RAF Webinar: Addressing Child Marriage in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories in times of Increased Uncertainty,
Violence, and Displacement
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for every child

National Overview of Child Marriage in
OPT (Gaza & West Bank)

Child marriage context overview, data trends, and UNICEF’s response

Speaker: Abeer Joma’a — Child Protection Officer — VAC & GBV
UNICEF State of Palestine




Context Overview: Child Marriage in Palestine
(2020-2025)

In 2019-2020, the MICS
survey by UNICEF, UNFPA, and
PCBS found that 24% of
Palestinian women were
married before 18 — 30% in
Gaza and 20% in the West
Bank.

In 2024, the GAGE-UNFPA
Gaza Report revealed that
71% of youth observed
increased pressure on girls to
marry early, and 56% of
married youth had wed
before 18.

In 2020, UNICEF and UNFPA
reported that child marriage
remained widespread,
especially in Gaza where 3 in
10 women had married
before age 18.

Central Bureau of Statistics
(PCBS) Marriage & Divorce
Database, for females under
18 the percentage of
registered marriages dropped
to 11.0% in 2022 (with the
West Bank at ~¥5.6% and Gaza

The portal also lists trend
data: child marriage (before
18) for Palestine was ~15.0%
in 2015, ~13.4% in 2020, and

~17.7% in 2024

In mid-2024, the Center for
Women’s Affairs in Gaza
documented 167 girls aged
14-16 married in Deir Al-
Balah during the war,
describing child marriage as a
negative coping mechanism.

The Child Marriage Data Portal
shows that in the State of
Palestine, ~¥13% of women
aged 20-24 were married

before age 18 (latest
estimate) and ~1% before age
15.




Sharia Court Data in Gaza Strip

e (Jun—Oct 2024, 5 months):

A total of 4,905 marriage contracts were registered; out of these, 401
involved girls aged 14-16, which means 8%.

These figures represent only legal exemptions for under-16 girls; marriages of 17- and 18-year-olds were not
included, meaning the total rate of child marriages (under 18) is higher.

* (January 2024 to August 2025 (20 months)

A total of 28,902 marriage contracts were registered. Of these, 20% involved children
under the age of 18, equivalent to approximately 5,780 child marriages.

The data show that child marriage has sharply increased in Gaza compared to pre-war years, reflecting the

compounded effects of conflict, displacement, and economic hardship on vulnerable families. This pattern
suggests that child marriage is not limited to legal exceptions but has become a coping mechanism for families

under severe stress, further exposing girls to lifelong risks.



Overview of Child Protection Case Management
Trends (Jan 2024 - Jun 2025) in OPT

* Between January 2024 and June 2025, the child
protection case management system recorded a total of
44,204 cases managed by UNICEF and partners across
Gaza and the West Bank.

Out of these, 96 cases (0.22%) were identified as child
marriage cases — highlighting a small proportion of the
total caseload but a critical protection concern due to the
high risk and long-term consequences for affected girls.

* Gaza: 93 cases (97% of total child marriage cases)
* West Bank: 3 cases (3% of total)

* While the percentage appears minimal, the absolute
numbers reflect an ongoing and underreported trend
closely linked to the deteriorating humanitarian situation.




Quarterly Summary of Child Marriage

Cases (Jan 2024 - Jun 2025)

Q1-Q2 2024 (January Q4 2024 (October to Q2 2025 (April to June
o to June 2024) December 2024) 2025)
12,750 total cases reported. i 5,240 total cases. 7,072 total cases.
53 child marriage cases (52 in | 18 child marriage cases, all in 12 child marriage cases (11 in
Gaza, 1in WB). - Gaza. Gaza, 1in WB).
® >

6,849 total cases.
12,293 total cases. 4 child marriage cases (3 in Gaza,
9 child marriage cases, all in Gaza. 1in WB).
Q3 2024 (July to Q1 2025 (January to
September 2024) March 2025)



Key Analytical Notes

Gaza accounts for 97% (93 out
of 96) of all child marriage cases
reported across the period.

