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BEYOND AWARENESS – A 
DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE TO 
GENDER BASED VIOLENCE, 
EARLY MARRIAGES AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE 
INTRODUCTION
Culture Fund, through the CultureACTIONS Project is setting up a programme to address 
gender-based violence, child marriage and climate change using culture as an entry point. The 
project holds much promise but requires the implementing agency to think outside the box and 
carefully analyse the issues to come up with interventions that will make a difference to the 
people affected  

The report takes a closer look at the three thematic areas – GBV, child marriages and climate 
change – and attempts to debunk some of the misconceptions that have informed interventions 
in the areas and suggest different ways of addressing the issues. The report highlights areas 
where modern or western cultural values clash with traditional African value systems and 
the dilemma this creates for those caught in between and who find it difficult to navigate 
their way through the conflicting value systems.  The report also proposes interventions that 
CultureACTIONS could implement to address the issues.    

 
  

GENDER BASED VIOLENCE
Since the onset of HIV in the mid-1980s, the nexus between GBV and HIV and AIDS has been 
recognized and an array of interventions have been implemented to reduce GBV, in particular 
domestic violence (DV).  While the interventions to combat DV are commendable, they have 
not reduced it significantly. Part of the reason could be that they are not sufficiently grounded 
in people’s lived realities. DV is blamed on several factors including poor enforcement of the DV 
Act by the police, patriarchal attitudes, the custom of lobola which is said to make women ‘the 
property’ of the men, low educational levels and high dependence of women on men that makes 
them unable to leave abusive relationships. While there may be some truth in these arguments a 
closer inspection shows a much more complex picture. 

For many years, women’s organizations lobbied for the enactment of the Domestic Violence Act, 
which was seen as a panacea to resolving violence in the homes. Criminalising DV was seen as 
the way to go to deter men from beating their spouses. When the Act was finally passed there 
was much jubilation and a lot of resources were put into popularizing the Act and making sure 
that women knew that they could now get redress by taking the legal route. The Act even had 
a provision allowing third parties (neighbours or any other person) to report DV on behalf of the 
victim. This was to ensure that even women who were too scared to report could be protected as 
community members could report to the police on their behalf. 
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 Musasa Project, which deals with DV, set up a One Stop Centre in Harare, while the United 
Nations Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA) supported the setting up of a similar centre in 
Rusape.  Musasa Project went a step further and set up community shelters in several districts, 
strategically located at the homes of traditional leaders to provide safe spaces for DV survivors.  
But some 10 years on, how have the women fared and how many battered women are taking the 
legal route to resolve DV cases? Equally, how many men have served prison terms for battering 
their wives or spouses? To what extent do women feel that they are protected by the Act? 

The answer is disheartening. Currently the majority of cases, 77% on average, handled by the 
Rusape One Stop Centre, are sexual abuse cases involving minors! So where are the abused and 
battered women? What happens to the DV cases that come through to the One Stop Centre? 
Why are so few women seeking the services of the One Stop Centre? The answer is that most 
women continue to suffer in silence. Even for those who report, most withdraw their cases before 
they go to court. 
 
The DV Act was meant to provide redress to battered women by making it a criminal offence 
for men to beat their spouses. However, few women are using it perhaps precisely because DV 
now carries a prison term and few women want to see their spouses serving jail terms or can 
withstand the pressure from family members if reporting results in the spouse being incarcerated. 
According to police in Rusape, for instance, almost all women who report DV later withdraw the 
cases. The police say that the only cases that go through the courts are those involving divorced 
or couples on separation.    

But under the DV Act, women cannot withdraw cases at the police station once they have 
reported. The police are required to process the docket and submit it to the court for 
prosecution. It is only when the case is brought to the courts that the woman can then withdraw. 
Police therefore process the docket, knowing that the complainant will withdraw the case when it 
gets to the court (as the victim would already have approached the police to withdraw the case). 
The result is that police feel that they are wasting their time and resources in processing dockets 
that are thrown away in the end. This has resulted in a situation where the police no longer take 
DV reports seriously.

