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of the secondary school in Issyk-Kul Oblast, 
Kyrgyzstan. Photo is used for illustration 
purposes.
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The adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child in 1989 marked a crucial moment for the pro-
tection and promotion of children’s rights. For the 
first time, children were recognized as individual 
rights-holders rather than dependents on the ‘good 
will’ of adults. Today, the Convention has received the 
highest number of ratifications of any of the core in-
ternational human rights treaties. Yet the promulga-
tion and ratification of treaties is only the first step in 
ensuring that all children, everywhere, can fully enjoy 
their rights. While the international community has, 
over recent years, placed increased emphasis on the 
on-the-ground implementation by States of their inter-
national human rights obligations and commitments, 
an important gap remains between the words in the 
Convention and the lived reality of millions of children 
around the world.

The report breaks new ground in two important 
ways. First, it represents a first comprehensive at-
tempt to measure the on-the-ground delivery and 
impact of the international human rights system on 
the realisation of children’s rights.  Second, it seeks 
to identify and share good practice on the part of 
United Nations entities for effective engagement 
with the reporting–implementation–reporting cycle 
of the United Nations human rights mechanisms, 
and to pinpoint the ‘success factors’ that appear to 
determine whether or not such engagement gener-
ates measurable improvements in the enjoyment 
of human rights and particularly child rights. 

KYRGYZSTAN

Identified subtheme: 

Child, early and forced marriage

Background

URG’s analysis of children’s rights recommendations 
received by Kyrgyzstan between 2007-2018 identified 
a large cluster (i.e. number) of recommendations fo-
cused on the issue of ‘bride-kidnapping’ and, in partic-
ular, CEFM.

This identification of a primary children’s rights con-
cern in Kyrgyzstan (the practice is known locally as ala 
kachu) was confirmed by the UNICEF country office.

One issue that has long been a major human rights 
challenge for Kyrgyzstan is the practice of bride-
kidnapping. The seriousness of this problem has 
been repeatedly recognized by the United Nations 
human rights mechanisms. The practice, which 
involves the abduction of women or girls with a view 
to forcing them into marriage, is usually associated 
with violence against women and rape. The practice 
represents a serious violation of a range of human 

rights, including the right to be protected from all 
types of violence and abuse, the right to a free and 
consensual marriage and, in extreme cases, the 
right to life.
Though assessments of the prevalence of bride-kid-
napping in Kyrgyzstan vary due to the lack of dis-
aggregated data, they nevertheless indicate that 
between 15 per cent and 75 per cent of marriages 
in the country are the result of this harmful (often 

This case study from Kyrgyzstan is a part of the new global report by UNICEF and the Universal Rights Group “Realizing 
rights, changing lives”. The report is available here: https://www.unicef.org/documents/realizing-rights-changing-lives-
impact-united-nations-human-rights-system-enjoyment
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improperly called ‘traditional’) practice. Moreover, a 
2014 analysis by UNICEF found that nearly 14 per 
cent of girls under the age of 19 were ‘married’ – 
meaning they may well have been the victim of 
CEFM. CEFM is a serious violation of the rights en-
shrined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
including article 16(2), as well as those enshrined 
in the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimina-
tion against Women, including article 16. Notwith-
standing, given the interdependent and interrelated 
nature of human rights, CEFM undermines a wide 
range of children’s rights, including the rights to ed-
ucation, health and life.

Engagement with the United Nations human 

rights system

Kyrgyzstan is Party to six of the core human rights 
treaties, including the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (ratified in 1994) and the Convention on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women (rati-
fied in 1997). The State has reported three times to 
the Committee on the Rights of the Child – in 2000, 
2004 and 2014 – and five times to the CEDAW Com-
mittee – in 1999, 2004, 2008, 2015 and early 2020. It 
does not maintain a standing invitation to human 
rights Special Procedures, though it has accepted 
eight visits since 2001, including from the Special 
Rapporteur on violence against women (2009), the 
Special Rapporteur on the sale of children (2013) 
and the Working Group on disappearances (2019). 
Kyrgyzstan has also accepted a visit by the Working
Group on laws that discriminate against women, 
which is scheduled to take place in 2020. The coun-
try reported to the UPR Working Group in 2010, 2015 
and 2019.

The UNICEF country office has – in combination 
with other relevant parts of the UNCT such as UN 
Women – engaged with the reporting–implementa-
tion–reporting cycles of each of these mechanisms, 
to raise the issue of bride-kidnapping, in particular 
when it involves CEFM, and to support the imple-
mentation of relevant recommendations.

Through its own submissions and as part of wider 
UNCT alternative reports, information and propos-
als provided by UNICEF have helped ensure that 
each of the main human rights mechanisms has de-
voted considerable attention to the issue of CEFM. 
This has, in turn, meant that the mechanisms have 
produced a large number of strong recommenda-
tions to Kyrgyzstan aimed at halting and preventing 
the practice.