West Bank cases remained
minimal, with only 3 cases
(3.1%) overall, primarily in rural
and Area C communities.

The trend partially recovered
by Q4 2024 (18 cases; 0.34%)
and Q2 2025 (12 cases; 0.17%)
as access and partner
operations improved.

The highest number and
proportion were observed in
Q1-Q2 2024 (53 cases; 0.4%),
reflecting pre-war vulnerabilities
and economic hardship.

The lowest reporting occurred
in Q3 2024 (9 cases; 0.07%),
likely due to access constraints
and limited-service
functionality.




UNICEF Health Data on Adolescent
Mothers (January—August 2025) — Gaza

According to UNICEF Health Section data, collected through
implementing partners across the Gaza Strip:

(1 Postnatal Care: 352 girls under the age of 18 received postnatal
care within two days of childbirth, compared to 4,100 women aged
18 and above.

(1 Antenatal Care: 1,383 pregnant girls under 18 attended antenatal
care services, alongside 20,579 women aged 18 and above.

These fiqures highlight the continued prevalence of adolescent
pregnancies in Gaza and the need for targeted health and protection
interventions for married and pregnant qirls under 18.




National Data Gaps on Child Marriage

1.

Outdated National Survey:

The latest comprehensive national data on child marriage comes from the PCBS
Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS 2019-2020)—no new national surveys have
been conducted since then.

. Irregular Sharia Court Data:

Sharia court records are the only updated source but remain inconsistent —often
partial, covering Gaza only or short periods (e.g., Jun—Oct 2024), and lack a unified
digital registry, especially in Gaza.

. Health and Nutrition Data Limitations:

Health information systems record pregnant and lactating women under “women of
reproductive age” without disaggregating by age or marital status, making it
impossible to identify married girls under 18.

. Case Management System Gaps:

Case management data reflect only reported cases that reached protection services,
missing many due to stigma, weak referrals, and prioritization of other high-risk
forms of violence.

. Gaza Level Focus on services and studies
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Child
Marriage
Services

Case Management

MHPSS

Health & Reproductive Care

Legal (Legal counseling and
representation)

Protection Services, including Safe shelters
and top-up protection cash)

Prevention & risk mitigation (Awareness
sessions with children, caregivers, and
community members)



Recommendations:

4. Community and Policy
Advocacy 1) Strengthen Legal

o , Enforcement &
eEngage religious and community

leaders to shift harmful social norms. Accou ntablllty
*Promote girls’ education and family eEnforce the legal marriage age (18)
economic empowerment to address and regulate court exemptions.
root causes. eStandardize and digitalize Sharia
eStrengthen coordination among UN Court data systems for regular
agencies, INGOs, MoSD, Sharia monitoring.

Courts, and civil society partners.

3) Expand Specialized

. ) 2) Improve Data & Evidence
Services for Adolescent Girls

Generation

eScale up MHPSS, SRH, and case
management services for married
and pregnant girls.

eIncrease the number of safe spaces
and outreach programs for high-risk
communities.

eConduct updated national surveys

post-2020 to reflect current trends.
eIntegrate child marriage indicators
into MoH and MoSD reporting
systems.
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Addressing Child
Marriage in
Emergencies —
UNRWA's
Integrated
Response

Theme 3 | Centrality of
Protection across operations




Situation Picture — What is
driving child marriage now

* Girls’ perspectives (recent GFO Analysis): 68%
lack of hope/relieving family burden; 39% social
pressure/traditions; 36% displacement/loss of
shelter; others include boredom/no activities,
‘suitable groom’, family problems, love.

* Increase in Early Marriage Cases During the
War Before the war, Kll report than on an
average of 3 early marriage cases were handled
monthly. During the war, this increased to
around 15 cases per month.

UNRWA FGDs/KllIs in displacement sites
confirm: poverty; overcrowding and lack of
privacy; perceived ‘protection’ through
marriage; miss information about legal status;

rumours about aid/reconstruction; and
health/GBYV risks.

