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Arranged marriage is entered into with the consent of both parties, although

family may play an important role in selecting a marriage partner (UK 7 June 2006, 5;

see also USA Today 19 Apr. 2006). Forced marriage, on the other hand, is entered into

under emotional and/or physical pressure, and the consent of one or both parties is

missing (UK 7 June 2006, 5; see also BBC 5 Sept. 2005 and USA Today 19 Apr. 2006).

According to media and human rights sources, many women in Bangladesh are

forced into marriage (IPS 16 June 2003; OMCT 2003, 20; HRW n.d.). In addition, it is

estimated that up to 50 per cent of women marry early, before the age of 18 (OMCT

2003, 20; see also UNB 14 Dec. 2005 and Country Reports 2005 8 Mar. 2006, Sec. 5).

In Bangladesh, the official age of consent for marriage is 18 for women and 21 for men

(India 1 Oct. 1929; see also Ali Oct. 2004, 26 and OMCT 2003, 20). According to a

United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) representative in Bangladesh, cited in a United

News of Bangladesh (UNB) news release, the rate of early marriage in Bangladesh is

among the highest in the world (UNB 14 Dec. 2005). Sources consulted also suggest

that there is sometimes a significant age difference between the bride and the groom

(UN 23 Jan. 2006, 10; WLUML 18 Mar. 2004; AP 29 July 2003).

Reasons cited for early marriage in Bangladesh include to protect a daughter's

chastity and the family honour (UN 23 Jan. 2006, 10; see also Ali Oct. 2004, 47), to

lower household expenses (ibid.; Reuters 1 Nov. 2005; OMCT Oct. 2003, 20), to

guarantee a daughter a financially secure husband, and to ensure the production of

many sons over a long period of fertility (ibid.). Salma Ali, executive director of the

Bangladesh National Women Lawyers' Association (BNWLA), discusses causes of early

marriage in Bangladesh in an October 2004 report for End Child Prostitution and

Trafficking of Children for Sexual Purposes (ECPAT) International, a worldwide network

working to end the commercial sexual exploitation of children (ECPAT n.d.). Therein, she

cites a report she wrote on violence against women in Bangladesh in 2003, which

asserts that

in some cases, particularly where economic conditions are poor, parents ...

knowingly permit their child to be married to a trafficker or exploiter in

order to ease the family's economic burdens (Oct. 2004, 26).

Early marriage in Bangladesh is reportedly most common in poverty-stricken

areas in the northern part of the country (Reuters 1 Nov. 2005).

RESPONSES TO INFORMATION REQUESTS (RIRs) file:///C:/Documents and Settings/brendelt/Desktop/canada temp/Arranged...

1 of 7 9/24/2013 12:12 PM



One major consequence of early marriage is health problems associated with early

pregnancy (OMCT 2003, 20-21; UNB 16 May 2006), including obstetric fistula (ibid.),

defined as "tissue damage resulting from prolonged obstetric labour and resulting in

incontinence" (UN 22 May 2006). According to the Website of the United Nations

Population Fund (UNFPA) Campaign to End Fistula, there are approximately 70,000

women in Bangladesh living with the condition (UNB 16 May 2006). Thousands of

Bangladeshi women reportedly die each year from fistula (ibid.).

A United Nations (UN) report on violence against children in South Asia indicates

that child spouses may also experience sexual, psychological or physical effects as a

result of early marriage, including death linked to domestic violence (23 Jan. 2006, 10).

No information on the prevalence of arranged, forced or early marriage in specific

religious communities could be found among the sources consulted by the Research

Directorate.

Legislation and government efforts

Bangladesh acceded to the UN Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age

for Marriage and Registration of Marriages on 5 October 1998 (UN 5 Feb. 2002).

According to the Convention, contracting states agree to require consent from both

parties entering into marriage and to establish a legal minimum age for marriage (ibid.

9 Dec. 1964). Bangladesh, however, reserved the right to apply these provisions in

accordance with "personal laws of different religious communities of the country" (ibid. 5

Feb. 2002). In the absence of a uniform family code in civil law, personal laws of

religious communities govern many family matters in Bangladesh, such as marriage,

divorce, custody, and inheritance (UN 2004, 138; see also The Daily Star 5 Mar. 2004).

Each religious community in the country reportedly has its own religious personal law

system (ibid.).

Under The Child Marriage Restraint Act, 1929, enacted in pre-partition India, a

child is defined as a woman under 18 years of age or a man under 21 years of age

(India 1 Oct. 1929; see also Ali Oct. 2004, 25 and OMCT 2003, 20). The Act punishes

men who marry children, those who solemnize child marriage, and parents or guardians

who permit child marriage (India 1 Oct. 1929; see also Ali Oct. 2004, 25). Underage

marriages are, however, still considered legally valid (ibid. 47; WLUML 18 Mar. 2004)

and are permitted under religious personal laws of the country (UN 14 Mar. 2003, para.

47).

The Child Marriage Restraint Act, 1929 has reportedly done little to reduce the

incidence of child marriage in Bangladesh (OMCT 2003, 20; see also UNB 14 Dec. 2005

and Field and Ambrus Nov. 2005, 6). Reasons identified for its ineffectiveness include

the absence of systematic birth registration (OMCT 2003, 20; Ali Oct. 2004, 26; UNB 27

Oct. 2005) and marriage registration (ibid. 16 Feb. 2005) in Bangladesh, as well as the

lack of awareness of the dangers of early marriage (OMCT 2003, 20).

