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Executive Summary

Approximately 4,000 children (under 18 years of age) marry in Israel every year. The causes of
this phenomenon vary and are usually related to social, religious and cultural norms of certain
groups in Israel, as well as to the economic and personal circumstances of the children
themselves. According to all research from around the world, the practice of child marriage has
detrimental effects on the lives and wellbeing of the children and on their families, including
serious damages to the health of young girls who become child-mothers, and to their children.
Therefore the need for change and elimination of child marriage is unequivocal.

The Israeli Marriage Age Law — 1950 was recently amended, and it now states that only persons
over the age of 18 can marry. The law also states that a judge can authorize marriage under 18,
but only if the child is over 16 years old. This provision is in line with the current international
law regarding marriage. The religious norms (which have civil-legal status in Israel), however,
do validate child marriage even when done against the law, therefore making it more difficult to
confront this practice.

The Marriage Age Law also provides a criminal sanction, aimed to deter from any involvement
in child marriage. However, the data shows that the rate of criminal investigations and
indictments is low, when the number of criminal proceedings are examined in light of the
number of child marriage cases known to the authorities. Furthermore, the Educational and
Welfare authorities do not take actions to prevent child marriage. The picture is clear: the legal
prohibition of child marriage in Israel is not being implemented.

This report contains recommendations to engage in a combined course of action of enhancing
the enforcement agencies by using suitable and effective tools together with prioritizing this
issue by employing preventive measures using those agencies that come in contact with children
who are at risk for child marriage. This report calls for the government to take responsibility over
the steps and actions needed to eradicate child marriage in Israel.
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Introduction

I am pleased to present you with our second report as part of the Pi Project, whose Hebrew
initials stand for Supervision, Enforcement and Implementation of laws in Israel, which tackles
now the Marriage Age Law-1950. The Ruth and Emanuel Rackman Center for the Advancement
of the Status of Women in Bar Ilan University's faculty of law aims to examine the implemen-
tation and enforcement of laws that affect women directly or indirectly, primarily in the area of
family law, and are designed to aid, promote and advance women in Israel.

As the protection of the rights of children to mature and develop while liberated from emotional,
psychological, economic and physical duties which do not suit their age, has become widely
recognized, child marriages have been successfully reduced over the years. Nevertheless, in
many countries, Israel included, significant numbers of cases of child marriage can still be found,
mainly among closed communities that are characterized by conservative cultural and religious
norms.

On the basis of the findings presented in this report, and in light of the world trend to enact a law
stating 18 as the minimum legal marriage age, a number of Knesset members set out to amend
the Israeli Marriage Age Law so as to raise the previous minimum age for marriage from 17 to
18. Among the initiators of the bill were MK Gila Gamliel, MK Yariv Levin, MK Zehava Gal'on
and MK Hanin Zuabi. The amendment was passed on November 4th, 2013.

As part of the Rackman Center's professional perception, according to which legislative and
policy changes require follow-up research and supervision over their implementation, this report
was produced, presenting data from Israel and abroad and conclusions based on the experience
of the struggle against child marriage in other countries. This report examines the legal status,
presents data regarding implementation of the Marriage age act and finally suggests steps of
action towards eliminating child marriage in Israel.

The current research regarding child marriage focuses mainly on developing countries. Because
of the obvious challenge of comparing Israel to those countries, this report uses the comparison
only in specific areas where it is relevant, and adds on conclusions from research in developed
countries relating to under-aged mothers.

My hope is that this report will provide further basis for brainstorming and for the formation
of a realistic action plan which will ensure that the banning of child marriage will not only
be in the books of law but will be an effective tool for changing the lives of children who
are subject to forced marriage in Israel.

Prof. Ruth Halperin-Kaddari
Director of the Ruth and Emanuel Rackman Center
For the Advancement of the Status of Women
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