UNRWA | Theme 3: Holistic strategies to address child marriage in emergencies



Some of the answers provided
by community

* 68%, is the girl’s desire to marry due to the lack of hope for the future and the
wish to relieve the burden on her family

* Perceived suitability and timing: The groom was considered a suitable match,
alongside concern that a comparable opportunity might not arise again.

* Familiarity and endorsement: The groom was known to the family and received
their approval as a prospective husband.

e Conflict copying mechanism : Ongoing family tensions led some families to view
marriage as the only viable way to resolve issues, particularly where kinship ties
existed between both sides.

 Affection-based decisions: In some accounts, mutual affection/love was cited as the
primary reason.

* Household pressure: Several girls reported significant family problems and
perceived pressure to marry as a way to reduce household tensions.

* Crisis and stress context: One girl (aged 16) reported marrying twice amid difficult
circumstances, including war and psychological stress, describing this as “part of life
and destiny.”

UNRWA | Theme 3: Holistic strategies to address child marriage in emergencies



Their voices
(FGD with 113 women)

* Yesterday, a 14-year-old girl was married to a 30-
year-old man. She had no ID, and the marriage was
approved using only her birth certificate.”

 “We are seven families sharing one tent. There’s no
privacy. That’s why families think early marriage is the
best solution.”

e “Another case involved a young girl who suffered
from recurrent miscarriages due to her young age”

* | refused several suitors for my 15-year-old daughter,
despite their wealth.”

* “My nephew and his 16-year-old wife divorced within
three weeks.”

UNRWA | Theme 3: Holistic strategies to address child marriage in emergencies



Perceived Consequences

*  Marital instability: Family disputes that culminate in separation or divorce.

* Adverse birth outcomes (reported): Accounts of children born with disabilities (note:
reported by respondents; no causal claims implied).

* Household and community tension: Family and wider societal conflicts.

* Maternal health challenges: Complications during pregnancy and
breastfeeding.Psychosocial and health impacts:

* Negative psychological and health effects on adolescent wives and their children.

* Violance and Abuse: Girls often face verbal, psychological, and physical abuse,
especially from husbands and in-laws.

* Role strain and divorces : Limited capacity of adolescents to assume adult spousal
and caregiving responsibilities.

*  Education disruption: Loss of schooling and reduced learning
opportunities.Economic/decision-making dependence:

 Continued reliance on the family of origin to meet needs, contributing to further
family problems.

UNRWA | Theme 3: Holistic strategies to address child marriage in emergencies



Continuous protection-risk monitoring (observations, FGDs, Klls)

O p ) rati o I _
Protection-centered integrated site management:
Model —

Mobile/temporary service points to keep services reachable when

P rote Cthn at facilities are damaged or inaccessible.

t h e Ce nt re Joined-up case management: CP + GBV + MHPSS, internal referrals to

Health and Education, legal/civil documentation support, and EORE.

UNRWA | Theme 3: Holistic strategies to address child marriage in emergencies



© address child marriage in emergencies

Prevention & Risk
Mitigation in
Shelters and Sites

Reduce drivers: mitigate
overcrowding and
enhance privacy
(partitioning, safe
lighting, female WASH
hours, lockable where
feasible). spaces

Shelter safety audits
with women/girls;
integrate findings into
site management,
distributions and
service layouts.

Adolescent-girl safe
spaces and
age-appropriate
activities;
non-formal /back-to-lear
ning to restore routine
and reduce risk factors.

Targeted engagement
with caregivers and
community/religious

leaders to counter
harmful norms and
rumours; embed
child-marriage
prevention modules in CP
sessions.




Case Pathways —
From ldentification
to Resolution

e Identification via monitoring, clinics and
schools (simple intake for age/status,
pregnancy risk, safety risks, disability).

* Immediate actions: Psychological First
Aid; safety planning; survivor-centred
disclosures; safe information handling.

* Referrals & services: MHPSS
stepped-care; GBV/SRH clinical support;
legal/civil documentation; cash or
in-kind assistance when available.

* Follow-up & measurement: case
conferences, do-no-harm checks and
outcomes (school re-enrolment,
SRH/MHPSS access, reduced safety
risks).




