Ending Child Marriage in the United States:
Why New York Needs to Close the Loopholes on Marriage for Minors
Child Marriage Happens Here.
•

As the United Nations Children’s Fund reports, more than 700 million women worldwide
were married before their 18th birthday.1 However, child marriage is not only an issue
confined to distant shores. According to data obtained from the New York State Health
Department, 3,853 minors were married in New York State between 2000 and 2010.2

•

Statewide data3 shows that 85 percent of the children who were married between 1997 and
2010 were minor girls wed to adults.4 These marriages include 14 or 15-year-old girls
married to men older than 25 years of age, and all of these marriages were approved by
New York judges.5 In New York State, sexual relations between minors and adults of these
ages is considered statutory rape.

•

Neighboring New Jersey approved 3,481 marriages involving minors between 1995 and
2012. Ninety-one percent of these marriages involved children married to adults, and 90
percent of the children married were girls.6

•

Under current New York State law, the minimum age of consent for marriage is 18.
However, loopholes in the law allow for 16 and 17-year olds to be married with parental
consent and for children as young as 14 to be married with both parental and judicial
consent.7

•

Children under 18 can easily be forced into marriage under the current law, just at the age
when they are at heightened risk of forced marriage. Currently, a 16- or 17-year-old can be
wed with only their parents’ signatures on their marriage license application, with no
process in place to ensure that a parent’s “approval” is not actually “parental coercion.”
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Child Marriage is Harmful, Particularly for Girls.
•

Child marriage harms both boys and girls, but disproportionately affects girls who are much
more likely to be married before age 18. Marriage at any age before 18—including at 16 or
17—undermines girls’ health, education and economic opportunities, and increases their
likelihood of experiencing violence.8

•

Overall, pregnant teens who marry are more likely to end up living in poverty and have less
long-term economic stability.9 This is because girls who marry in their teens generally have
less access to education and work opportunities, tend to have more children spaced more
closely together, and get divorced 70 to 80 percent of the time.10

•

Girls who marry before the age of 18 experience violence at higher rates—they are three
times more likely to have been beaten by a spouse than women who marry at 21 or older.11

•

Because of its known harms, there is global support for ending child marriage, defined as
marriage under the age of 18. The 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action reaffirmed the commitments of 189 countries to advance the rights of women and girls and
aims to set and enforce a minimum marriage age to protect girls.12 The U.S. Senate
unanimously passed legislation in 2010 to enact the “International Protecting Girls By
Preventing Child Marriage Act,” which denounced all cases of child marriage as child
abuse.13

•

Children can easily end up trapped in marriage without the legal rights, protections and
resources of adults. Children who are married face legal barriers to obtaining a divorce, 14
may be unable to secure their own bank account or lease,15 and may have a more difficult
time accessing services in the case of domestic violence, all because they are under the age
of 18.
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