The withdrawal of cases is not peculiar to Zimbabwe. According to a recent study, in England 
at least 160,015 DV victims withdrew charges in 2016 after police determined crimes had taken 
place, up from 116,885 in 2015. According to the study, the number of domestic violence crimes 
rose 12 per cent in 2016 compared to 2015 – up from 387,095 to 435,032, with the proportion of 
cases dropped after victims withdrew charges rising from 31 per cent to 38 per cent.1 

In interviews with women in the three districts during the baseline survey, DV came up as 
one of the key problems faced by women with over 35% of women reporting that they had 
experienced DV in the past 12 months.   Although the number of reported DV cases in Zimbabwe 
has steadily risen from 1 940 in 2008 to 10 351 in 2011,2  these have not been accompanied by 
corresponding convictions.

1 Independent (2017) Thousands of domestic violence victims withdrawing from legal action after 
Government cuts, figures reveal
2 Bulawayo 24 
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There is a strong belief in communities that taking the legal route through the police is not solving 
DV cases. A male participant in one of the FGDs summed it up when he said: “As Zimbabweans, 
we have our own traditions… in the past, the wife would go to the tete to report her case and the 
husband would be asked to come and they would resolve the issue. But nowadays there is no 
involvement of elders or the rest of the family in disputes between spouses. The result is that the 
marriages fail”. 

Another interviewee pointed out that “the munyai (the go between during lobola negotiations who 
is usually a close friend of the woman’s father) or the village headman could also mediate in DV 
cases, but these days people are rushing to the police. But this is not working”. 

In traditional Zimbabwean culture, a marriage was not contracted between the spouses alone, 
but between their respective extended families also. Problems that the couples faced were 
therefore not resolved by them alone, but also brought in the extended family. With urbanization, 
land resettlement and the move towards the nuclear family however, the traditional family support 
structures have been eroded, leaving couples with limited options for redress, in the event of DV, 
except the police. The legal route has however proved alienating  for many women, hence the 
high rate of case withdrawals. 

There’s no universal reason why DV victims withdraw charges against their attackers. The close 
relationship between spouses plays a big role in women changing their story while in some 
situations, it’s the fear of more violence if the attacker is acquitted or the charges are dropped, 
or even after the attacker has spent time behind bars.3 In Zimbabwe’s rural settings, pressure 
from inlaws is often a critical determinant in the withdrawal of charges. This is particularly so as 
culturally a woman moves into her husband’s family village when they marry, which leaves her 
isolated and vulnerable.  

GBV is perpetuated by men’s attitude to women. There will therefore be a need for attitude 
change particularly among the men, who are the main perpetrators of DV. It is only when men 
realize that they have no right to “discipline” their spouses that change can begin to occur. In 
Chipinge, for instance, men spoke about how it was acceptable to beat their wives, especially 
soon after marriage, as a sign of love for them. 
  
In Mazowe, DV was said to be high because of the influence of different cultures in the mines and 
on the farms. As a man in an FGD said: “Mazowe brings together a hotch potch of sub-cultures 
with different belief systems. Some systems celebrate beating wives. These cultural beliefs are 
incorporated into other cultures and in the end are accepted as the norm. People assimilate the 
practices and make them their own and even the children grow up thinking that beating their 
wives is the thing to do”. 

The issue of cultural assimilation is common in Zimbabwe, particularly in the urban areas, mining 
and farming communities where people from different cultural backgrounds come together. 
Facets of the cultural mixing are most visible at marriage (lobola) and death ceremonies where 
people are increasingly incorporating practices from different cultures, often resulting in acrimony 
by those not familiar with the new issues being brought in from other cultures. While it is 

3 Find Law (2016) The Recanting Victim and Domestic Violence
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accepted that culture is dynamic, the selective and piecemeal adoption of items from different 
cultures can create problems where the positive features of a cultural practice may be ignored 
and only the attractive elements or those that provide financial gain are adopted. 
 
A simple example to illustrate the point: when lobola is paid for a woman, the woman and her 
sisters also get money (kunonga). In some cultures, the amount is only symbolic, but in others 
it is a substantial amount.  This is because the money is supposed to be used to buy critical 
kitchen utensils and other personal items that the woman will take when she sets up her home. 
The problem comes where those from the culture where the money is symbolic start taking large 
amounts as they just pocket it without using it for its intended purpose. This is because they are 
not aware of the real reason why larger sums of money are taken as they have only adopted the 
money-taking part of the cultural practice without understanding the reason behind it. 

