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Introduction and legislative context

In April 2012, the Northern Ireland Executive published statutory guidance
on forced marriage.! This guidance sets out expectations of frontline
practitioners and volunteers within agencies in Northern Ireland that work
to safeguard children and young people from abuse and/or protect adults
from abuse. The guidance was issued in accordance with the provisions
of the Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Act 2007. This Act applies in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Following the incorporation of the
Act into law, the UK Government published guidelines for practitioners,
Multi-agency practice guidelines: Handling Cases of Forced Marriage,
which gives advice and information on ways in which issues related to
forced marriage can be addressed in practice. While these guidelines
apply formally to England and Wales only, the common legal framework
in place across England, Wales and Northern Ireland means that the
provisions set out in the guidance are also relevant to education
practitioners in Northern Ireland.

The practice guidelines specifically include a chapter entitled ‘Guidelines
for Schools, Colleges and Universities’ (Chapter 7) that makes reference
to the role that educational professionals should fulfil in relation to forced
marriage. As a result of these guidelines, the NASUWT has produced this
document to highlight the key issues related to forced marriage and to
provide advice for school leaders and teachers, including those with
designated responsibility for child protection.

Forced marriage - definition

‘A forced marriage occurs when one or both spouses do not (or, in the
case of children and some adults at risk, cannot) consent to the marriage
and duress is involved. Duress can include physical, psychological,
financial, sexual and emotional pressure’.?

Forced marriage is more likely to involve women, and an estimated 85%
of cases referred to the UK Government’s Forced Marriage Unit involve
women.

However, both men and women may be vulnerable to forced marriage and
should be entitled to the same level of help.

1 Department of Finance and Personnel (2012). The Right to Choose: Statutory Guidance for Dealing
with Forced Marriage. www.dfpni.gov.uk/right-to-choose-guidance-on-forced-marriage; retrieved
on 14/08/15.

2 ibid.



The UK Government’s guidelines make clear the important distinctions
between a forced marriage and an arranged marriage:

‘An arranged marriage is one in which the families of both spouses take a
leading role in arranging the marriage but the choice whether or not to
accept the arrangement remains with the prospective spouses’.®

The guidelines remind practitioners that ‘ignoring the needs of victims is
not an option. Forced marriage affects people from many communities and
cultures’.*

Forced marriage is an abuse of children’s rights under the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child.

It is also an abuse of the basic human rights of children, young people and
adults as set out in the European Convention on Human Rights and is
directly contrary to important provisions set out in relevant domestic
human rights legislation in Northern Ireland.

However, forced marriage is not a specific criminal offence and if a
marriage is valid overseas, it will, in many cases, be seen as valid in the
UK. However, actions that frequently accompany forced marriage,
including kidnap, assault, rape or theft, are prosecutable criminal offences.

Forced marriages do not always involve individuals leaving or coming to
the UK.

The UK Government’s Forced Marriage Unit confirms that a number of
cases involve no overseas element.

Although the majority of forced marriage cases in the UK involve South
Asian families, it is not exclusively a South Asian problem; cases involving
families from other European nations, the Middle East and Africa have also
been identified.

The Forced Marriage Unit

The Forced Marriage Unit of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO)
works to provide support and develop strategies to prevent British
nationals from being forced into marriage overseas. The Unit offers
practical help and guidance to affected British nationals and produces
resources and materials for organisations and individuals directly or
indirectly involved in issues associated with forced marriage.

3 ibid.
4 ibid.



Characteristics that may indicate forced marriage

While individual cases of forced marriage, and attempted forced marriage,
are often very particular, they are likely to share a number of common and
important characteristics, including:

¢ an extended absence from school/college, including truancy;
e adrop in performance or sudden signs of low motivation;

e excessive parental restriction and control of movements;

e a history of siblings leaving education to marry early;

e poor performance, parental control of income and students being
allowed only limited career choices;

e evidence of self-harm, treatment for depression, attempted suicide,
social isolation, eating disorders or substance abuse; and/or

¢ evidence of family disputes/conflict, domestic violence/abuse or
running away from home.

On their own, these characteristics may not indicate forced marriage.
However, it is important to be satisfied that where these behaviours occur,
they are not linked to forced marriage. It is also important to avoid making
assumptions about an individual pupil’s circumstances or act on the basis
of stereotyping.

For example, an extended holiday may be taken for entirely legitimate
reasons and may not necessarily represent a pretext for forced marriage.

Unfounded accusations could obviously cause considerable distress to
pupils and their families and schools should, therefore, act with sensitivity.

Where staff have any concerns about the safety or welfare of an individual
pupil, they should follow the appropriate child protection procedures.

The role of schools

Schools should ensure that they are able to respond effectively and swiftly
to concerns about forced marriage.