For example, since 2000 almost every Treaty Body 
review of Kyrgyzstan has resulted in recommenda-
tions to the State on bride-kidnapping/CEFM. These 
include the Committee on the Rights of the Child (in 

2000, 2004 and 2014), the CEDAW Committee (in 
2004, 2008 and 2015), the Committee on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (in 2000 and 2015), the 
Human Rights Committee (in 2014) and the Commit-
tee against Torture (in 2013).

UNICEF Kyrgyzstan has also taken innovative steps 
to leverage the United Nations mechanisms to try to 
halt and prevent bride-kidnapping/CEFM. For exam-
ple, in 2013, together with 13 other organizations, it 
urged members of the CEDAW Committee to con-
duct a country visit to Kyrgyzstan (a highly unusual 
step for a Treaty Body). Remarkably, the Committee 
and the State agreed, which led to an on-the-ground 
inquiry, in 2016, into the State’s “failure to prevent, 
protect and assist victims, as well as to prosecute 
and adequately punish perpetrators, of bride-kid-
napping”. 

Similarly, the visits of Special Procedures and the 
UPR mechanism have also resulted in a large num-
ber of practical recommendations to the State. Three 
of the four most recent country missions by Special 
Procedures mandate-holders (specifically, the mis-
sions of the Special Rapporteur on the right of ev-
eryone to the highest attainable standard of physical 
and mental health, the Special Rapporteur on the
sale of children, child prostitution and child por-
nography, and the Special Rapporteur on violence 
against women) have generated recommenda-
tions on bride-kidnapping/ CEFM. In each case, the 
UNICEF country office worked closely with, and pro-
vided significant information to, the visiting man-
date-holders. Regarding the UPR, during the first 
cycle, seven reviewing States provided recommen-
dations on bride-kidnapping/CEFM. That number in-
creased to eight in the second cycle. A number of 
these UPR recommendations reference Special Pro-
cedures and Treaty Body concluding observations 
– demonstrating the complementary and mutually 
reinforcing nature of the three mechanisms.

Finally, the work of the three main human rights 
mechanisms has been complemented by the en-
gagement of other parts of the United Nations sys-
tem. For example, in 2011 the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights visited the country, followed 
two years later by the Assistant Secretary-General 
for human rights. Their findings and proposals on 
bride-kidnapping/ CEFM helped inform a number of 
the UPR recommendations provided to Kyrgyzstan 
in 2015.

As a result of this engagement, the mechanisms 
have provided a range of recommended measures 
to tackle the problem of bride-kidnapping/CEFM in 
Kyrgyzstan. They include: training police officers 
and judges; the launch of public awarenessraising
campaigns and educational programmes; new 
and/ or amended legislation to increase sanctions 
against those found guilty of bride-kidnapping/
CEFM, including parents who force their children 
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to marry and religious leaders who perform unlaw-
ful marriage ceremonies; judicial steps to increase 
prosecutions and provide better compensation for 
victims; and the establishment of adequate victim 
support services, including shelters.

Implementation and impact

In addition to feeding information into the human
rights mechanisms to help shape recommenda-
tions, the UNICEF country office has also worked 
to help promote the implementation of consequent 
recommendations. Compared with the other case 
studies covered in this report, UNICEF has not been 
able to rely, to any great degree, on securing change 
through cooperation with the Government of Kyr-
gyzstan. Because bride-kidnapping/CEFM is seen as 
a ‘traditional practice’ in the country, government 
ministers are often reluctant (though this appears to 
be diminishing over time) to adopt necessary mea-
sures (which might be unpopular with the general 
population) to tackle it. According to members of 
the UNICEF country office, this is even the case for 
the implementation of recommendations that are, in 
principle, acceptable to the State (e.g. accepted UPR 
recommendations).

Therefore, the primary strategy of UNICEF has been 
to work with other ‘non-executive’ national actors to 
drive reform, including by changing societal percep-
tions of the practice. Such efforts were given greater 
urgency and added impetus by the shocking murder 
in 2018 of Burulai Turdaaly Kyzy, a 20-year-old medi-
cal student from Bishkek, who was due to be married 
to the man she loved, yet was instead murdered by a 
jealous admirer who ‘bride-kidnapped’ her to force 
her into marriage. In a shocking twist to the story, it 
emerged that after her father had notified the police 
of her kidnapping, the police had taken Burulai and 
her 29-year-old kidnapper into custody and left the 
two alone together in a room. It was there that he 
had stabbed her to death.

The case of Kyrgyzstan is also interesting in that it is 
an example of the international community adopt-
ing a ‘One UN’ approach to confronting a sensitive 
national issue. In that regard, UNICEF has worked 
closely with other members of the United Nations 
Gender Group in the country, including UN Women, 
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and 
UNDP, as well as with third-country embassies (e.g. 
the UK Embassy).