The same can be said of some cultural practices that are denigrated as repressive of women as 
they may have been adopted only partially and without understanding the underlying rationale 
for them. For instance, wife inheritance is a practice whose negative consequences have been 
talked and written about extensively. But in rural agricultural settings before men and women 
went to school and took up careers and before urbanisation, the practice was considered 
protective of the widows as it allowed them to remain as part of their late husband’s family and 
to enjoy the benefits they used to enjoy when their husbands were still alive. The practice was 
also not forced on the women, a point that is often conveniently ignored. But is the practice still 
relevant? Perhaps not, that is why wife inheritance is dying a natural death hastened by the dawn 
of HIV and AIDS. The point being made here is that before condemning cultural practices as 
retrogressive, it is necessary to understand fully the rationale behind them and the circumstances 
that informed them.      

Failure to do this will result in the proverbial throwing out of the baby with the bath water. 
Interventions of civil society organisations (CSOs) in Zimbabwe are donor funded and tend to 
espouse the value systems of the donors or their world view. Many CSOs feel that to get funding 
they have to denounce their culture as retrogressive, so there is a race to identify harmful cultural 
practices even where they don’t exist. But as one of the traditional leaders in Makoni pointed 
out: “Every country has its own culture but most of our customs are no longer there. There are 
problems with modern day marriages where the wives will not allow the tetes to play their role. 
We have lost our culture. We are taking foreign cultures and making them our own. We should 
learn to separate foreign cultures from our own. We should be firm with our customs but instead 
we are just taking everything from the whites. We have given our strength to foreigners”. 
 
In the past, traditional leaders handled DV cases, but since the enactment of the DV Act, 
these cases have been placed outside their jurisdiction. However given the situation where 
so few cases reported to the police go through the courts, there might be need to rethink the 
approach to DV to make interventions more protective of women and more culturally sensitive. 
Consideration could be made to set up DV committees, along the lines of child protection 
committees, to handle DV in communities. Their mandate would be to mediate in DV cases 
between spouses and also to recommend prosecution for repeat offenders or for cases resulting 
in grievous bodily harm. Because they would be based in the community and comprise of 
respected community members, the committees could be more effective in deterring violence 
against women. Such a strategy could include couple counselling to engender behaviour change. 
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4 Zimbabwe National Statistics Agency (2012) ‘Zimbabwe Demographic and Health Survey 2010-11’[pdf] 
5 Sexual and Reproductive Health Needs Of Adolescents in Zimbabwe, In Brief no. 3

However community interventions would not preclude the option of reporting to the police, which 
would still remain as a further deterrent. 

Apart from Padare, there are currently few other DV initiatives targeting men. Most DV 
programmes target women. While this is important the impact of such interventions is limited as 
long as the men are left out.  
 

Equally there will be need to empower women to stand up against DV. The 2010-2011 ZDHS 
found 40% of women believed that their husbands were justified in beating them for at least 
one of the following reasons: burning the food, leaving the house without telling him, arguing 
with him, neglecting the children or refusing sex with him.4 The baseline survey  confirmed 
similar findings with women in all three sites saying husbands are justified in beating them under 
certain circumstances (see graph).  This attitude must change among women. There can be no 
excuse for men to beat their wives no matter the issue. But change can only happen through 
programmes that stress the equality of women in marriage partnerships.

EARLY MARRIAGES
Nearly one-quarter of all 15–19-year-old Zimbabwean women (23%) are currently in a union 
and the proportion in rural areas is almost double that in urban areas (28% vs. 16%).5 Poorer 
adolescent women are more likely than better-off ones to be married (31% vs.19%). Furthermore, 
13% of 15–17-year-olds have been in a union as of 2011 and these very early marriages are more 
common in rural than in urban areas (16% vs. 8%). Early marriages expose adolescent girls to 
HIV and AIDS as well as to pregnancy-related complications, such as obstetric fistula and even 
maternal death.
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How serious is the problem of early marriages in Zimbabwe? Zimbabwe’s ranking - by countries 
with the highest number of underage girls who get married -  moved from position 27 in 2012 to 
21 in 2013, indicating a large increase in the number of girls who get married before they turn 18.6 

The majority of early marriages in Zimbabwe are not planned but are a result of the adolescent 
girl falling pregnant (or suspected of being pregnant) and ending up living with the boy or man 
who made her pregnant. To address the problem of early marriages it is important to understand 
why the girls fall pregnant or why they are chased from home. Most adolescent pregnancies, 
particularly those involving adolescents in school, are unplanned. This raises questions about the 
level of knowledge and access these girls have to SRH services. How effective are the current 
SRHR initiatives (in and out of school) for adolescents? To what extent is knowledge about 
SRHRs accompanied by access to services such as contraceptives, condoms and PrEP? What 
is the attitude of Zimbabwean parents to their adolescent children accessing contraceptives or 
condoms or to take it one step further, accessing abortion on demand? 