* Integrated architecture: Social Services and principled case
management linked to Health, Education and Protection

U N RWA monitoring, with strong internal referrals.

* Enhancement of safe spaces/back-to-learning; expand mobile
RespOnse MHPSS and SRH reach; trend analysis

e protection remains central to all planning and interventions
so that no girl is left behind.

UNRWA | Theme 3: Holistic strategies to address child marriage in emergencies
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v' 5 areas of operation: Gaza, WB,
Jordan, Lebanon and Syria

v Service provision of the Agency:
Education, Health, Social
Services, Camp Infrastructure
and improvement.

v Over 2.5 million Palestine
refugee children

v It focuses on ensuring children's
rights are upheld through

l.advocating for their rights,
2.safeguarding them from harm,
3.delivering child-sensitive services
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CONTEXT

v UNRWA operates in a setting
characterized by emergencies
and protracted crisis, including areas
affected by armed conflict, occupation,
and displacement

v In these environments, girls and boys
are among the most vulnerable groups
affected. They often face the collapse of
protection systems, disruption of
education, and a lack of safe spaces

v With limited access to social support
structures, children are increasingly
vulnerable to protection challenges



Prevalence

12% of Palestinian
refugee women in
Lebanon aged 20-
24 were married
before 18, 25% for
PRS residingin
Lebanon
16% in OPT

In Syria, 22% of girls
aged 15-19 are
married

Child Marriage

Root causes

Underreporting

Official sources Poverty, war,
displacement
UNRWA Data sets
Cultural and social
Community norms
engagement

activities Legal status

Approach,
gaps and
challenges

Focus on accessto
services — Education

Awareness raising
Data harmonization

Legal Framework and
norms

Advocacy and
coordination




Prevention and Response to Child Marriage

Social behavior chance and community awareness

v Awareness-raising campaigns: youth-led activism
and peer education programs

v Improving access to and quality of education:

remedial classes, vocational and life skills training

v' Risk mitigation and cash transfers to vulnerable
families

v' Livelihood support programs for caregivers

v' Case identification and case management

v’ Adolescent health and Sexual and Reproductive
health services

v Strengthen CP mechanisms: safe spaces, PSS
services, referral pathways



Outcom

Activity

All adolescent girls access their rights, including their voice and decision-
making on their relationships, sexuality, and opportunities to live a

Girls at-risk of child marriage participate
in decisions that affect them, including
regarding their marriage

Girls at-risk of child
marriage have increased
awareness on their rights

and wellbeing

Conducttargeted activities and

awareness raising sessions to

girls at-risk of child marriage on
their rights and wellbeing

Parents, caregivers and
community members have
increased awareness on
the consequences of child
marriage, contributingto a
decreased rate of child
marriage

Awareness raising sessions to
parents, caregivers and
community members on the
negative consequences of
child marriage and
transforming traditional
sociocultural norms

Frontline staff and
representatives from local
governance bodies can
confidently detect,
understand signs, risks and
conduct safe referrals on
child marriage

Strengthened capacity of
frontline staff and
representatives from local
governance bodies on early
detection, signs, risks and safe
referral on child marriage

healthier and fulfilled life

Girls who are married, receive
awareness and support to continue
living a healthy and empowered life

Girls who experience child
marriage have continued
access to UNRWA schools
and Training and
Vocational Educational
opportunities

Conducttargeted advocacy to
school principals to ensure
continual access of schooling/
education for girls who
experienced child marriage

Girls who experience child
marriage have improved
economic security and
wellbeing

Conductlivelihood and
economic empowerment
activities, in addition to provide
psychosocial supportto
women and girls in vulnerable
situations, including child
marriage survivors

Frontline staff and
representatives from local
governance bodies can
assist girls who experience
child marriage to
successfully reintegrate
into society

Strengthened capacity of
frontline staff and
representatives from local
governance bodies on risks on
child marriage and how to
ensure the smooth
reintegration of thosewho
experienced child marriage
into society
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RAF Webinar: Addressing Child Marriage in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories in times of Increased Uncertainty,
Violence, and Displacement
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