It is critical that arrangements in respect of forced marriage at school level
include support staff as well as teachers, as they are likely to have a key
role to play in dealing with forced marriage and will be in contact with
pupils and their families as frequently as teachers. It is important that all
members of staff receive training and support on this issue to ensure that
they recognise the presenting symptoms, how to respond if there are
concerns and where to turn for advice.



Advice and help can be obtained nationally through the Forced Marriage
Unit and locally through the local police Child Protection or Domestic
Abuse Unit, the Local Safeguarding Children Board (LSCB) or the
children’s social care service of the local authority. Schools should develop
policies and procedures that take account of resources locally to ensure
that expertise in this complex and challenging area of child protection is
utilised. Policies and practices in schools should reflect the fact that while
all members of staff, including teachers, have important responsibilities
with regard to pupils who may be at risk of forced marriage, teachers and
school leaders should not undertake roles in this regard that are most
appropriately discharged by other children’s services professionals such
as police officers or social workers.

The role of school staff

All members of staff should ensure that they are familiar with their school’s
child protection procedures.

Schools are places of relative calm and security in the lives of many
children and young people. There is strong evidence that pupils who
experience risk in their home lives often feel safer when they are in school.

Schools should encourage pupils to talk about their problems, and where
they express their fears, students should be confident in the knowledge
that the school will take those worries seriously.

All schools should have appropriate policies and procedures in place and
should train all members of staff to ensure that they are able to deal with
concerns appropriately.

The UK Government’s guidelines refer to a number of organisations that
can be contacted to support students further where there are concerns
about the risk of forced marriage.

If teachers have suspicions or are concerned that a pupil may be about to
be forced into a marriage or may be a victim of forced marriage, their key
responsibility is to inform the person with designated responsibility for
child protection in their school as soon as possible.

The UK Government’s guidelines on forced marriage make clear that it is
not the role of staff to investigate allegations of abuse of a student and,
therefore, if pupils are under 18 years of age, all referrals should be made
in accordance with local safeguarding arrangements.



These referrals will usually be to children’s social services, the police or
the Forced Marriage Unit.

Handling information from pupils

While teachers and other staff must pass on their concerns about pupils
who are displaying characteristics that may indicate forced marriage to
the member of staff in their school with designated responsibility for child
protection, it is important to recognise that they are not responsible for the
collation or assessment of evidence or data to support investigations into
suspected cases of forced marriage.

These responsibilities are most appropriately undertaken by children’s
social care professionals, the police or officials of the Forced Marriage
Unit. Any relevant documentation received should be passed on by the
school in accordance with established child protection arrangements.

School staff must be aware that they should deal with information relating
to forced marriage given by pupils in the same way that they would with
other issues concerning child protection. Therefore, teachers should
advise that they cannot necessarily guarantee that disclosures made by a
student will remain confidential.

Pupils who do not wish to be referred

If the pupil does not wish to be referred, advice can be sought without
revealing the pupil’s identity. However, it is important for school staff to
remember that if information in their possession gives rise to child
protection issues, established procedures should be followed.

Mediation or counselling

Under no circumstances should any members of a school’s staff attempt
to operate as mediators or family counsellors.

The Forced Marriage Unit has stated that any attempts to try to mediate
can be extremely dangerous as mediators may unintentionally place pupils
who are at risk of forced marriage in greater harm or force the family to
act quickly before the relevant authorities can become involved.

At all stages, advice from the appropriate agencies and authorities should
be taken.



Further Information:

Stobart, E. (2005). Dealing with Cases of Forced Marriage: Guidance for
Education Professionals. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office. London.
www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/FC0%207526
3.pdf

The Forced Marriage Unit (2008). The Right to Choose: Multi-agency
statutory guidance for dealing with forced marriage. The Foreign &
Commonwealth Office. London.
www.fco.gov.uk/resources/en/pdf/3849543/forced-marriage-right-to-
choose

Department of Finance and Personnel (2012). The Right to Choose:
Statutory Guidance for Dealing with Forced Marriage.
www.dfpni.gov.uk/right-to-choose-guidance-on-forced-marriage

There are a range of other resources available in the main forced marriage
portal on the FCO website available at:
www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/when-things-go-
wrong/forced-marriage.

The Forced Marriage Unit can be contacted by telephone on 020 7008
0151 or by email at fmu@fco.gov.uk.
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For additional advice and support, contact:

NASUWT

The Teachers’ Union
NORTHERN IRELAND

Ben Madigan House
Edgewater Office Park
Edgewater Road
Belfast BT3 9JQ

Tel: 028 9078 4480
Email: rc-nireland@mail.nasuwt.org.uk
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