Women and men interviewed for the baseline survey were vehemently opposed to adolescents 
accessing contraceptives of any sort and were even more opposed to abortion. Asked how the 
problem of teenage pregnancy could be resolved, most of those interviewed argued that the girls 
had no business falling pregnant in the first place. They said it was their responsibility as parents 
to teach girls to avoid sex and for the girls to stay away from the boys – abstinence. But the reality 
is different as many adolescent girls do not abstain and end up falling pregnant. 

And as long as parents refuse to acknowledge the sexuality of their adolescent girls they will 
continue to proffer solutions that do not address the root causes of the problem. As a result, 
adolescents will continue to fall pregnant and with this, child marriages will also continue to rise. 
The reason why child marriages are more common in the rural areas and among the poor is 
because rural girls have less access to SRH services, which shows the importance of improving 
access to SRHS to rural girls. Another problem is that poorer girls drop out of school at an earlier 
age than better off girls, so keeping girls in school for longer would be a solution.

Poverty, abuse and domestic violence in the family can contribute to early marriages as 
adolescents try to escape to find a better life outside. But this often creates a vicious cycle where 
the adolescents are subjected to DV in their new relationship and the poverty cycle continues as 
they have little education themselves and marry boys who are also poor and have low educational 
levels. During the baseline, this was observed to be the case on some A2 farms where a large 
number of girls drop out of school after primary education because there is no secondary school 
nearby and because they are not motivated to continue education as their parents were also not 
educated. By the time these girls reach 16 years, they feel they are ready for marriage.  
 
A worrying factor is the attitude of some men to early marriage.  Zimbabwe’s former Prosecutor 
General Johannes Tomana, shocked many in June 2015 when he was quoted in the Chronicle 

6 The Pan African Campaign to end forced marriage of under age children – Available on http://
www.africamnchcoalition.org/sites/default/files/2013%20Africa%20Girls%20%26%20Women%20
Reproductive%20Health,%20Family%20Planning%20%26%20Human%20Development%20
Scorecard-Fn_0.pdf.
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Newspaper saying girls as young as 12 years old should be allowed to have sex and to marry: “if 
young girls were to be asked what they prefer, most would say they should be allowed to have 
sex after turning 12,” Mr Tomana said.

The Prosecutor General said with a socio-economic environment that creates hopelessness in 
young girls, largely through lack of formal education, it was unfair to demand teenagers to defer 
sexual encounters with men: “We have nine-year-olds, 13-year-olds who are actually out of 
school who are not doing anything for example. What are we saying to them? We say you cannot 
even do this (have sex) when the environment is not giving them alternative engagements? What 
are we talking about”? 7 

These remarks by the Attorney General supporting child marriage for girls as young as 12 years 
call into question the legal leadership on this issue, with reports indicating that the attitudes 
of some judicial officials, such as magistrates, undermine the fight against child marriage by 
imposing light sentences for statutory rape or acquitting perpetrators.8  

 

NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF EARLY MARRIAGES
The intergenerational impacts of child marriages are equally devastating. Child marriage has a 
negative impact on the educational attainment of the children of women married as children. 
Apart from curtailing girls’ education, child marriage may also affect the education of their 
children. Controlling for other factors, child marriage could have a direct negative effect on the 
education of the children of mothers who marry early.9

Not only does lack of education attainment deprive individual girls of voice and agency and 
decrease their learning and earning potential in the long term, but lack of formal education also 
has intergenerational effects—impacting her children’s education attainment, nutritional status, 
and physical health.10 

Poverty and dropping out of school early were cited as the biggest causes of early marriages in 
Chipinge and in the farming areas of Mazowe.  This was particularly the case for former white 
commercial farm workers still living on the farms but who were no longer employed. As an 
interviewee in Mazowe pointed out: “The workers still live on the farms but have a precarious 
existence as they don’t have any sources of income. There are no secondary schools on the 
farms and most of the children finish school in Grade 7 and they get married. Getting married at 
an early marriage is normal on these farms. The problem is compounded by poverty. There is a 
mixed bag of cultures in the compounds and this is reflected in the uncontrolled behavior of the 
children as there are no social norms to guide their behavior. A similar situation prevails on the 
mines that have closed such as Caesar Mine where most women survive on vending and those 
who are not vendors are into sex work”.

