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COVID-19 pandemic 
heightens risks
The State of World Population Report 2020 was developed 
during the initial stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Today, as the report is released, there is little data about how the ongoing 
pandemic is affecting the exercise of harmful practices around the world. 
But there some certainties: First, programmes designed to end child 
marriage and FGM are facing serious delays in implementation. Second, 
pandemic-related economic disruptions are increasing the vulnerability of 
girls to negative coping mechanisms, including these harmful practices.

Already, UNFPA is receiving initial reports of increases in FGM and child 
marriage in some communities. While these accounts are provisional, 
they support an analysis conducted by UNFPA, Avenir Health, Johns 
Hopkins University (USA) and Victoria University (Australia) in April 
2020, which estimated the potential consequences of pandemic-related 
disruptions on both of these harmful practices.

If the pandemic causes a two-year delay in FGM prevention programmes, 
researchers projected that 2 million FGM cases could occur over the next 
decade that would otherwise have been averted.

If the pandemic causes a one-year average delay in interventions to end 
child marriage, considered a conservative estimate, some 7.4 million 
more child marriages are projected to occur over the next decade that 
otherwise could have been averted. In addition, the pandemic-caused 
economic downturn is projected to result in an estimated 5.6 million 
additional child marriages taking place between 2020 and 2030. The 
total effect of the COVID-19 pandemic is therefore projected to result in 
13 million additional child marriages.





Every day, hundreds of hundreds of 
thousandsthousands of  GIRLS around  
the world are harmed physically 
or psychologically,  or both, with the full 
knowledge and consent of their families, friends 
and communities. The impact ripples throughout 
society, reinforcing gender stereotypes and 
inequalities.
The scope of harmful practices is vast, but three in particular have 
been almost universally denounced as human rights violations yet 
remain stubbornly widespread: female genital mutilation, child 
marriage and son preference. 

These practices cross borders and cultures. They vary in the 
specifics of their execution—a girl may have her genitals cut in 
infancy or adolescence, she may be married off to “protect” her 
from rape or as part of a trade, she may be erased before birth or 
neglected to death after. But these practices are alike in origin; 
they are rooted in gender inequality and a desire to control female 
sexuality and reproduction. Though they inflict a devastating array 
of harms on individual women and girls, the harms inflicted on the 
world at large, and on future generations, may be greater still. As 
the health, education and human potential of women and girls are 
diminished, so too is humanity.

But we have the power to defy the forces that perpetuate harm and 
to realize a world where every woman and girl is free to chart her 
own future.

She’s a commodity to be traded. 

She’s an object of desire. 

She’s a burden to discard. 

She’s a source of  free labour. 

She’S  a  GIRL. 
This is the dismal reality:  

Her body, her life and her future are not her own. 

BUT CHANGE IS POSSIBLE.
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