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Background

1. Zimbabwe is a country located in southern Africa and has a population of approximately 16.1
million people.! The population is predominantly Christian, with 85.3% of the populating identifying
as Christian, 8.3% having no religious affiliation, 5% adhering to traditional African beliefs, 1.5%
identifying with either Islam, Judaism, or Hinduism.?

2. Zimbabwe’s last review was held on January 26, 2022.3 As a result of the review, Zimbabwe
received 264 recommendations, 168 of which it accepted.* It was recommended by Ireland, and
supported by Zimbabwe, that the government “[a]dopt the Marriages Bill and the Children’s
Amendment Bill criminalizing child marriage.>” No recommendations were made regarding religious
freedom. In our last report, we also expressed concern over child marriages in Zimbabwe where
approximately 34% of girls are married before they turn eighteen, and 5% are married before they turn
fifteen.® Further, much of the information in the report was obtained through our affiliated office that is
working on the ground in Zimbabwe to protect religious freedom.

Legal Framework
Freedom of Religion and Belief

3. Under Article 60 of the Constitution of Zimbabwe, freedom of religion including
religious instruction (even if subsidized by the State) is protected.’

4. Zimbabwe amended the Private Voluntary Organization (PVO) Act, which regulates
the operations of PVOs.® As amended in January 2025, the Act defines a PVO as following:

[A]ny legal person, legal arrangement, body or association of persons, corporate
or unincorporate, or any institution, the objects of which include or are one or
more of the following—

(a) the provision of all or any of the material, mental, physical, or social
needs of persons or families;

(b) the rendering of charity to persons or families in distress;

(c) the prevention of social distress or destitution of persons or families;
(d) the provision of assistance in, or promotion of, activities aimed at
uplifting the standard of living of persons or families|.]’

5. Further, while the law does state that religious bodies are excluded, the activities of
the religious bodies must be solely “confined to religious work.”!

6. Under Section 6, PVOs that seek funding from within or outside Zimbabwe or collect

public contributions must register as PVOs unless they are exempt. Existing charitable entities

that fall within the amended definition are also required to register within the prescribed
SRt

period.
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7. Section 20A requires that PVOs identify their donors and ensure that funds are only
used for their stated charitable purpose. Further, PVOs are prohibited from politically partisan
activities, must respect local cultural values, and demonstrate economic and social benefits to
the communities they serve.!?

8. Further, Section 21 allows the High Court to suspend the leadership of a PVO and
appoint trustees to take control if there are concerns about mismanagement, illegal activities,
departure from its stated objectives, or if it is in the interests of the public.'?

Abortion

9. Like Article 6 of the ICCPR, Article 48 of the Constitution of Zimbabwe, states that
“[e]very person has the right to life.”!*

10. Zimbabwe’s Termination of Pregnancy Act allows abortion only when the continuation of
pregnancy is a serious threat of permanent impairment of the mother’s physical health or life,
there is serious risk of severe mental or physical handicap of the baby, or rape.!>

11. Zimbabwe also has a responsibility to uphold protections for the lives of preborn babies
under other international agreements such as the UN Charter, the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR), and the 1994 Cairo Conference on Population and Development.

Child Marriage

12. The Constitution of Zimbabwe prohibits children from being pledged in marriage and
requires free and full consent.'®

13.  Article 3 of the 2022 Marriages Act prohibits anyone under the age of 18 from
marrying, reiterates child marriages are prohibited, and criminalizes the act (excluding the
child).!”

14. Zimbabwe is a party to both the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).!8
The CRC defines a child as “every human being below the age of eighteen years,”!” and Article
16 of the CEDAW prohibits child marriage.?

Regulating Religious Charitable Organizations

15. Churches and faith-based organizations play a key role in Zimbabwe by providing
humanitarian aid, education, and healthcare. Many of these organizations rely on foreign and
domestic donations to carry out their mission to help people who are most in need. The newly
enacted Private Voluntary Organisations (PVO) Amendment Act, 2025, has created concerns
that the government will now interfere with the charitable work that the organizations do.

16. The PVO Amendment Act introduced regulatory requirements for various
organizations that provide crucial humanitarian and charitable services.?! The new law requires
organizations to comply with extensive reporting and registration requirements that impose a
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burden on organizations, specifically smaller organizations. Religious leaders and members of
civil society groups have expressed concern that the new law grants the government broad
discretionary authority over the registration, operation, and governance of civil society
organizations, including churches.?