7 Tomana Pulls a Sex Shocker, Herald 19 June 2015  
8, 9 Wodon Q et al (2017) Economic Impacts of Child Marriage: Global Synthesis Report 
10 Parsons J et al (2015) Economic Impacts of Child Marriage: A Review of the Literature
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SUPPORTING MARRIED ADOLESCENT GIRLS
Most interventions on child marriages focus primarily on preventing its occurrence and do not 
consider adolescents who are already married. But there is a need for targeted interventions 
to support both married and unmarried girls. Married girls should have systematic support to 
help them avoid early and frequent childbearing. They should have ready access to sexual and 
reproductive health information and programmes that provide family planning, maternal health 
services and HIV prevention and treatment. The fact that data show very low levels of satisfied 
demand for family planning, including contraception, among married girls underscores this need. 
 
In Zimbabwe’s urban areas, for instance, the proportion of married adolescents who wanted to 
postpone childbearing but were not using a method rose between 2006 and 2011 (from 14% 
to 28%); while among their counterparts in rural areas, unmet need fell from 20% to 15% over 
this period. Equally, single, sexually active adolescents have by far the greatest unmet need 
for contraception —62% as of 2011, compared with 19% among their married counterparts. 
Programmes must be put in place that enable married girls to exercise their right to identify and 
understand their options to delay or limit childbearing, and to receive support from their husbands 
and in-laws accordingly.11 
 
The unmet need for family planning services amongst married girls is 17.1 per cent, significantly 
higher than the unmet need among women of child bearing age overall. Child marriage results 
in higher than average maternal morbidity and mortality rates for 15 to 19 year olds; higher 
infant mortality among their children; diminished capacity to responsibly raise their children to 
be productive citizens; higher rates of violence in marriage; increased prevalence of HIV; lack of 
personal and economic autonomy; limited participation in development; limited decision making 
in relation to their own lives; weaker economic indicators and ability to climb out of poverty; loss 
of educational opportunities; social isolation and restricted social mobility. 12 
 

ECONOMIC IMPACT OF EARLY MARRIAGES
Child marriage leads women to have children earlier and more children over their lifetime than 
if they had married later. It affects girls’ educational attainment and literacy negatively, thereby 
curtailing future opportunities for them to compete for well-paying jobs. Child marriage also leads 
to higher health risks for young mothers and their children. Finally, it may reduce voice and agency 
for women and it may also increase other risks such as the risks of intimate partner violence and 
of sexually transmitted infections, including HIV. 13  
 

11 Wodon Q et al (2017) Economic Impacts of Child Marriage: Global Synthesis Report 
12 Odiambo A & Mavhinga D (2015)   
13 Wodon Q et al (2017) Economic Impacts of Child Marriage: Global Synthesis Report 
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According to a recent report published by World Bank and the International Centre for Research 
on Women (ICRW), child marriages will cost developing countries trillions of dollars by 2030. In 
contrast, ending child marriage would have a large positive effect on the educational attainment 
of girls and their children, contribute to women having fewer children and later in life and increase 
women’s expected earnings and household welfare. The table below illustrates the global 
benefits that can be derived from ending child marriage. 

14 Biti T (2014) Why ruling against child marriages can’t be ignored 

Global Benefits from Ending Child 
Marriage

Annual Benefit in 
2015

Annual Benefit in 
2030

Welfare benefit from reduced population 
growth 

$22 billion $566 billion 

Benefit from reduced under-five mortality $42 billion $82 billion 

Benefit from reduced under-five stunting $9 billion $16 billion

Source: Wodon (2017)

Lower participation in paid employment may increase household poverty, increase vulnerability to 
economic shocks, lower income diversity, and incentivize short-term allocation decisions at the 
expense of longer-term investments in human and physical capital. 
 