According to Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 2005, the

government of Bangladesh is making an effort to reduce the prevalence of early

marriage by offering funding for girls' schooling "if parents promised to delay their

daughters' marriage until at least age 18" (8 Mar. 2006, Sec. 5). In October 2005, the

government announced plans to achieve a one hundred per cent registration of births

within one to two years (UNB 27 Oct. 2005). It has also introduced a bill to make the

registration of marriages compulsory (ibid. 16 Feb. 2005). Information on the success of

these initiatives could not be found among the sources consulted by the Research

Directorate.
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In January 2005, the United Kingdom (UK) Foreign and Commonwealth Office

launched a joint Forced Marriage Unit (FMU) (UNB 28 Mar. 2006; UK 28 Mar. 2006) to

help prevent the forced marriage of British citizens (mostly of South-Asian descent) in

the UK and abroad (ibid.; ibid. n.d.; USA Today 19 Apr. 2006). FMU services primarily

assist women of South Asian origin, including Bangladeshis (ibid.).

The role of the matchmaker

Most marriages in Bangladesh are arranged by parents (Banglapedia n.d.a; see

also Field and Ambrus Nov. 2005) or relatives (Banglapedia n.d.a; ibid. n.d.b.). However,

matchmakers called ghataks [or "ghotoks"] may also assist (ibid.; ibid. n.d.a). ghataks

were traditionally used in Bengali society to establish a link between the bride and

groom (ibid. n.d.b). The matchmakers may also maintain lists of potential brides and

grooms, which include background information on their families (ibid. n.d.a). Parents

may use this information to select spouses for their children based on caste (ibid. n.d.b).

Successful matches of bride and groom may result in a reward for the ghatak from both

parties (ibid.).

Matchmakers are reportedly becoming less common in Bangladesh (ibid.), while

professional matchmaking agencies are gaining in popularity (ibid.; The Daily Star 9

Mar. 2004; ibid. 14 Dec. 2003). According to an article in The Daily Star, a Dhaka-based

newspaper (ibid. n.d.), individuals working as matchmakers for such agencies are

generally well educated (9 Mar. 2004).

Matchmaking agencies collect personal information and photographs from

prospective brides and grooms (The Daily Star 9 Mar. 2004; MarriageBangladesh n.d.a;

Banglapedia n.d.b). Certain matchmaking agencies ask for an initial registration fee of

about 1,500 taka [approximately CAN$24.65 (XE.com 18 July 2006a)] from their clients

(The Daily Star 14 Dec. 2003; MarriageBangladesh.com n.d.b; see also Banglapedia

n.d.b), then charge a full fee once the marriage has been successfully arranged (ibid.;

The Daily Star 9 Mar. 2004). According to a 9 March 2004 news article in The Daily Star,

10,000 taka [approximately CAN$164.34 (XE.com 18 July 2006b)] is paid to the

matchmaking agency for a successful match. Rates are reportedly higher for Bangladesh

expatriates (The Daily Star 14 Dec. 2003).

Information on Bangladeshi matchmaking processes specific to rural or urban

areas or to different income groups could not be found among the sources consulted by

the Research Directorate.

Consequences for refusing to participate

Sources consulted by the Research Directorate indicate that a woman who refuses

to participate in an arranged marriage could face physical violence (AI 25 May 2005;

The Guardian 1 May 2006; UN 23 Jan. 2006, 14; HRW n.d.; The New Nation 23 July

2005). For example, according to news and human rights sources, women in Bangladesh

who have turned down marriage proposals have been subjected to acid attacks (The

Guardian 1 May 2006; AI 25 May 2005; AP 29 July 2003; HRW n.d.; UN 23 Jan. 2006,

14), in which attackers try to burn and disfigure their victims by throwing acid at their

face or body (ibid.). A 1 May 2006 news article in The Guardian reports that

approximately 250 individuals, most of whom are women, are blinded or maimed in acid

attacks each year in Bangladesh.

On 23 July 2005, The New Nation, an independent Bangladeshi newspaper (The

New Nation 18 July 2006), reported that a 13-year-old girl in Kurigram District in

northern Bangladesh was held in captivity and tortured by her prospective husband

after she refused to participate in a marriage arranged by her uncle.

RESPONSES TO INFORMATION REQUESTS (RIRs) file:///C:/Documents and Settings/brendelt/Desktop/canada temp/Arranged...

3 of 7 9/24/2013 12:12 PM



No further information on consequences for refusing to participate in an arranged

marriage could be found among the sources consulted by the Research Directorate.

This Response was prepared after researching publicly accessible information

currently available to the Research Directorate within time constraints. This Response is

not, and does not purport to be, conclusive as to the merit of any particular claim for

refugee protection. Please find below the list of additional sources consulted in

researching this Information Request.
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Additional Sources Consulted

Oral sources: The Bangladesh National Women Lawyers' Association (BNWLA) did not

provide information within the time constraints of this Response.

Internet sites, including: Bangladesh Human Rights Network, Bangladesh National

Women Lawyer's Association (BNWLA), British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), Center

for Reproductive Rights, Freedom House, International Center for Research on Women,

South Asian Women's Empowerment and Resource Alliance (SAWERA), United Nations

Children's Fund (UNICEF), UN - Women Watch, United Nations Development Fund for

Women (UNIFEM), United Kingdom Home Office, U.S. Committee for Refugees and

Immigrants (USCRI).

The attached reproduction is a copy of an official work that is published by the

Government of Canada. The reproduction has not been produced in affiliation

with, or with the endorsement of the Government of Canada.
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