Lebanon it is likely that the numbers of child marriages will go up – 

either among refugees or among poor Lebanese. Some parents feel that marrying their young 

daughters is a way to protect them from poverty. We are here today to highlight that child 

marriage is not a healthy coping mechanism and that indeed marrying children off before they 

have had a chance to develop from children into young adults,  put them at risk of a cycle of 

poverty, abuse and early pregnancy. 

Let us all work together and do our utmost to make sure that child marriage is no longer 

accepted and that children are allowed to remain children. Please share this movie widely as I 

feel that it is a clever eye-opener to the dangers of child marriage.     

Thank you for your attention.  