CHALLENGING EXISTING NORMS
In 2014, two former child brides Loveness Mudzuru and Ruvimbo Tsopodzi filed an application 
to the Constitutional Court in Zimbabwe to declare the Marriage Act and the Customary Marriage 
Act unconstitutional. In January 2016, the Constitutional Court ruled in favour of their application 
and ruled that the Marriage Act was unconstitutional. This was a huge victory against child 
marriages, which has however not yet been reflected in the country’s laws as parliament still 
needs to review the Marriage Act and harmonise it with the new Constitution.   

The judgement was quite categorical about the negative impacts of child marriages and stated: 
“Although child marriage most often stems from poverty and powerlessness, it only further 
reinforces the gendered notions of poverty and powerlessness, stultifying the physical, mental, 
intellectual and social development of the girl child and heightening the social isolation of the 
girl child. Evidence shows that child marriages are a tool of oppression which subordinates not 
just the woman but her family. Not only do child marriages perpetuate an inter-generational cycle 
of poverty and lack of opportunity. It reinforces the subordinated nature of communities that 
traditionally serve the powerful classes by giving a child in marriage to an older male.” 14 

Although the legal framework to protect girl child from child marriages in Zimbabwe exists, a 
problem lies in the Customary Marriages Act which does not provide a minimum marriageable 
age and has therefore been abused.
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CONFLICT BETWEEN THE OLD AND THE NEW – 
SEARCH FOR A COMMON GROUND
Zimbabwe is at crossroads culturally and there is a fierce contestation for space between the 
traditional and the modern, between old moral values and the more permissive society. Nowhere 
is this more apparent than in the areas of early marriages where parents realise they are fighting a 
losing battle against the onslaught of a new culture that is driven by technology and a new human 
rights discourse that disempowers them as parents. As an FGD participant in Makoni said: “The 
human rights discourse from the Western perspective is clashing with our culture. The children 
take time out to do drugs. But you cannot even discipline your children by beating them because 
they say they have rights. If you beat up your daughter, she can report you for violating her rights”. 

The clash of cultures permeated discussions with community members in the baseline with a 
constant reference to traditional and cultural practices in the past as having been more effective in 
preventing early marriages. However, there was also a realisation by the older generation that they 
were fighting a losing battle against new and stronger cultural influences that they could neither 
understand or control.. As the quotes below illustrate: 

 From Grade 7 girls know about sex because of the new curriculum. We don’t know the role  
 of aunties because the children know more about sex than their parents. We should go  
 back to our culture… and as parents we should be consulted about what we want in the  
 curriculum, FGD women, Jumbo Mine, Mazowe. 

 Is it possible to go back to old customs? Perhaps not … we have condoms, we have  
 family planning, we have technology like cellphones… so where are we going? The   
 education system creates conditions where children learn about sex and they want to  
 experiment.  The way circumcision is advertised, for instance, attracts boys to experiment  
 with sex. This creates tension and worsens the problems, FGD, traditional  
 leaders Makoni. 

 The situation is changing every day in terms of marriage. In the old days, women married at  
 a much later age. But this is no longer the case.. Technology is causing problems – social  
 media, chat groups and pornography are influencing children. There are clashes between  
 the law and our culture and with the technology advances. Our children are growing fast and  
 they know everything that we didn’t know, FGD men, Jumbo mine. 

 If you say children have rights like older people, then it creates a problem where we cannot  
 discipline them.  In the past, children were answerable to everybody in the community, but  
 our customs have been eroded by the white culture and by new laws, FGD traditional  
 leaders, Makoni.

The above quotes highlight the dilemma that confronts communities, particularly in the rural 
areas, as they struggle to reclaim an ideal past that is no longer there and as they grapple to 
understand the present, which they feel they have no control over.
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Modernization has thrown their old cultural values through the window and while they yearn to 
go back to their old value systems, they do not know how. The issue of conflict of cultures came 
up time and time again in the baseline interviews where people expressed concern with the 
new culture but could not proffer culturally acceptable alternatives that would effectively tackle 
problems of early marriages. The reason why adolescents fall pregnant and get married is perhaps 
much more because pre-marital sex is considered unacceptable by most parents and efforts to 
make SRH services accessible to adolescents are seen as encouraging and condoning it.  Therein 
lies the conundrum – the reluctance to move from an idealized past to accept the present with all 
its uncertainties.  

