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Expectations

Dr Natalia Kanem, executive director of UNFPA, warned: 

As with most crises, this pandemic has severely disrupted 
access to life-saving sexual and reproductive health services 

and hampered authorities’ ability to respond to gender-
based violence, at a time when women and girls need these 

services most.

https://www.unfpa.org/press/women-girls-health-workers-must-not-be-overlooked-global-covid-19-response

https://www.unfpa.org/press/women-girls-health-workers-must-not-be-overlooked-global-covid-19-response


Expectations

The World Economic Forum warned:

“A potential rise in FGM, as well as early, child or forced marriages at this time 
of restricted movement, poor visibility and weakened protection systems."

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/covid-19-coronavirus-pandemic-hit-women-harder-than-men/

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/covid-19-coronavirus-pandemic-hit-women-harder-than-men/


Expectations

“ We are likely to see an increase in child marriage to “protect” young girls 
from worsening economic and security situations and in some places, a 

consequential higher incidence in female genital mutilation.”

https://www.equalitynow.org/covid_19

https://www.equalitynow.org/covid_19


Expectations of experts:

COVID-19 will most probably lead to:

• Increase in FGM/C 
• Increase in child marriage
• Increase in all forms of VAW 

• France: 30% increase in domestic violence
• Argentina: 25% increase in emergency calls 

for domestic violence

https://www.unwomen.org/-
/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-

and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006


UNICEF – Technical Note

UNICEF Technical Note (April 2020) makes reference 
to Ebola crisis: “We know from the Ebola outbreaks 
and from other public health crises that adolescent 
girls are disproportionally affected by these 
emergencies.”

Although magnitude of the COVID-19 crisis was 
unprecedented, we can look to the lessons learnt from 
the Ebola crisis and its impact specifically on FGM.

https://www.unicef.org/media/67506/file/TechnicalNote-COVID-19-and-
HarmfulPractices-April%202020.pdf

https://www.unicef.org/media/67506/file/TechnicalNote-COVID-19-and-HarmfulPractices-April%202020.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/67506/file/TechnicalNote-COVID-19-and-HarmfulPractices-April%202020.pdf


Implications of Ebola

FGM/C was interrupted (in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra 
Leone) during Ebola:

• Leaders called for an end to prevent the spread of 
the Ebola virus (Guinea) 

• Nationwide ban on FGM. Ministry of Health 
conducted outreach campaigns to educate 
traditional healers and soweis on the dangers of 
performing FGM/C during the Ebola crisis. To stem 
transmission of the virus, the government imposed 
a fine of 500,000 Leones (about $60), for 
performing FGM (Sierra Leone)



Implications of Ebola

FGM/C was interrupted (in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra 
Leone) during Ebola:

• Not only government, but also Paramount Chiefs 
and Councils of Soweis enacted byelaws and 
pledges to postpone FGM/C in order to reduce the 
risk of Ebola transmission (Sierra Leone)

• FGM/C had a “drastic decline” in Sierra Leone as a 
result of the Ebola crisis.

• Activists against FGM/C were trying to capitalize 
this event to end the practice permanently.



Implications of Ebola

Unfortunately, this was only temporarily:

• FGM/C resumed after the end of the epidemic as 
before: “When the Ebola epidemic was over in 
2015, there was a return to “business as usual” by 
the country’s soweis and FGC has returned.” 

• Female Paramount Chief to lift the ban and resume 
FGM/C in order to “go to the bush to uphold our 
culture and tradition.” 

Schwartz D.A. (2019) The Ebola Epidemic Halted Female Genital Cutting in Sierra Leone: 
Temporarily. In: Schwartz D., Anoko J., Abramowitz S. (eds) Pregnant in the Time of Ebola. 
Global Maternal and Child Health (Medical, Anthropological, and Public Health Perspectives). 
Springer, Cham, available at https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-97637-2_30

The Lancet, available at https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-
109X(16)30081-X/fulltext

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-97637-2_30
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(16)30081-X/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(16)30081-X/fulltext


Learnings from Ebola

Some interesting findings: 

While disruption could lead to positive social change, this –
unfortunately - didn’t happen in West Africa. 

Research in Sierra Leone shows that during the Ebola Crisis: 
• Child marriage + teenage pregnancy increased
• FGM/C decreased

What can we learn? 

• Drivers of FGM/C and child marriage might be different



COVID-19 and FGM/C 

At the start of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, 
we noticed an 
increased number of 
girls at risk of FGM/C:



UNFPA Technical Note

COVID-19 pandemic could critically undermine 
progress made towards achieving SDGs:

u Due to pandemic-related disruptions in 
prevention programmes

u 2 million FGM/C cases could occur over the 
next decade that would otherwise have been 
averted.

https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-
19_Disrupting_SDG.3_Eliminating_Female_Genital_Mutilation.pdf

https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_Disrupting_SDG.3_Eliminating_Female_Genital_Mutilation.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_Disrupting_SDG.3_Eliminating_Female_Genital_Mutilation.pdf


UNICEF Data

Over the next decade, up to 10 
million more girls will be at risk of 
becoming child brides as a result of 
the pandemic:

u School closures / dropout

u Household poverty

u Disruption to programmes

https://data.unicef.org/resources/covid-19-a-threat-to-progress-against-child-marriage/

https://data.unicef.org/resources/covid-19-a-threat-to-progress-against-child-marriage/


Impact of Covid-19

u Access to sexual and reproductive healthcare disrupted:

u Lack of access to contraceptives 

u Increase teenage pregnancy

u Increase unsafe abortions

u Household poverty:

u Lack of access to menstrual products 

u Girls having sex in exchange for sanitary towels + food

u Increase teenage pregnancy

u Increase unsafe abortions 
https://gh.bmj.com/content/7/1/e007666

https://gh.bmj.com/content/7/1/e007666


Increase in teenage pregnancy

u Interview with ‘Save a Girl’ (Kenya):

"Girls saw that their parents were 
struggling, and they wanted to help them. 
In exchange for money or food, they had 
sex with boys and men. Access to 
contraception was non-existent in those 
communities, so the result was a huge 
increase in the number of girls getting 
pregnant. I saw girls aged 10-14 pregnant. 
Their bodies are not ready and there are 
often complications at childbirth.”



Conclusion

u All is interrelated and interconnected: school closures and lockdown measures have 
an impact on FGM/C, child marriage, other forms of VAW and access to SRHR, more 
specifically access to contraceptives, access to menstrual products. This has an 
impact on teenage pregnancy, pregnancy complications and unsafe abortions. 

u The Covid-19 pandemic has aggravated pre-existing challenges associated with 
adolescents’ sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR).

u We need to realize that the pandemic might be over, but the impact will be felt by 
girls and women for at least the next decade. 
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Do you have any questions?

Thank you!


