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In 2018, the world saw a ten year old girl bleed to death after undergoing female genital 
mutation (FGM) in Sierra Leone, renewing calls for the practice to be completely 
eliminated across the country and beyond.  
 
Sierra Leone is one of only a handful of African countries which has not outlawed the 
internationally condemned practice, also referred to as ‘cutting’. Over 20 countries have 
outlawed the practice yet nine in 10 girls in the country are cut. Fatima Maada Bio, the 
First Lady of Sierra Leone recently launched a campaign entitled ‘Hands Off Our Girls’ in 
an attempt to eliminate all forms of violence against women and girls. Whilst this includes 
rape and child marriage, there is no mention of FGM.  
 
The procedure continues to be widely practiced across Africa, the Middle East, India and 
throughout the world. Unicef defines FGM as “all procedures involving partial or total 
removal of the female external genitalia or other injury to the female organs for non-
medical reasons.” Edinburgh based FGM activist, Fatou Baldeh agrees: “Any form of 
cutting or alteration to the female genitalia is FGM and hence child abuse. No other forms 
of child abuse will be promoted on line and FGM should not be different. We must treat 
FGM as the violation girls.” 
 
It is considered to be a method of suppressing female sexuality and curbing promiscuity 
and is often carried out with crude instruments such as  penknives, broken glass and razor 
blades. According to the World Health Organisation, undergoing the procedure can cause 
severe bleeding and pain, infections, fever, urinary and sexual problems, psychological 
problems, complications in childbirth and increased risk of death for newborns. Experts 
estimate that one in every 500 FGM procedures causes death. 
 
In Kenya, one in five females aged between 15 and 49 i have undergone FGM, according 
to the United Nations. The country spearheaded efforts to eliminate the controversial 
practice in East Africa by criminalising cutting in 2011 with a minimum three year 
imprisonment and a US $2,000 fine. This punishment was to be served when failing to 
report a case to authorities, taking a Kenyan women abroad to undergo the procedure or 
discriminating against women who had not undergone FGM. However, conviction rates 
remain low, largely due to a lack of resources and difficulties reaching remote areas of the 
country. In 2016, for example, only ten of the 75 cases brought to authorities in 2016 
resulted in a conviction.  
 
 
 
 
 

https://twitter.com/BaldehF
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Although it should be noted that FGM rates in Africa have been declining considerably, 
according to the British Medical Journal. The publication’s 2014 study looked at rates of 
FGM in girls 14 and under in 31 countries, stretching back to 1990. This meant that a total 
over 200,000 girls were considered in the subject’s most sophisticated study yet. The 
study found that the steepest decline was seen in East Africa, where FGM has been 
historically prevalent as the rate of occurrence went from 71.4% in 1995 to 8% in 2016. In 
North Africa, the percentage decreased from  57.7% to 14.1% between 1990 and 2015, 
and in West Africa, the rate fell from 73.6% in 1996 to 25.4% in 2017, Although the study 
did not include a detailed analysis of the reasons for the drastic decline, it suggested the 
legal bans in most countries and the national and international campaigns against the 
practice were likely the main reasons. 
 
However FGM is not solely an African issue. A Unicef survey from 2014 found that 58.5% 
of women in the Kurdish region had also been mutilated. FGM appears to have been 
practiced for decades in Iraq's Kurdish region, usually known for more progressive 
stances on women's rights. Authorities banned the procedure under a 2011 domestic 
violence law which punished perpetrators with up to three years in prison and an 
approximately £62,000 fine. This compares to less than 1% across the rest of Iraq, which 
has no such legislation. In fact, the rate of girls undergoing FGM in Iraq and Yemen 
actually increased by almost 20% per year between 1997 and 2015, according to United 
Nations analysis.  
 