17.  We are especially concerned about Section 21 of the law, as it grants the Minister the
ability to apply to the High Court to suspend the leadership of a PVO and appoint trustees to
take control of the PVO if it is deemed that the PVO was acting contrary to the law or that it
would be in the public interest to do so. This allows for the government to interfere with PVOs
on broad grounds, including the vague concept of “public interest.” This undermines the
independence of PVOs and their ability to govern themselves.

18. Churches and religious organizations are apprehensive about this law and worry about
the implications it has on their ability to provide humanitarian assistance. Religious leaders are
concerned that charitable trusts and faith-based organizations that carry out humanitarian and
social welfare activities could be forced to close down if they are unable to comply with the
newly enacted registration requirements or even if it is deemed that their activities fall within
the definition of a PVO.?

19.  For example, the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul, Pontifical Mission Societies, and
numerous other lay religious associations have provided critical charitable assistance, poverty
relief, education, and community support without having to register as PVOs. Under the newly
enacted law, there is uncertainty about whether such organizations will be required to register
as PVOs and submit themselves to increased government oversight.?*

20. The law has already had a disastrous impact in just the first year of its enactment. Civil
society organizations and NGOs across the country have been crippled. According to a
spokesperson for the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition, “most NGOs have almost closed shop due
to the PVO Amendment Act.”?®

Abortion

21. Abortion across Africa has slowly been expanding since 1994, And unfortunately
Zimbabwe is the next target. In 2024, Zimbabwe proposed amended to its current law, that
would have allowed for abortion on demand up until twelve weeks. Further the amendments
would have also allowed for abortions to be carried out up until the twentieth week of gestation
if the pregnancy would pose a risk to the mother’s health, mental well-being, or socioeconomic
status.?® Thankfully, the amendment to expand abortion was rejected.

22.  Unfortunately, even though parliament did not expand abortion, the courts have now
taken it upon themselves to do so. Two recent landmark rulings in 2024 and 2025 by the High
Court of Zimbabwe represent a deeply concerning step toward dismantling the statutory
protections that have historically safeguarded unborn human life. For nearly five decades, the
Zimbabwe Termination of Pregnancy Act maintained a highly protective framework designed
to defend preborn babies, permitting exceptions only under strict, objectively verified medical
circumstances of physical danger or certified rape. By expanding the definition of “mental
health” to a valid justification for termination, the judiciary has set a troubling precedent.

23. Introducing subjective, difficult-to-verify grounds like mental distress acts as a legal
loophole which can lead to abortion on demand. Lowering these clinical barriers risks
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normalizing the practice, reducing the legal and moral value assigned to preborn babies, and
ultimately triggering a significant increase in the overall number of abortions in the country.
Both decisions are still pending approval from the Constitutional Court of Zimbabwe before
taking effect.

24.  Although some advocates characterize abortion as healthcare, abortion intentionally
ends the life of a preborn baby and therefore cannot be equated with medical care that preserves
or heals life. By permitting abortion only in extremely limited circumstances, Zimbabwe is
able to protect the lives of both mothers and preborn babies.

25. Zimbabwe’s abortion law plays an important role in protecting the lives and well-being
of both preborn babies and their mothers. In addition to preserving the lives of preborn babies,
restrictions on abortion also prevent women from being exposed to serious physical
complications associated with abortion. Evidence from sub-Saharan Africa, where Zimbabwe
is located, shows that women who have had an abortion can experience potentially life-
threatening complications, while others have suffered “severe maternal outcomes,” including
near-miss cases and death.?” This reinforces the importance of laws like Zimbabwe’s that
prioritize the protection of life.

26.  Zimbabwe is under no obligation to expand access to abortion because international
law does not recognize the right to abortion. By contrast, the right to life is firmly established
in international human rights agreements and is protected. The ICCPR uses language similar
to Zimbabwe’s Constitution, providing that “[e]very human being has the inherent right to life.
This right shall be protected by law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his life.”?® Likewise,
the UDHR states that “[e]veryone has the right to life.”?® These foundational human rights
instruments affirm the universal nature of the right to life.