One interesting example of how UNICEF and the 
wider Gender Group have worked with other na-
tional stakeholders to generate reform is their en-
gagement with women parliamentarians. Working 
with these MPs, UNICEF has been able to support 
the passage of legislative amendments to the Crim-
inal Code increasing the legal age of marriage to 18 
and raising the level of penal sanction for bride-kid-
napping to 10 years’ imprisonment. Further legis-

lation was also passed sanctioning parents who 
allow bride-kidnapping/CEFM, as well as religious 
leaders who oversee wedding ceremonies involv-
ing a minor.

As a result of these legislative reforms, 2018 saw a
considerable increase (by around 100 per cent com-
pared to the previous year) in the number of pros-
ecutions under the new article 155 of the amended 
Criminal Code. Specifically, the number of such 
prosecutions jumped from 33 in 2014 to 52 in 2017 
and 110 in 2018.

UNICEF has also supported training programmes 
for over 520 police officers, social workers and staff 
at bridekidnapping hotline call centres, to build 
awareness and strengthen capacity to implement 
the new laws. As noted above, it has also worked 
with other relevant stakeholders, including religious 
leaders, to prevent incidences of bridekidnapping. 
For example, in 2016, engagement with the Muslim 
community led to the Head of the ‘Muftiat’ issuing a
public notice to all Imams recalling the obligation to 
register all marriages and not to perform services 
for anyone under the age of 18.55

This latter example was part of a broader strategy 
to change public perceptions about the practice of 
bride-kidnapping. In pursuit of the same objective, 
in 2018, UNICEF conducted a study on child mar-
riage-related practices in two communities, to in-
form the development of a ‘communications road 
map’ to change societal attitudes to bride-kidnap-
ping/CEFM. UNICEF then worked with other inter-
national actors and local civil society organizations 
to implement the road map and raise national 
awareness of the damage done by such ‘traditional 
practices’. For example, in 2018, UNICEF and UNDP 
worked with the UK Embassy to support the produc-
tion of an award-winning short film called ‘Abduc-
tion’. The film was shown throughout the country 
and had a significant impact on public attitudes. In 
another innovative example, in 2018, UNICEF sup-
ported a group of schoolchildren who used ‘street 
theatre’ to raise awareness about gender-based vio-
lence. The campaign generated extensive interest on 
social media, receiving over 200,000 views.

As in other country case studies covered by this re-
port, UNICEF (alongside UNFPA and with support 
from the United States Agency for International De-
velopment, USAID) has also provided technical as-
sistance to improve disaggregated data collection 
and analysis (via a Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 
carried out by the National Statistical Committee). 
The most recent survey results, for 2018, suggest 
that important progress has been made over recent 
years. Between 2014 and 2018, for example, the pro-
portion of girls under the age of 19 who were mar-
ried fell from 13.8 per cent to 9.1 per cent. Notwith-
standing, much work remains to be done.
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Total number of
recommendations

63 Total number of children's rights
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Total number of children’s rights recommendations
related to child, early and forced marriage
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Figure 6. Children’s rights recommendations received by Kyrgyzstan, including those focused on ‘bride-kidnapping’ and 
CEFM
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Key Messages
• One in 11 teenage girls aged 15-

19 are currently married. 

• Nearly 3% of married adolescents 
aged 15-19 have a partner who is 

10 years or older.  

• About 13% of women between 
the ages of 20 and 24 entered 
into an official or civil marriage 

for the first time before the age 
of 18.
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Regional Data on Child Marriage

The Kyrgyzstan Multiple Indicator 
Cluster Survey (MICS) was carried 
out in 2018 by the National 
Statistics Committee as part of the 
global MICS programme. Technical 
support was provided by the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). 
UNICEF, USAID and United Nations 

Population Fund provided financial 
support. Further statistical snapshots and 

the Survey Findings Report for this 
and other surveys are available on 
mics.unicef.org/surveys.
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Trends in Child Marriage

Marriage before the age of 18 is a reality for
many young girls. In many parts of the world
parents encourage the marriage of their
daughters while they are still children in hopes
that the marriage will benefit them both
financially and socially, while also relieving
financial burdens on the family. In actual fact,
child marriage is a violation of human rights,
compromising the development of girls and often
resulting in early pregnancy and social isolation,
with little education and poor vocational training
reinforcing the gendered nature of poverty. The
right to 'free and full' consent to a marriage is
recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights - with the recognition that consent cannot
be 'free and full' when one of the parties involved
is not sufficiently mature to make an informed
decision about a life partner.

PR.4.1W. 

The objective of this snapshot is to 
disseminate selected findings from 
the Kyrgyzstan MICS 2018 related 
to  Child Marriage. Data from this 
snapshot can be found in table
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It’s why we stay to the end.
And never give up.