 
INTERVENTIONS TO REDUCE CHILD MARRIAGES
In the Baseline Survey, respondents across all the three districts identified poverty as the biggest 
cause of child marriages. For interventions to be effective therefore, they will need to tackle 
poverty and keep girls in school.  Incentive-based programmes have been used to encourage 
and enable families to postpone the marriage of their daughters and to keep them in school 
through post-primary and secondary level. Incentives may include loans, scholarships, subsidies 
and conditional cash transfers. Studies have shown that each year of secondary education may 
reduce the likelihood of marrying before the age of 18 by five percentage points or more in many 
countries. By contrast, child brides are much more likely to drop out of school and complete 
fewer years of education than their peers who marry early. 15

Employment opportunities for girls, such as those supported by microfinance schemes or opened 
up through vocational training, can generate viable alternatives to child marriage, especially for 
girls unable to continue formal schooling. 16 Improving girls’ economic standing can also give 
them a higher status in their families and on this basis, greater control over their lives. For families 
themselves, direct cash transfers and income-generating activities for their daughters can help 
alleviate the economic and social pressures in favour of early marriage. 17

Malhotra et al. (2013) identify five strategies that can be used to prevent or delay early marriage. 
These include the following:
 
 1. Empowering girls with information, skills and support networks; 
 2. Educating and mobilizing parents and community members; 
 3. Enhancing the accessibility and quality of formal schooling for girls; 
 4. Offering economic support and incentives for girls and their families; and 
 5. Fostering an enabling legal and policy framework.
 
The interventions highlighted above cannot be implemented by the CultureACTIONS programme 
alone but through  partnerships with organisations that can provide the support needed. Culture 
ACTIONS would also need to partner with other organisations for more effective lobby and 
advocacy activities targeting the government e.g. to create the enabling legal and  
policy framework.

15 World Bank (2017) Educating Girls, Ending Child Marriage
16 Malhotra et al 2011.
17 UNFPA (2012) Marrying too Young:  End child marriage
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CLIMATE CHANGE
Climate change and vulnerability are considered to be the greatest threat to agriculture and 
food security in the 21st Century, particularly in many of the poor, agriculture-based countries of 
Southern Africa given their low capacity to effectively cope with this threat (Nelleman et al 2009; 
Shah et al 2008). The impact of climate change on agriculture and livelihoods is already evident in 
Zimbabwe at many levels (Boko et al, 2007; Somorin, 2010) observed as a high variability in inter 
annual yields in all crops every year since 1990. These trends on crop productivity are correlated 
with high temperatures coupled with low rainfall levels resulting in low maize yields and these 
coincide with drought years like 2002, 2003, 2005, 2008 and 2012 to mention those in the past 
decade. Maize is particularly affected. In areas with low rainfall, the harvest after the start of 2010, 
for instance, was only about 40 percent of the previous year’s level. 18 
  
Research into the economic impact of climate change on Zimbabwe’s agriculture indicates that 
smallholder farmers are highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change (Gwimbi, 2009; Mano 
and Nhemachena, 2006). Studies have shown that rural livelihood income strategies based on 
rain-fed small scale farming have been negatively affected by increasingly changing climatic 
patterns, particularly in arid and semi-arid where drier periods have become more prevalent 
(Chagutah, 20006; Downing, 1992).

The adverse effects of these events are already felt in many areas, including in relation to, inter 
alia, agriculture and food security; biodiversity and ecosystems; water resources; human health; 
human settlements and migration patterns; and energy, transport and industry. 

In many of these contexts, women are more vulnerable to the effects of climate change than 
men—primarily as they constitute the majority of the world’s poor and are more dependent for 
their livelihood on natural resources that are threatened by climate change. Furthermore, they face 
social, economic and political barriers that limit their coping capacity. Women and men in rural 
areas in developing countries are especially vulnerable when they are highly dependent on local 
natural resources for their livelihood.19

Climate change has serious ramifications in four dimensions of food security: food availability, 
food accessibility, food utilization and food systems stability. Women farmers currently account 
for 45-80 per cent of all food production in developing countries depending on the region. About 
two-thirds of the female labour force in developing countries, and more than 90 percent in many 
African countries are engaged in agriculture work. 20 
 