In Europe, there is estimated to be around 500,000 women and girls who have undergone 
the practice, including 29,000 in the Netherlands, 13,000 in Belgium and 137,000 in the 
UK. Female circumcision has been illegal in the UK since 1985 and yet there hasn’t been 
a single conviction, with two prosecutions under specific FGM laws and a child cruelty 
related case resulting in acquittals. Official figures by the NHS revealed that in 2018, there 
were 4,495 new cases of FGM in the preceding 12 months — the equivalent of one girl cut 
every two hours, 24 hours a day for a whole year. In total, a minimum of 16,265 women 
and girls living in the UK have undergone FGM however many cases go unnoticed as they 
often happen at a young age and abroad or are simply underreported due to still being 
considered a taboo issue, according to campaigners. 
 
Since 2003, taking a girl out of the country to be cut carries a penalty of up to 14 years in 
prison. London-based FGM survivor and campaigner, Leyla Hussein warned in December 
that the festive season can be dangerous for young girls who are often flown into other 
countries to have the procedures carried out during what she calls the ‘cutting season.’ 
The UK’s National FGM Centre say teachers should look out for warning signs, such as 
when a child is taken abroad for a long time to a country where there is a high prevalence 
of FGM and if she has difficulty walking or sitting down, spends a long time in the toilet or 
becomes withdrawn. 
 
Only 11 of the 27 states in Africa with anti-FGM laws have specific provisions which bar 
the transportation of a child out of the state to perform FGM which would be banned if 
conducted inside the state. Girls in Kenya are being taken across the border to countries 
such as Uganda, Tanzania, Somalia and Ethiopia for female genital mutilation (FGM) to 
avoid a crackdown on the harmful traditional practice at home, campaigners have said.  
 
Meanwhile in Nigeria, 13% of women who have undergone FGM have been cut by 
medical professionals, according to UNFPA, which is considered an acceptable form of 

https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/child-abuse-and-neglect/fgm/
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FGM. This new trend is being referred to as the ‘medicalisation of FGM,’ causing a 
setback to the eradication process of the practice.  
 
Additionally, both the National FGM Centre and police have received reports of cutters 
being brought into the UK from countries in Africa where mutilation is prevalent although 
none have yet contained “actionable intelligence” that could lead to a prosecution.  
 
The UK is currently working on eradicating FGM both in the UK and worldwide. In 2013, 
the UK Department for International Development announced that it would be investing 
£35m to reduce the controversial practice by 30% in at least 10 priority countries over five 
years. The results of this investment are still due to be announced. Then in 2015, the 
Royal College of Nursing undertook efforts to create an enhanced data set on FGM, 
finding  5,700 new FGM records, including 18 cases in which FGM had been undertaken 
in the UK. In November 2018, the UK pledged £50 million to combat FGM in Africa by 
2030, the single biggest investment to tackle the issue by an international donor. The 
Department for International Development said almost a third of the money (£15m) will be 
allocated to Sudan, where an estimated 87% of women and girls aged 15 to 49 have 
undergone FGM. The UK government has also recently launched a campaign titled ‘Let’s 
Protect Our Girls’ to tackle FGM at home by distributing material about the potential 
consequences of the practice into communities where statistics suggest it is most 
prevalent.  
 
United Nations analysis suggests that rates of FGM among girls aged 15-19 have fallen 
from 46% in 2000 to 35% in 2015 across 30 different countries. Although fear of the law 
along with increased awareness of the harms of FGM has helped reduced rates of girls 
undergoing the procedure, many cases are still occurring globally. At least 200 million girls 
and women throughout the world have been subjected to FGM The UN general assembly 
has agreed to work to end the controversial practice by 2030 under the sustainable 
development goals. Whilst girls are one-third less likely to be cut than they were 30 years 
ago, a sense of emergency remains. Population growth means that 1 in 1 in 3 girls 
worldwide will be born in the 30 countries where FGC is concentrated by 2030 and unless 
action is taken an estimated 69 million more girls will be cut over the next 12 years, 
according to UNICEF.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-to-help-end-female-genital-mutilation
https://www.theguardian.com/world/sudan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fgm-campaign-materials
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fgm-campaign-materials


 

NAINA BHARDWAJ   4 

 