Child Marriage

27.  Inour previous report we recommended that Zimbabwe amend its Marriage Act to align
it with its Constitution and the international treaties to which it is a party. While Zimbabwe
amended the Marriage Act in 2022, child marriage remains a significant human rights concern.
Across Africa, approximately 700,000 children are married every year, with Zimbabwe ranking
among the top twenty worst offenders.*’ This problem was exacerbated during the COVID-19
pandemic, as economic hardship and school closures resulted in many girls being vulnerable
to early marriage. Today, approximately 34% of girls are married before they turn eighteen,
with 5% being married before the age of fifteen. These statistics have largely remained
unchanged since 1994, despite child marriage being illegal.’!

28. The primary contributing factor to child marriage is poverty. It is estimated that girls
from poor families are six times more likely to be married before they turn eighteen than girls
who come from wealthier families.>? Marriage is viewed by families as a way to ease financial
hardship through the payment of bride price called a lobola. Further, by marrying off their
daughters, families have one less person that they need to provide for, which further
incentivizes poor families to marry off their daughters. In some cases, girls voluntarily give
themselves up to marriage in hopes that they will have a better future and can escape poverty.
As one woman shared, “I married too early because of poverty with the hope that I would get
a better life. Therefore, for me, poverty was the reason I got married.”>?
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29. Traditional and cultural practices also play a significant role in the prevalence of child
marriage. These include Khomba, a rite of initiation; Musengabere, a form of bride abduction;
Chimutsamapfiwha, in which a deceased bride is replaced by a sibling; and Kuzvarira, a
practice where girls are married away in exchange for food, livestock, or other resources.*

30. To help combat child marriage, Zimbabwe enacted the Marriage Act of 2022. This law
expressly prohibits all marriages involving individuals under the age of eighteen, including
customary and religious marriages. This closed a loophole that had previously permitted child
marriages in traditional and ceremonial contexts.*> Unfortunately, despite this newly enacted
law, enforcement remains uneven and child marriage rates unchanged.

31.  Enforcing child marriage laws is critical to protecting girls from the harm that child
marriage can have on girls. Girls who get married at a younger age are at risk for pregnancy
complications, which is the leading cause of death for girls age 15-19. Further, child marriages
put girls at an increased risk of suffering domestic violence and sexual abuse. Many girls also
leave school once they get married or pregnant, which can result in the loss of access to
education and reduce their ability to acquire future employment, as well as perpetuating a life
of poverty.>®

32. Girls also suffer from psychological and social consequences from getting married
young. Child brides are often isolated from their peers and their support network, resulting in
depression and a feeling of shame.?” One girl described how getting married at the age of
seventeen affected her life: “All I wanted was to play and think of my future. Suddenly I had
to be a mother and wife, I didn’t even know what to do.””*® Another victim shared how at the
age of fourteen, she was sent to work at a man’s house without knowing that she was being
prepared for marriage. Soon after, she was forced into marriage and gave birth to her first child
at the age of fifteen. She also suffered physical abuse by her husband.*

Recommendations

33. Zimbabwe should amend the PVO Amendment Act, 2025, to ensure that it does not
restrict the legitimate humanitarian and charitable activities being carried out by churches and
faith-based organizations. Any regulatory framework governing religious organizations should
be narrowly tailored, transparent, and implemented in a manner that respects the rights to
freedom of religion, association, and expression. Further, we ask that the government consult
with religious leaders, humanitarian groups, and civil society organizations to ensure that this
law does not hinder their ability to provide necessary services to members of vulnerable
communities.

34.  We are pleased to see that Zimbabwe ultimately rejected amendments that would have
expanded access to abortion. We want to encourage Zimbabwe to uphold protections for life
and continue reject any measure that would expand access to abortion. Additionally, we ask
that Supreme Court of Zimbabwe overrule the lower court’s ruling that seeks to expand access
to abortion without going through the legislature.

35.  While we commend Zimbabwe for amending its Marriage Act of 2022, Zimbabwe must
strengthen its efforts to combat child marriage by ensuring the full and consistent enforcement
of the Marriage Act of 2022 throughout the country. To do this, Zimbabwe must educate both
its police force and the population on the new law to ensure that it is enforced and followed.
This can be done through training law enforcement on recognizing cases of child marriage as
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well as public outreach campaigns to educate the population of the new law, particularly in
rural areas. We also ask that Zimbabwe thoroughly investigate and prosecute all individuals
who are involved in facilitating, arranging, or participating in child marriages. We also ask that
the government invest in strengthening support services for victims of child marriage, including
access to education, healthcare, legal assistance, and shelter.
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