18 Murisa MN & Mubaya C (2015) Climate Change: Impact on Agriculture, Livelihood Options and 
Adaptation Strategies for Smallholder Farmers in Zimbabwe 
19 UN Women Watch (2009)Women, Gender Equality and Climate Change 
20 FAO. Women and Food Security. FAO FOCUS http://www.fao.org/FOCUS/E/Women/Sustin-e.htm 5
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21 FAO. Women and Food Security. FAO FOCUS http://www.fao.org/FOCUS/E/Women/Sustin-e.htm 5
22 Lambrou, Y et al. (2006) Energy and Gender in Rural Sustainable Development. FAO. Rome
23 52nd session of the Commission on the Status of  Women (2008) “Gender perspectives on climate 
change,” Issues paper for interactive expert panel on Emerging issues, trends and new approaches to 
issues affecting the situation of women or equality between women and men.

In the context of climate change, traditional food sources become more unpredictable and 
scarce. Women face loss of income as well as harvests—often their sole sources of food and 
income. Related increases in food prices make food more inaccessible to poor people, in 
particular to women and girls whose health has been found to decline more than male health 
in times of food shortages. Furthermore, women are often excluded from decision-making on 
access to and the use of land and resources critical to their livelihoods. 21 
 
In the rural areas of Africa and Asia, women and men are highly dependent on biomass, such as 
wood, agricultural crops, wastes and forest resources for their energy and livelihoods. However, 
in the face of climate change, the ability of women and men to obtain these indispensable 
resources is reduced. 22 
 
 

MITIGATING THE IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE
The most common adaptation strategies that have been documented so far include 
differing crops and varieties, soil conservation, micro water harvesting techniques, livelihood 
diversification and shifting planting dates (Barbier et al;, 2007; Bryan et al., 2009). Women 
are effective actors or agents of change in relation to both mitigation and adaptation. Women 
often have a strong body of knowledge and expertise that can be used in climate change 
mitigation, disaster reduction and adaptation strategies. Furthermore, women’s responsibilities 
in households and communities, as stewards of natural and household resources, position them 
well to contribute to livelihood strategies adapted to changing environmental realities. 23 

In the baseline survey the impact of climate change was often conflated with the effects of land 
degradation and poor land management practices. Thus respondents said the death of their 
wetlands was due to climate change, when in many cases this was due to planting crops on the 
wetlands without observing proper land conservation practices, such as the “furrow and ridge” 
cropping practice that allows the soil to retain water, while at the same time preventing soil 
erosion. Equally, wetlands could have been destroyed by allowing cattle to graze on them as the 
soil becomes compacted and no longer retains water when it rains.  
 
In running the climate change programme therefore, it will be important to make a distinction 
between poor farming practices and the negative impacts of climate change, most of which 
are beyond the capacity of communities to influence. Historically, the responsibility for climate 
change has rested with the rich countries that emitted greenhouse gases unimpeded since the 
Industrial Revolution on — and became rich in the process. However, Poor people in developing 
countries will feel the impacts first and worst because of their vulnerable geography and lesser 
ability to cope with damage from severe weather and rising sea levels. Given this scenario 
therefore, it will be important for the programme to emphasise climate change adaptation 
strategies, particularly in relation to issues affecting women (food security, access to water and 
agricultural production) as they are more relevant and will resonate with the communities.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Previous sections of this write up highlighted important points for considerations that could inform 
Culture Fund’s interventions in the three thematic areas. Some of the recommendations were 
included in the body of the report, but the following section puts forward  
additional recommendations.

 GENDER BASED VIOLENCE
 v Need to interrogate current strategies that tackle GBV and determine the extent to  
  which they could be enriched by infusing a cultural perspective into them to come up  
  with more sensitive interventions

 EARLY MARRIAGES
 v For the Culture fund project to be more effective, it will need to move beyond awareness  
  raising to addressing the underlying determinants of early marriage. Because some of  
  the causes are beyond the scope and mandate of the Project, there will be need to  
  partner with other organisations that will implement some of the more concrete   
  interventions, such as building schools and providing cash transfers.

 CLIMATE CHANGE
 v Climate adaptation strategies will be most critical to inform interventions as they will  
  reduce the negative impact of climate change particularly on women. Awareness raising  
  will also be important to create a common understanding among women about their  
  heightened vulnerability to the impacts of climate change without delving too deeply into  
  its complex nature or attributing blame.  
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